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Polish experts return
to Syria’s Palmyra to

restore famed lion statue

When two Polish heritage experts first restored the
famed lion statue in Syria’s Palmyra in 2005, they
never imagined they would see it smashed to pieces

only a decade later.  “We did new restoration, new presenta-
tion of this lion, the Lion of Al-Lat. And after, I thought, I’m
doing this (to last) for over 200 years or 300 years, maybe
more,” archeologist Bartosz Markowski told AFP. 

“But it appears it was only 10 years.”Markowski spoke to
AFP at the entrance of Palmyra’s museum, where the striking
15-tonne Lion of Al-Lat lay in large, jagged pieces. It was
smashed by the Islamic State group, which overran Palmyra-
known as the “Pearl of the Desert”-in May 2015. 

During their ten-month rule over the city, the jihadists exe-
cuted hundreds of civilians and blew up some of Palmyra’s
most beautiful temples and funerary towers in the old city.

Palmyra’s museum lies in the residential parts of the city.  The
destroyed Lion of al-Lat at the museum’s entrance serves as a
harbinger for the destruction inside: statues lay in pieces blan-
keted in dust and debris. Syria’s government forces recap-
tured the city on March 27, and experts immediately set to
work assessing the damage to the city’s historic ruins.
Markowski, from the University of Warsaw’s archeology insti-
tute, was the first foreign archeologist to enter Palmyra after
the regime win.  He arrived in Palmyra with his colleague
Robert Zukowski, from the Polish Academy of Sciences, in
mid-April for a one-week mission to evaluate the damage. 

Polish ‘heroes’ 
The three-metre-tall Lion of al-Lat dated back to the 1st

century BC.  It was first discovered in 1977 by a Polish archeo-
logical mission at the temple of Al-Lat, a pre-Islamic Arabian
goddess. Nearly four decades later, his hair and clothes cov-
ered in dust, Markowski patiently catalogued the broken
pieces of the limestone monument.  “This lion is like our baby.
We have had a sentimental relationship with this statue ever
since we came in 2005 to help restore Palmyra,” Markowski
said. As soon as he and Zukowski heard IS was pushed out of
Palmyra, “we decided to return at the invitation of the
Directorate of Antiquities and Museums of Syria,” he added. 

Maamun Abdulkarim, the head of Syria’s antiquities
department, says the two Polish workers are “heroes.”
Markowski said he felt he “had to come back as soon as possi-
ble.” “We were excited because we had not seen any photos
since one year, or almost one year, since Daesh came here,” he
said, using an Arabic acronym for IS.  “The first pictures that
we saw (were from) one week ago. And we saw that there is
something to do here.” He told his wife he was travelling to
Egypt, “because she would not have let me leave if she knew I
was coming to Palmyra.” More than 270,000 people have
been killed and millions have been forced to flee their homes
since the conflict erupted in March 2011. 

After being catalogued by Markowski, each piece was care-
fully carried by Zukowski and a Syrian colleague into large
boxes. The containers will head to Damascus, where restora-
tion can begin.  His hands covered in blisters, Zukowski took a
photograph of each broken slab of rock.  — AFP

Bartosz Markowski, from the University of Warsaw’s
archeology institute, inspects a broken statue at
Palmyra museum.
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Design classic and symbol of the
“dolce vita”, the Vespa turns 70
this weekend and Italy’s most cel-

ebrated scooter is buzzing along nicely
after tripling sales in the last decade. It
was on a Vespa that Gregory Peck pur-
sued Audrey Hepburn in “Roman
Holiday”, the 1953 film that helped make
the marque synonymous internationally
with the Roman capital. But it was actu-
ally in Florence that the wasp-shaped
two-wheeler was born, Enrico Piaggio
having registered the patent in the
Tuscan capital on April 23, 1946.

Seventy years later, more than 18 mil-
lion models have been sold and
Piaggio’s objective of reinventing the
family aeronautical company has been
realized and then some. With the com-
pany still dealing with the damage done
to its production facilities by World War II
bombing, Piaggio asked one of his engi-
neers, Corradino d’Ascanio, to create a
motorcycle that would be both easy to
produce from the materials at hand and
inexpensive for consumers.

The simple brief proved inspired, as
did the choice of d’Ascanio, who never
made any secret of the fact that he
found the motorbikes of the time
uncomfortable, cumbersome and dirty.
The engineer addressed each issue one
by one and the result was a scooter with
a revolutionary design that remain bare-
ly untouched to this day. It was an
instant success. From sales of 2,284 in
1946, annual production increased to
nearly 20,000 within two years, and to
60,000 in 1950. By the mid-50s sales had
tripled again and Vespas were being
manufactured in 13 countries.

Retro style 
“The Vespa was better than a motor

bike: it had a body with a front apron
that protected riders from dust, the mud

and the rain,” said Patrice Verges, a histo-
rian of the automobile industry. “It had
small wheels which made it possible to
carry a spare with you at a time when
punctures were a regular hazard
because of nails dropping off horse-
shoes. “And people liked the design and
the distinctive noise, which was like that
of a wasp.” People also liked the price.
“In the 1950s and 1960s, you bought a
Vespa because you could not afford a
car,” added Verges. As the Italian econo-

my began to boom in the 1980s, life got
tougher for the manufacturer.
Obligatory helmets made the riding
experience safer but less romantic and
families were able to opt for cars as their
main means of getting about.

Since 2004 however the brand has
been undergoing a worldwide revival
thanks to a combination of enthusiasm
for the Vespa’s retro style and its utility
for moving quickly around increasingly
congested cities. From 58,000 units in
2004, production, now concentrated in
Italy, Vietnam and India, reached nearly

170,000 last year and the allure of the
Vespa brand means Piaggio can com-
mand higher prices than rivals. “The
Vespa is still a legend,” is how Marco
Lambri, the current design director, puts
it. “It represents the best of Italian design
and the (engineering) genius that
allowed aeronautical technology to be
applied to the creation of a scooter that
has revolutionized our way of getting
around.”

Marketing manager Davide Zanoli

adds: “It is not just a vehicle, it is an icon
of Italian style, elegant and irreverent at
the same time.” To celebrate the 70th
birthday hundreds of Vespa aficionados
will gather this weekend at Pontedera
near Pisa, where the scooter has been
produced continuously since 1946.
Among them will be Carlo Bozzetti, pres-
ident of the Vespa Club of Milan and
proud owner of six different models
from different eras. “I use one every day,
for work, holidays and leisure,” said the
59-year-old. “The Vespa has been part of
my life for 40 years.” — AFP

Italy says happy 70th birthday to 

iconic scooter

A model sitting on a Vespa Liberty S scooter at the Indian Auto Expo 2016
in Greater Noida.


