A tribute at the crossroads of the Arab-American experience 
In a post Sept. 11, 2001 America, all seem to agree that a museum focused on the achievments of regional immigrants is a necessity 
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From the invention of the ice cream cone to the development of the Ford Mustang, the many accomplishments of Lebanese-Americans will be front and center at the new Arab-American museum set to open in January 2005 in Dearborn, Michigan. 
The experiences of Lebanese-Americans like Ronny Seikaly, a former NBA star, and George Doumani, a renowned explorer and scientist, will join those of numerous other Arab-American figures in what promises to be the first permanent historical exhibition dedicated to the experiences of a population that is now more than three million strong. 
As but one indication of the excitement behind the project, hundreds of Arab-Americans gathered at an old, abandoned furniture store in downtown Dearborn in late September 2003 to celebrate the museum’s groundbreaking. 
Organizers chose to build the museum across from Dearborn city hall, as the city, and its surrounding metropolitan area, is home to a thriving Arab-American community of nearly half a million people, including a substantial number of Lebanese-Americans. 
Now, six months later, as construction of the museum continues, Hassan Jaber, associate executive director of the museum (and of Lebanese descent,) is in Lebanon on his first stop in what is billed as regional campaign to raise money for the museum’s completion. 
“There are 16,000 museums in the U.S. and this is the first Arab-American one ever,” said Jaber. “It’s an institution that will speak to the Arab-American experience and their immigration, their contributions, their way of life and many other stories about people who have made the journey and who have made an impact on life in the US.” 
The organization behind the museum project is the non-profit human service organization ACCESS (Arab Community Center for Economic and Social Services), the largest and oldest such Arab organization in the United States. 
Based in Detroit, Michigan, with seventy programs all over the country, ACCESS centers offer a wide-range of services to approximately 70,000 Arab and non-Arab immigrants a year, providing physical and mental health services, research and employment centers, and immigrant information. 
Although the actual concept for the museum came to fruition in 2001, the idea of building a museum was entertained by the group’s directors since at least the 1980s. 
The organization’s headquarters has housed a cultural arts program for almost two decades now, as well as a small exhibit on the Arab world and on Arabs in Detroit. Due to the success of the exhibit throughout the years, it seemed only logical to ACCESS that an official Arab-American museum be constructed. 
In the year 2000, serious discussions on the museum initiative began and a museum task force was created ​ a committee composed of 25 members including community leaders, scholars, university professors and museum experts ​ all of whom advised the association on how best to progress toward their goal. 
But it was only after September 11, 2001, and, after what many Arab-Americans perceived as a rising tide of discrimination and violence against them, that supporters of the Arab-American museum realized such a project not only made sense, but was an absolutely vital undertaking for the entire Arab-American community ​ and, perhaps even more, for all of America. 
At the groundbreaking ceremony, Anan Ameri, director of ACCESS and director of the museum, re-emphasized the need to eliminate prejudice through educational initiatives 
“If people learn anything about the Arab world, or about Arab-Americans, it is usually inaccurate and negative information, full of lies and stereotypes,” said Ameri during her speech. “And we … are determined to change all that, and we will.” 
“We Arab-Americans are a rich community, but more and more we see that our own humanity, our own values are being threatened,” said Hassan Jaber. “We need to portray these values, portray our experiences as Arab-Americans and contribute to the understanding of Arabs here in the States.” 
The museum, which measures 38,500 square feet in size, is being designed by  Lebanese-American architect Youssef Ghafari. A Michigan-based architectural firm, Jack Rouse Associates, will be in charge of the exhibit design. The museum will have elements of Middle Eastern and Islamic architecture, including significant tile work, characteristic floor patterns, a strong integration of water themes and an interior courtyard with fountains. 
According to Sarah Blannett, the museum curator, the institution will have two permanent exhibits and two rotating exhibits. The first permanent exhibit, entitled “Where We Came From,” will feature major contributions of the Arab world to civilization in science, religion, the arts, architecture, language, law, social sciences and so forth. The second permanent exhibit will be divided into three parts. The first part will focus on the Arab-American experience: immigration of the Arabs and the reasons behind it. 
“Arab-Americans are unique from other immigrant groups in the sense that most of us who immigrated, did not do so because of economic reasons,” said Jaber. “Many Arab-Americans immigrated because of a war situation ​ from the 1938 war, to the Lebanese civil war, to the war between the two Yemens, to the first and second Gulf wars. It was a series of very modern causes, modern war tragedies that forced many Arabs to leave.” 
The second part of the museum’s permanent exhibition will focus on the everyday lives of Arab-Americans in the US, using themes of occupation, family life, religion, food, the arts and introducing such issues as stereotyping and citizenship. This exhibit will feature many artifacts portraying daily life, such as factory clothing, grocery items, old documents and tickets ​ even donated suitcases that people used on trips to the US. 
The final element of the exhibition will display the accomplishments of specific  Arab-Americans and how they changed the face of America. It will feature such figures as Helen Thomas (head of the White House Press Corps), Danny Thomas (actor and founder of St. Judes Hospital), Paula Abdul (celebrity singer), Ralph Nader (consumer advocate and US Presidential candidate), Casey Kasem (high-profile radio personality) and George Address (head of the UAW). 
The permanent exhibition will also pay tribute to Arab-Americans whose work behind the scenes made significant impacts on American life such as Richard Caleal, who designed the 1947 Ford model that, according to many, saved the slumping company, as well as Abe Doumar, a Lebanese-American who apparently invented the ice cream cone and a young Moroccan man who was the first freed slave. A model of the heart-pump, invented by Lebanese-American Dr. DeBakey, will also be featured as will moon rocks, donated by scientist Farouk El-Baz, who was in charge of the analysis of the moon. 
Ronny Seikaly, an NBA basketball star, has donated a pair of his sneakers for the permanent exhibit and George Doumani, a Lebanese-American Antarctic explorer who proved the theory of continental drift, is donating a hand-made Lebanese flag (made out of the meager materials he found on the continent) that he posted on an iceberg. 
The two rotating exhibits will feature themes that will change approximately every three months or so, and, beginning in January, a gallery will feature the work of Arab-American artists. 
A comprehensive library and research center will also be available for visitors and scholars alike to conduct research on the Arab world and Arab-Americans. And for those around the world who are unable to make it to the institution, the museum will also have a virtual dimension, accessible through the internet so that anyone, anywhere will be able to take a tour. 
“This museum, whether visited in person or on the internet, is for both Arab and non-Arab audiences,” said Ameri. “Arabs should take pride in who they are, and we think it’s important for non-Arabs to understand us.” 
Jaber hopes that the virtual museum will encourage those curious enough to see it in person, to make a special trip out to Michigan. 
Several significant donations have already been made to the museum. Early on, the Ford Motor Company donated two million dollars, followed by Daimler Chrysler, who contributed one million. The Kresge Foundation gave 1.5 million to the effort and H.E. Abdullah Alí Attiyah, the chair of OPEC and the Energy minister of Qatar, presented one million dollars to the museum at the groundbreaking ceremony. 
But it is not only the big corporations that have been handing in generous checks, Jaber stresses. Dozens of local corporations, as well as thousands upon thousands of regular ordinary citizens, Arab and non-Arab alike, are offering their support for the building of the museum. Jaber is not surprised. 
“The dynamic of this has created so much positive feeling on the part of Arab-Americans. The community wants to portray itself, its pride, its heritage, its contributions. On one hand, our experience is a typical immigrant one. But on the other hand, there is so much that is unique to Arabs because we, as a group, are already very diverse.” 
Jaber believes Lebanon plays an especially important role in the history of Arab immigration and in the initiative behind the museum. 
“Lebanese-Americans make up the largest percentage of Arab-Americans,” he said. “More than 60 percent of Arab immigrants in the States are Lebanese. And the Lebanese really have had the most diverse experiences, being one of the earliest immigrants, and being so different from one another.” 
“I would definitely make the trip out to Michigan to see the museum,” said Maha Abou-Aziz, a Lebanese resident of Los Angeles, California. “It is very important to honor those who came before us ​ to honor both those who made significant contributions and those who led simple lives. I have many relatives that came before me and worked hard to make a name for themselves. It’s only fair that we pay tribute to a culture as ambitious as Arab-Americans.” 
Already, 13.5 million dollars of the 16 million dollar goal (set to be reached in June of this year) has been raised for the museum and Jaber hopes to close the gap on his current visits to Lebanon, Kuwait and Dubai. ACCESS believes that it is essential for Arabs outside of the U.S. to take part in the museum initiative. 
“A good image about Arab-Americans is good for the Arab world,” said Ameri. “We’re connected. Americans often think that the Arab world is a backwards place and while some of these ideas are accurate, they are blown out of proportion. What we do in the museum will help Arabs understand the American experience and help Americans understand better where the Arab-Americans came from.”

