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On 13 January this year I will become a Durham 
graduate. I will be so proud to receive my degree and will 
celebrate loudly and vigorously with my peers as all fresh 
graduates do. We will savour the moment of achievement, 
with new doors opening – and fresh hope for our futures. 
I know my family will be there with me, deep in my heart 
like they have always been, supporting me, every step of 
the way.

Two months earlier, in November 2016, the letter arrived 
to tell me that I had obtained a Distinction for the MSc 
in Finance and Investment I have been studying for since 
joining the Business School in September 2015. As a 
Chevening Scholar - the UK government’s international 
awards are funded by the Foreign Office aimed at 
developing global leaders - my graduation will top an 
amazing year at Durham and this also serves as a suitable 
point to introduce you to my international journey to 
Durham, which started more than 2,600 miles away in 
now war-torn Aleppo. 
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I was a third-year economics student at Aleppo University 
when Arab Spring protests broke out in April 2011. The 
number of protests and demonstrations increased slowly 
until the end of November when the Syrian government 
started to retaliate.

The situation deteriorated dramatically, massive arrests 
took place daily and airstrikes and bombings began in no 
time. University dormitories were filled with displaced 
families, with the electricity restricted and water cut 
off. Secret police checkpoints increased and friends 
and acquaintances were arrested and some never came 
back, some did, others were found dead. My father was 
kidnapped for a week, but luckily returned home safe. 
I have lost five friends to date, in different ways, mostly 
tortured, with bodies dumped.
 
I decided to move on and pursue my education elsewhere, 
in Istanbul. Shortly after my father returned home 
from being abducted, I booked a flight from Aleppo 
to Istanbul through Beirut, not knowing if I would see 
my family again. 

The initial part of my studies in Turkey was very 
challenging. It wasn’t only about keeping up with the 
lectures and written work and getting to know the city, 
it was financially challenging as well. After finishing my 
second term I was able to secure a 10-week internship 
in an energy company. I was able to finish my Masters 
degree with a distinction and was ranked top of my class. 
Shortly afterwards, I was offered a full-time job in a 
multinational company, where I worked for almost two 
years. But while I was there ISIS separated from al-Qaeda 
and declared the caliphate, a term you don’t really come 
across outside History books. Foreign Jihadists poured 
into Syria to join ISIS and the world started to recognise 
the danger Syrians were facing after thousands of civilians 
were killed.

One day I realised that I needed to 
start a new phase in my education 
that would allow me to improve my 
country in the future. I applied for 
the UK government’s Chevening 
Scholarships to study in the UK. 

As part of the scholarship application, I had to apply 
to three universities. My aim was Durham University 
Business School. Durham is a world class university, but 

for me what made it stand out from other universities 
was how its business school is advancing, and where its 
graduates are now. 

Durham University Business School has a fast growing 
alumni cohort working in top companies; this was crucial 
to my decision - being part of an alumni group that is 
making an impact is what truly counts for me. In February 
2015, I learned that I had passed the first screening 
process for the Chevening Scholarships and that I had 
advanced to the interview stage, which took place in 
March and a few days after the meeting I received an 
offer from the Business School to study MSc Finance 
and Investment.

In June 2015, I learnt that my 
interview was successful and I had 
become a Chevening Scholar. I felt 
like all the hard work had paid off, 
and it was one of the best feelings 
ever. When I called my family with 
the news, they were happy and proud 
but at the same time sad as I would 
not be in a neighbouring country 
anymore. 

I have enjoyed everything Durham has to offer, 
particularly the bits that you don’t find on the internet; the 
kind people, the amazing collegiate system, friendships, 
the nights out, the feeling you get when you go to the 
Cathedral for the first time, the difficult exams, the 
reading lists that never end, the discussions and debates 
that never end as well, the sports that you can practice, the 
societies you could join, all that gives Durham University 
its special flavour, a flavour that I doubt exists elsewhere. 

Durham is my home now, just like Istanbul was before, 
and Aleppo before that, I don’t know where my journey 
will take me next - but if you ever study at Durham 
University you would know that no matter where you go, 
you would always call your college ‘home’. 

I would like to highlight that my story, although 
challenging, is a fortunate one. There are many others 
who are going through worse and my experiences are just 
a fraction compared to what friends and relatives in Syria 
have witnessed and been through at first hand.


