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In quieter Baghdad, beloved game 1s back
FR | RS Pk R B

Kimackchy is doing the hip thing — playing bingo.

The streets outside may still not be as safe as they once were,
and the occasional deadly bombing still rips through Baghdad, but
al-Kimackchy is here with her family and entirely fixated on her
game, wondering if tonight will finally be her night. “Since | was a
young girl I've played bingo and even ‘til today, I've never won!”
she says.

After years of bombings and killings, Baghdad's 85-year-old elite
social club is making a comeback — and there’s no better evidence
than the open bar, the deafening Arabic pop music and the Satur-
day night bingo games that draw hundreds of fun-seekers, from
teenagers to grandparents.

While it is only a small snapshot of Irag, bingo mania reflects
the growing sense of security in Baghdad and the resurgence of
a community that wants no part of the religious divisions that al-
most destroyed the city. They are Sunnis, Shiites, Christians — and
nobody seems to care.

Founded when Iraq was ruled by Britain, the Alwiyah's lawns,
tennis courts, swimming pool and bar were long the gathering
place of the cultural, political and intellectual elite — those who
met the membership criteria of a college degree and knowledge
of a foreign language.

I t's Saturday night at the Alwiyah Club, and 21-year-old Sarah al-

1. hip /hip/ adj
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Bl: We're all going to a hip new club on
Saturday.
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2.fixate /‘fikset/ v.

Bl: Newspapers have been fixated on the king's
death for the past few weeks.
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It continued to thrive under Saddam Hussein until the early
1990s, when the dictator cut the country’s booze supply to curry
favor with Muslim conservatives and tribal leaders.

“It became like a military club. No drinking. No parties. What
kind of club is that?” said Abdul Rahman Hamza, a 45-year-old law-
yer whose family were among the founding members.

After years of violence following the 2003 US-led invasion, the
turning point came in 2008, when violence in Iraq dropped dra-
matically. The Alwiyah came alive again.

On bingo night, the parking lot is packed, pop music blasts over
the lawn, and the atmosphere is decidedly secular.

A large outdoor bingo screen is lit up and a man calls out the
numbers and letters. Individuals pay about US$4 for a wooden
table on which they can play bingo all night. Prizes are small
amounts of cash.

“The girls outside wearing trousers and tank tops — you
wouldn't see it before,” said Kadam Mokdady, vice president of
the club, gesturing to the lawn. “It was very limited. It wasn't really
a family club as such until 2008. Since then, it has become almost
back to normal.” Mokdady said the club plans to add a bowling al-
ley, gymnasium and cafeteria.

The club has about 4,000 members. A family pays a one-time
fee of about one million Iragi dinars (US$850), and then 100,000-
150,000 dinars (US$85-USS$100) a year, Mokdady said.

“Let’s hope it will stay like this,” said Samar Edward Hana, a 60-
year-old civil servant in a dapper suit and tie who has been a mem-
ber 25 years. “And all the families will return from abroad.”
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sic cars over the past few years.

3.resurgence /rr's3dgons/ n.
Bl: There's been a resurgence of interest in clas-
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Left and top: An Alwiyah Club employee announces the winners of a bingo
game, top left, members of the Alwiyah Club play bingo, top right, and Iraqi
university student Sarah al-Kimackchy talks to a journalist during bingo
night, left, in Baghdad, Iraq, on Oct. 17, 2009. PHOTOS: AP

ZBHLE : TRTCERPURERE - WRELRLS—BETEMERBENER
(EB7%) - BRIYNEEANER (LBG) @ URPAURABRED - SIRHEE
EXRCrER—2ashy (28) - RE £Ht

4, secular /'sekjslev/  ad.
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Bl: In a secular society people are free to choose
their own religion.
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