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A Middle East Chronology

1882 As a result of the persecution of Jews in Russia and Romania a year earlier, the first large-scale immigration of Jewish settlers to Palestine takes place.



 1891 Arab notables in Jerusalem send a petition to the Ottoman government in Constantinople demanding the prohibition of Jewish immigration to Palestine and Jewish land purchases.



 1896 Austrian journalist Theodor Herzl, the founder of modern Zionism, publishes his pamphlet The Jewish State, which argues that the “Jewish Problem” can be solved only by setting up a Jewish state in Palestine, or somewhere else, so that Jews can live freely without fear of persecution. A year later, Herzl organizes the first Zionist Congress in Basel, Switzerland, to promote immigration to Palestine.



 1908 The first Palestinian Arabic newspapers appear: Al-Quds, in Jerusalem and Al-Asma’i in Jaffa.



 1916 The Sykes-Picot Agreement is forged by Britain, France, and Russia, carving up the Ottoman Empire after its defeat in World War I. As part of the agreement, Britain wins effective control over the area of Palestine, and France over the area that is now Lebanon and Syria.



 1917 The Balfour Declaration is issued by British Foreign Secretary Arthur J. Balfour, endorsing the idea of establishing a “national home” for the Jewish people in Palestine.



 1920 France decrees the formation of the state of Greater Lebanon, knitting together Mt. Lebanon with the regions of Beirut, Tripoli, Sidon, Tyre, Akkar, and the Bekaa Valley.




 1936-39 Inspired by other Arab nationalist movements, the Arabs of Palestine revolt in an attempt to halt the establishment of a Jewish homeland in Palestine. Both Jewish settlements and British army units come under attack.



 1943 Lebanon’s Christian and Muslim leaders agree on a “National Pact” for sharing power and balancing Lebanon’s Western and Arab orientations, enabling their country to become a state independent of France.



 1947 The United Nations votes to partition Palestine into two states, one for the Jews and one for the Palestinian Arabs, with Jerusalem to become an international enclave.



 1948 Britain withdraws from Palestine. Instead of implementing the UN partition plan, the surrounding Arab states join with the local Palestinians to try to prevent the emergence of a Jewish state. Israel is established anyway; Jordan occupies the West Bank and Egypt the Gaza Strip.



 1956 Israel, joining forces with Britain and France to attack Gamal Abdel Nasser’s Egypt, occupies most of the Sinai Peninsula. Under pressure from both the United States and the Soviet Union, Israel later withdraws.



 1958 The first Lebanese civil war erupts and some 15,000 American troops are sent to Beirut to help stabilize the situation.



 1964 Arab heads of state led by Nasser establish the Palestine Liberation Organization (PLO) in Cairo.



 1967 Israel launches a preemptive strike against Egypt, Syria, and Jordan as they are preparing for war against the Jewish state. The Six-Day War ends with Israel occupying the Sinai Peninsula, the Golan Heights, the Gaza Strip, and the West Bank.




 1969 Yasir Arafat, leader of the al-Fatah guerrilla organization, is elected chairman of the executive committee of the PLO.



 1970 King Hussein’s army defeats Arafat’s PLO guerrillas in a civil war for control of Jordan.



 1973 Egypt and Syria launch a surprise attack against Israeli forces occupying the Sinai Peninsula and the Golan Heights.



 1974 An Arab summit conference in Rabat, Morocco, affirms that the PLO is the “sole and legitimate representative” of the Palestinian people.



 1975 Civil war breaks out again in Lebanon.



 1977 Egyptian President Anwar Sadat goes to Jerusalem, addresses the Israeli parliament, and offers full peace in exchange for a total Israeli withdrawal from Sinai.



 1979 Egypt and Israel sign their peace treaty.



 1982—February The Syrian government massacres thousands of its own citizens while suppressing a Muslim rebellion launched from the town of Hama.



 1982—June to September Israel invades Lebanon. Phalangist militia leader Bashir Gemayel is assassinated after his election as Lebanon’s President. Phalangist militiamen massacre hundreds of Palestinians in the Sabra and Shatila refugee camps in Beirut, while the camps are surrounded by Israeli forces. U.S. Marines arrive in Beirut as part of a multinational peacekeeping force.



 1983 The American embassy and U.S. Marine headquarters in Beirut are blown up by suicide car bombers.



 1984—February The Lebanese government of President Amin Gemayel splinters after Shiite Muslims and Druse in West Beirut launch a revolt against the Lebanese army. President Reagan abandons hope of rebuilding Lebanon and orders Marines home.



 1984—September Israel’s Labor and Likud Parties join together in a national unity government after July elections end in a stalemate.




 1985 Israel unilaterally withdraws its army from most of Lebanon.



 1987—December The Palestinian uprising, or intifada, begins in the West Bank and Gaza Strip.



 1988—December Arafat recognizes Israel’s right to exist. U.S. Secretary of State George P. Shultz authorizes the opening of a dialogue with the PLO. Likud and Labor join together to form another national unity government in Israel after another stalemated election.




1

Prelude: From Minneapolis to Beirut

In June 1979, my wife, Ann, and I boarded a red-and-white Middle East Airlines 707 in Geneva for the four-hour flight to Beirut. It was the start of the nearly ten-year journey through the Middle East that is the subject of this book. It began, as it ended, with a bang.

When we got in line to walk through the metal detector at our boarding gate, we found ourselves standing behind three broad-shouldered, mustachioed Lebanese men. As each stepped through the metal detector, it would erupt with a buzz and a flashing red light, like a pinball machine about to tilt. The Swiss police immediately swooped in to inspect our fellow passengers, who turned out not to be hijackers bearing guns and knives, although they were carrying plenty of metal; they were an Armenian family of jewelers bringing bricks of gold back to Beirut. Each of the boys in the family had a specially fitted money belt containing six gold bars strapped around his stomach, and one of them also had a shoe box filled with the precious metal. They sat
next to Ann and me in the back of the plane and spent part of the flight tossing the gold bricks back and forth for fun.

When our MEA plane finally touched down at Beirut International Airport, and I beheld the arrival terminal’s broken windows, bullet scars, and roaming armed guards, my knees began to buckle from fear. I realized immediately that although I had spent years preparing for this moment—becoming a foreign correspondent in the Middle East—nothing had really prepared me for the road which lay ahead.

In Minneapolis, Minnesota, where I was born and raised, I had never sat next to people who tossed gold bricks to each other in the economy section on Northwest Airlines. My family was, I suppose, a rather typical middle-class American Jewish family. My father sold ball bearings and my mother was a homemaker and part-time bookkeeper. I was sent to Hebrew school five days a week as a young boy, but after I had my bar mitzvah at age thirteen, the synagogue interested me little; I was a three-day-a-year Jew—twice on the New Year (Rosh Hashanah) and once on the Day of Atonement (Yom Kippur). In 1968, my oldest sister, Shelley, spent her junior year abroad at Tel Aviv University; it was the year after Israel’s dramatic victory in the Six-Day War—a time when Israel was very much the “in” place for young American Jews. Over the Christmas break of 1968 my parents took me to Israel to visit my sister.

That trip would change my life. I was only fifteen years old at the time and just waking up to the world. The flight to Jerusalem marked the first time I had traveled beyond the border of Wisconsin and the first time I had ridden on an airplane. I don’t know if it was just the shock of the new, or a fascination waiting to be discovered, but something about Israel and the Middle East grabbed me in both heart and mind. I was totally taken with the place, its peoples and its conflicts. Since that moment, I have never really been interested in anything else. Indeed, from the first day I walked through the walled Old City of Jerusalem, inhaled its spices, and lost myself in the multicolored river of humanity that flowed through its maze of alleyways, I felt at home. Surely, in some previous incarnation, I must have been a bazaar merchant, a Frankish soldier perhaps, a pasha, or at least a medieval Jewish chronicler. It may have been my first trip abroad,
but in 1968 I knew then and there that I was really more Middle East than Minnesota.

When I returned home, I began to read everything I could get my hands on about Israel. That same year, Israel’s Jewish Agency sent a shaliach, a sort of roving ambassador and recruiter, to Minneapolis for the first time. I became one of his most active devotees—organizing everything from Israeli fairs to demonstrations. He arranged for me to spend all three summers of high school living on Kibbutz Hahotrim, an Israeli collective farm on the coast just south of Haifa. For my independent study project in my senior year of high school, in 1971, I did a slide show on how Israel won the Six-Day War. For my high-school psychology class, my friend Ken Greer and I did a slide show on kibbutz life, which ended with a stirring rendition of “Jerusalem of Gold” and a rapid-fire montage of strong-eyed, idealistic-looking Israelis of all ages. In fact, high school for me, I am now embarrassed to say, was one big celebration of Israel’s victory in the Six-Day War. In the period of a year, I went from being a nebbish whose dream was to one day become a professional golfer to being an Israel expert-in-training.

I was insufferable. When the Syrians arrested thirteen Jews in Damascus, I wore a button for weeks that said Free the Damascus 13, which most of my high-school classmates thought referred to an underground offshoot of the Chicago 7. I recall my mother saying to me gently, “Is that really necessary?” when I put the button on one Sunday morning to wear to our country-club brunch. I became so knowledgeable about the military geography of the Middle East that when my high-school geography class had a teaching intern from the University of Minnesota for a month, he got so tired of my correcting him that he asked me to give the talk about the Golan Heights and the Sinai Peninsula while he sat at my desk. In 1968, the first story I wrote as a journalist for my high-school newspaper was about a lecture given at the University of Minnesota by a then-obscure Israeli general who had played an important role in the 1967 war. His name was Ariel Sharon.

During the summer that I spent in Israel after high-school graduation, I got to know some Israeli Arabs from Nazareth, and our chance encounter inspired me to buy an Arabic phrase book and
to begin reading about the Arab world in general. From my first day in college, I started taking courses in Arabic language and literature. In 1972, my sophomore year, I spent two weeks in Cairo on my way to Jerusalem for a semester abroad at the Hebrew University. Cairo was crowded, filthy, exotic, impossible—and I loved it. I loved the pita bread one could buy hot out of the oven, I loved the easy way Egyptians smiled, I loved the mosques and minarets that gave Cairo’s skyline its distinctive profile, and I even loved my caddy at the Gezira Sporting Club, who offered to sell me both golf balls and hashish, and was ready to bet any amount of money that I could not break 40 my first time around the course. (Had two racehorses not strolled across the ninth fairway in the middle of my drive, I might have won the bet.)

In the summer of 1974, between my junior and senior years of college, I returned to Egypt for a semester of Arabic-language courses at the American University in Cairo. When I came back to Brandeis, where I was studying for my B.A., I gave a slide lecture about Egypt. An Israeli graduate student in the audience heckled me the entire time asking, “What is a Jew doing going to Egypt?” and “How dare you like these people?” Worse, he got me extremely flustered and turned my talk into a catastrophe I would never forget. But I learned two important lessons from the encounter. First, when it comes to discussing the Middle East, people go temporarily insane, so if you are planning to talk to an audience of more than two, you’d better have mastered the subject. Second, a Jew who wants to make a career working in or studying about the Middle East will always be a lonely man: he will never be fully accepted or trusted by the Arabs, and he will never be fully accepted or trusted by the Jews.

After graduating from Brandeis in 1975, I decided to study with the masters of Middle Eastern Studies—the British. I enrolled at St. Antony’s College, Oxford University, where I took a master’s degree in the history and politics of the modern Middle East. St. Antony’s was everything I had hoped for by way of formal education, but I learned as much in the dining room as in the classroom. As the center of Middle Eastern studies in England, St. Antony’s attracted the very best students from the Arab world and Israel. Since there were only about 125 students in the college and we ate three meals a day together, we got to know each other
very well. At Brandeis, I was considered knowledgeable about the Middle East, but among the St. Antony’s crowd I was a complete novice. I learned to be a good listener, though, and there was plenty to listen to.

My years at St. Antony’s coincided with the start of the Lebanese civil war. I shared a bathroom with an extremely bright Lebanese Shiite, Mohammed Mattar, and a lunch table with Lebanese Christians and Palestinians; my closest friend at St. Antony’s was an Iraqi Jew, Yosef Sassoon, whom I had met, along with his wife, Taffy, in the laundry room. Watching them all interact, argue, challenge each other at lectures, and snipe at one another at mealtimes taught me how much more there was to the Middle East than Arab versus Jew. A spectator of their feuds, an outsider, I managed to stay on friendly terms with all of them, as well as with the Israelis on campus.

While studying in England, I began my career in journalism. One day in August 1976, I was walking down a street in London and noticed a headline from the London Evening Standard which read: CARTER TO JEWS: IF ELECTED I’LL FIRE DR. K. The article was about how candidate Jimmy Carter was promising to dismiss Secretary of State Henry Kissinger if elected President. How odd, I thought to myself, that a presidential candidate could curry favor among American Jews by promising to fire the first-ever Jewish Secretary of State. I decided to write an Op Ed article explaining this anomaly. My girlfriend and future wife, Ann Bucksbaum, happened to be friendly with the editorial-page editor of the Des Moines Register, Gilbert Cranberg. Ann brought him the article. He liked it and printed it on August 23, 1976; thus did I find my calling as a Middle East correspondent. Over the next two years, I wrote more such articles, and upon graduation from St. Antony’s I had a small portfolio of Op Ed pieces to show for myself.

Shortly before graduating from Oxford in June 1978, I applied for a job with the London bureau of United Press International. I had decided that the academic ivory tower was not for me and that if I was ever going to be able to hold my own on the Middle East, I had to live there and experience the place firsthand. Fortunately, Leon Daniel, the UPI bureau chief in London, was ready to take a chance on me—despite the fact that I had never so much as covered a one-alarm fire—and gave me a job as a starting reporter. I was so nervous my first week that I kept getting bloody
noses and eventually ended up in the hospital, much to the amusement of the grizzled and not always sober UPI veterans, who had more than a few laughs about “the Oxford kid who thinks he can be a journalist.” My first news story was about the death by drug overdose of Keith Moon, the drummer for the rock group The Who. It was not exactly the kind of news I had hoped to be covering, but my opportunity would come, much sooner than I expected.

The Iranian revolution broke out soon after I joined UPI, and the world oil situation became a major story. UPI had no oil expert, so I jumped into the void. My only previous contacts with oil were confined to salad dressing and whatever went under the hood of my car. Fortunately, upstairs from UPI was the London bureau of The Petroleum Intelligence Weekly, an oil newsletter, and by hanging around their staff I picked up just enough basic jargon to fake it. My big break, though, came in the spring of 1979, when UPI suddenly had an opening in its Beirut bureau. The number-two correspondent there had decided Lebanon was not for him, after being nicked in the ear by a bullet fired by a man who was robbing a jewelry store. The job offer was accompanied by words to this effect: “Well, Tom, the guy before you got hit with a little piece of bullet, but don’t pay any attention to that. We think you’re the perfect guy for the job.”

Nevertheless, with a lump in my throat and a knot in my gut, I jumped at the opportunity. My friends and family all thought I was insane. A Jew? In Beirut? I didn’t really have a response for them; I didn’t really know what awaited me. All I knew was that this was my moment of truth. I had been studying about the Arab world and Israel for six years; if I didn’t go now, I would never go. So I went.

Lebanon was once known as the Switzerland of the Middle East, a land of mountains, money, and many cultures, all of which somehow miraculously managed to live together in harmony. At least that was the picture-postcard view. It was not the Lebanon that greeted Ann and me in June 1979. We came to a country that had been in the grip of a civil war since 1975. Our first evening at the Beirut Commodore Hotel I remember lying awake listening to a shootout right down the street. It was the first time I had ever heard a gun fired in my life.

Like most other foreign reporters in Lebanon, we found an
apartment in Muslim West Beirut, where the majority of government institutions and foreign embassies were located. Ann got a job working for a local merchant bank, and later for an Arab political research organization. These were the “Wild West Days of West Beirut.” Although the civil war raged on, it was at a very low boil. Roads were open between East and West Beirut and much business and commerce was going on amid all the sniping and kidnapping.

After more than two years in Beirut with UPI, I was offered a job by The New York Times in 1981 and asked to come to Manhattan in order to learn the mysterious ways of that newspaper. After eleven months in New York, however, the Times editors decided to send me right back to Beirut, in April 1982, to be their correspondent in Lebanon.

When I returned to Beirut, I found the city abuzz with two different sets of rumors. One set involved an explosion of violence inside Syria, which had just happened, and the other an explosion of violence from Israel, which was expected to happen at any moment. The Syrian rumors, which most people found impossible to believe at first, alleged that the Syrian government had put down a rebellion launched from its fourth-largest city—Hama—and killed 20,000 of its own citizens there. The Israeli stories revolved around speculation that the Phalangist militia leader, Bashir Gemayel, had struck a deal with the Israeli government of Prime Minister Menachem Begin to mount a joint effort to drive the PLO and the Syrians out of Lebanon forever. Both rumors turned out to be true.

For the next twenty-six months, I reported on the Hama massacre, the Israeli invasion of Lebanon, the massacre of Palestinians in the Sabra and Shatila refugee camps, the evacuation of the PLO from Beirut, the arrival of the U.S. Marine peacekeeping force, the suicide bombing of the American Embassy in Beirut and the Marine headquarters, the departure of the Marines from Lebanon, and the ongoing fighting in the Lebanese civil war that accompanied all these momentous events.

Following these tumultuous years in Beirut, I was transferred by The New York Times to Jerusalem in June 1984, to be the newspaper’s correspondent in Israel. My editor at the time, A. M. Rosenthal, thought it would be “interesting” to see how someone who had covered the Arab world for almost five years
would look at Israeli society. Abe also wanted to dispense with an old unwritten rule at The New York Times of never allowing a Jew to report from Jerusalem. Abe thought he had broken that ban five years earlier when he sent my predecessor, David K. Shipler, until he boasted about it one day at a meeting with editors and was informed that Shipler was a Protestant; he just looked like a rabbi.

When the day came for me to transfer from Beirut to Jerusalem, I actually drove overland by way of several Arab and Jewish taxis. Altogether the trip took only six hours, but the driving time was no measure of the real distance or proximity between them. In some ways they were the same city with some of the same basic problems, and in other ways, they were worlds apart.

This book is about my journey between these two worlds, and how I understood the events and the people whom I met along the way. On one level, it is about a young man from Minnesota who goes to Beirut and confronts a world for which nothing in his life had ever prepared him. On a second level, it is about a student of Middle East politics who, upon graduation, actually goes out to the region and discovers that it bears little resemblance to the bloodless, logical, and antiseptic descriptions he found in most of his textbooks. On a third level, it is about a Jew who was raised on all the stories, all the folk songs, and all the myths about Israel, who goes to Jerusalem in the 1980s and discovers that it isn’t the Jewish summer camp of his youth but, rather, an audacious and still unresolved experiment to get Jews to live together in one country in the midst of the Arab world. Lastly, it is a book about the people in Beirut and Jerusalem themselves, who, I discovered, were going through remarkably similar identity crises. Each was caught in a struggle between the new ideas, the new relationships, the new nations they were trying to build for the future, and the ancient memories, ancient passions, and ancient feuds that kept dragging them back into the past.

It is a strange, funny, sometimes violent, and always unpredictable road, this road from Beirut to Jerusalem, and in many ways, I have been traveling it all my adult life.







The events which I witnessed during my nearly decade-long journey through the Middle East cannot be understood without some historical perspective.

The roots of the Lebanese civil war, which is the backdrop for the first half of this book, can be traced back to the very foundation of Lebanon. The post-World War I modern republic of Lebanon was based on a merger between the country’s two then-dominant religious communities, the Sunni Muslims and the Maronite Christians. The Maronites, an Eastern Christian Church founded in Syria around the fifth century by a monk named Maron, acknowledged the supremacy of the Pope and the Catholic Church in Rome, but also retained their own distinctive liturgy. They managed to survive for centuries in a sea of Muslims by entrenching themselves in the rugged terrain of Mt. Lebanon, and by regularly seeking help from, and forging alliances with, Christians in the West—from the Crusaders to modern France. By the late 1700s, their expanding population, openness to modernization, and high degree of communal organization made the Maronites the most powerful religious community on Mt. Lebanon. The second-largest religious community in the region were the Druse, a splinter sect of Islam whose exact religious beliefs are a communal secret. The Druse, too, had been drawn to Lebanon’s mountaintops in order to practice their faith in solitude, without fear of conquering armies.

Following World War I and the collapse of the Turkish Ottoman Empire, which had controlled the Middle East for some four hundred years, the area that is now Syria and Lebanon fell to France. In 1920 the Maronite leadership managed to convince France to set up a Lebanese state which the Maronites and the other smaller Christian sects allied to them would dominate. But in order to make that state economically viable, the Maronites appealed to France to include in it not only their traditional Mt. Lebanon enclave—which was about 80 percent Christian and 20 percent Druse—but also the predominantly Sunni Muslim cities of the coast—Beirut, Tripoli, Sidon, and Tyre—as well as the Shiite Muslim regions of south Lebanon, the Akkar, and the Bekaa Valley. In this “Greater Lebanon,” the Maronites and other Christian sects comprised only slightly more than 51 percent of the population, according to the 1932 census.


The Sunni and Shiite Muslims roped into this new state of “Greater Lebanon” were not consulted, and many of them deeply resented it, since they would have preferred to become part of Syria—with its Arab-Muslim majority and orientation.

The Muslims of the world have long been divided between Sunnis, who are the majority, and Shiites. In the seventh century, shortly after the death of Islam’s founder, the prophet Muhammad, a dispute arose over who should be his successor as spiritual and political leader, known as caliph. One group, the majority, argued that Muhammad’s successor should be appointed through the process of election and consensus by the elders of the community, as was the tradition of the desert. Sunna in Arabic means tradition, and those who held this view became known as the Sunnis.

A minority faction, however, argued that Muhammad’s successors should come exclusively from his own family and their descendants. They insisted, therefore, that his first cousin and son-in-law—Ali—be appointed as leader of the community. Those who held this view became known in Arabic as the Shia, or “partisans,” of Ali. The Shiites were clearly influenced by the notion of divine-right monarchy of pre-Islamic Persia (Iran). The Sunnis eventually defeated the supporters of Ali and installed their own chosen caliphs. Nevertheless, the Sunni-Shiite split has continued down through the ages of Islam, and a whole body of theological and even cultural differences developed, distinguishing Shiites from Sunnis. Summarizing these differences, Islam expert Edward Mortimer observed in his book Faith & Power: “Sunni Islam is the doctrine of power and achievement. Shi’ism is the doctrine of opposition. The starting point of Shi’ism is defeat: the defeat of Ali and his house … . Its primary appeal is therefore to the defeated and oppressed. That is why it has so often been the rallying cry for the underdogs in the Muslim world … especially for the poor and dispossessed.”

Back in the 1930s and 1940s, the Sunnis of Lebanon, who were the second-largest religious community after the Maronites, tended to be the wealthiest, most urbanized, and best educated of the country’s Muslims. The Shiites, who were the third-largest group, tended to live in the countryside and were less economically advanced and less well educated. Despite the initial reluctance of the Sunnis and Shiites to be drawn into the Maronites’
Greater Lebanon, their leaders eventually reached a political understanding with the Christians in 1943 that enabled the Lebanese republic to become independent of France. The Muslims agreed to abandon their demands for unity with Syria, while the Maronites agreed to sever their ties with France and accept the notion that Lebanon would be an “Arab” country. This unwritten agreement, known as the National Pact, also stipulated that the Lebanese President would always be a Maronite and that the parliament would always have a 6:5 ratio of Christians to Muslims—to ensure Christian predominance—while the Prime Minister would always be a Sunni Muslim and the Speaker of the Parliament always a Shiite—to ensure the country’s Arab-Muslim character.

This understanding held up as long as the Maronites and other Christians made up roughly 50 percent of the population. But by the 1970s, rapid demographic growth among Lebanon’s Muslims had turned Lebanon upside down. The Christians had shrunk to a little more than one-third of the population and the Muslims and Druse had grown to roughly two-thirds, with the Shiites becoming the largest single community in the country. When the Muslims demanded that political reforms be instituted to give them a greater share in power by strengthening the role of the Muslim Prime Minister, the Maronites resisted. They wanted Lebanon on its original terms or none at all. In order to support the status quo, the Maronites formed private armies. Most notable among them were the Phalangist militia, originally founded by Pierre Gemayel and later led by his son Bashir, and the Tigers militia founded by former Lebanese President Camille Chamoun and later led by his son Danny; the Lebanese Muslims and Druse established similar private armies to enforce their desire for change.

Around the same time that Lebanon’s congenital Christian–Muslim tensions were heating up in the early 1970s, another major intercommunal conflict in the Middle East—that between Palestinian Arabs and Jews—was also coming to a boil. As it happened, I would be on hand when the two conflicts merged in Beirut.



 The conflict between Jews and Palestinian Arabs began in the late nineteenth and the early twentieth century, when Jews from
around the world began flocking back to their ancient biblical homeland in Palestine, driven by a modern Jewish nationalist ideology known as Zionism. The Zionists called for the ingathering of the Jews from around the world in Palestine and the creation there of a modern Jewish nation-state that would put the Jews on a par with all the other nations of the world. Most of the early Zionists either ignored the presence of the Arabs already living in Palestine or assumed they could either be bought off or would eventually submit to Jewish domination. Following World War I, Palestine fell under British control, in the same way that Lebanon had fallen to the French.

Out of the broad region known as Palestine, Britain carved two political entities in 1921. One entity consisted of the area of Palestine east of the Jordan River; it was named the “Emirate of Transjordan,” and later simply “Jordan.” There, the British installed in power Abdullah ibn Hussein, a Bedouin tribal chieftain educated in Istanbul, whose family hailed from what is now Saudi Arabia. Jordan’s original population was about 300,000 people, half of whom were nomadic Bedouin and the other half “East Bankers,” or Palestinian Arabs who resided on the East Bank of the Jordan.

In the western half of Palestine, between the Mediterranean Sea and the Jordan River, Palestinian Arabs and Zionist Jews wrestled for control under the British umbrella. As the Jewish–Palestinian conflict sharpened in the wake of a massive influx of European Jewish survivors of World War II, Britain announced its intention to withdraw from the western half of Palestine and wash its hands of the problem of who should rule there. London turned over to the United Nations responsibility for determining the fate of this disputed territory, and on November 29, 1947, the United Nations General Assembly voted 33 to 13 with 10 abstentions to partition western Palestine into two states one for the Jews, which would consist of the Negev Desert, the coastal plain between Tel Aviv and Haifa, and parts of the northern Galilee, and the other for the Palestinian Arabs, which would consist primarily of the West Bank of the Jordan, the Gaza District, Jaffa, and the Arab sectors of the Galilee. Jerusalem, cherished by both Muslims and Jews as a holy city, was to become an international enclave under UN trusteeship.

The Zionists, then led by David Ben-Gurion, accepted this
partition plan, even though they had always dreamed of controlling all of western Palestine and Jerusalem. The Palestinian Arabs and the surrounding Arab states rejected the partition proposal. They felt that Palestine was all theirs, that the Jews were a foreign implant foisted upon them, and that they had the strength to drive them out. Just before the British completed their withdrawal on May 14, 1948, the Zionists declared their own state, and the next day the Palestinians, aided by the armies of Jordan, Egypt, Syria, Lebanon, Saudi Arabia, and Iraq, launched a war to prevent Jewish independence and to secure control of all of western Palestine.

In the course of that war, the Zionists not only managed to hold all the areas assigned to them by the United Nations but to seize part of the land designated for the Palestinian state as well. The other areas designated for the Palestinians by the United Nations were taken by Jordan and Egypt; Jordan annexed the West Bank, while Egypt assumed control of the Gaza District. Neither Arab state allowed the Palestinians to form their own independent government in these areas. In fact, Jordan’s annexation of the West Bank dramatically altered its own ethnic makeup. The 450,000 Bedouins and East Bank Palestinians who had made up Jordan’s population before the 1948 war were joined by 400,000 West Bank Palestinians and some 300,000 Palestinian refugees who had either fled or were driven out of areas which became Israel. In 1951, King Abdullah was assassinated by a disgruntled Palestinian in Jerusalem. He was soon succeeded by his grandson Hussein, who remains the King of Jordan to this day.

Following the 1948 fighting, Israel signed separate armistice agreements with Egypt, Lebanon, Jordan, and Syria. These agreements notwithstanding, the Arab states frequently allowed various Palestinian resistance groups to use their territory to launch raids against Israel, particularly from the Egyptian-occupied Gaza Strip. Eventually, in 1964, the Arab League, inspired by Egyptian President Gamal Abdel Nasser, organized the Palestinian resistance groups under one umbrella, which became known as the Palestine Liberation Organization. The PLO in those days was essentially a tool of the existing Arab regimes—intended to control the Palestinians as much as to support them.

In June 1967, Israel launched a preemptive strike against Egypt,
Syria, and Jordan, after Nasser had declared his intention to annihilate the Jewish state and forged military alliances with Syria and Jordan for that purpose, building up troop concentrations along his border with Israel and blockading shipping to the Israeli port of Eilat. The six-day war that followed Israel’s surprise attack ended with the Israeli army occupying Egypt’s Sinai Peninsula, Syria’s Golan Heights, and Jordan’s West Bank.

In the wake of this massive 1967 Arab defeat, a revolutionary mood swept through the Arab world. One immediate impact of that new mood was that radical independent underground Palestinian guerrilla organizations—known in Arabic as fedayeen— which had sprung up in the late 1950s and 1960s outside Arab government control, were able to take over the PLO apparatus from the Arab regimes. In 1969, an obscure Palestinian guerrilla by the name of Yasir Arafat, who headed the al-Fatah (“Victory” in Arabic) guerrilla group, was elected chairman of the PLO’s executive committee. Then as now, the PLO was composed of a broad range of Palestinian guerrilla organizations representing many different political tendencies. Although Arafat carried the title Chairman of the Executive Committee, he would never wield complete and uncontested control over all the PLO factions.

The PLO guerrilla groups were granted significant economic aid by the Arab states in order to carry on the battle with Israel, while they watched from the sidelines. The PLO used this support and political backing to take control of Palestinian refugee camps in the weaker Arab countries, particularly Lebanon and Jordan, and to use those camps as bases of operation against targets in Israel and against Israeli targets abroad. In both Jordan and southern Lebanon, the Palestinian guerrillas assumed quasi-sovereign authority over certain regions bordering on Israel. Their raids on Israel brought about Israeli retaliations, which created tensions between the Palestinians and Lebanese and Palestinians and Jordanians.

Matters came to a head in Jordan in September 1970, when radical Palestinian guerrillas brought to Jordan three hijacked airliners and prevented the Jordanian army from getting near the planes or rescuing the passengers. Recognizing that he was on the verge of losing control over his whole kingdom, King Hussein decided to wipe out Arafat and his men once and for all by launching a full-scale offensive against the PLO-dominated Palestinian
refugee camps and neighborhoods in the Jordanian capital, Amman. The PLO guerrillas responded by calling for Hussein’s overthrow and vowing to wrest Jordan from his hands. In the end, King Hussein, who was supported by both Jordan’s Bedouin-dominated army and many East Bank Palestinians who appreciated the order and prosperity the King had brought to their lives, prevailed. Arafat was forced to flee Amman disguised as an Arab woman.

But for Arafat this was not the end of the road by any means. He and the PLO immediately fell back on their other “state-within-a-state,” which they had established in the Palestinian refugee districts of Beirut and south Lebanon. It was at this point that the Lebanese–Lebanese conflict became fully intertwined with the Israeli–Palestinian conflict. Arafat and his men, most of whom were Muslims, were welcomed by the Lebanese Muslims and Druse, who identified with their cause and, more important, thought they could use the PLO guerrillas to bring pressure on the Maronite Christians to share more power. The already serious strains between Lebanese Muslims and Lebanese Christians intensified in the early 1970s as the PLO increasingly used Lebanon as a launching pad for operations against Israel, and Israel responded by wreaking havoc on Lebanon. The Lebanese Christians demanded that the Lebanese army be deployed to break the PLO state-within-a-state the way King Hussein had in Jordan. The Christians wanted the PLO out not only because it was disrupting Lebanese life but because without the Palestinian guerrillas, the Lebanese Muslims would be unable to press their demands for more power. The Muslims, in turn, opposed any crackdown on the PLO, which, in effect, had become their biggest private militia.

As a result of this political deadlock, the Lebanese government and army became paralyzed—a situation that served Arafat’s interests. Under the circumstances, the Christians felt impelled to turn to their own private armies—particularly the Phalangist and Tigers militias—to deal with the Palestinians. On April 13, 1975, unidentified gunmen riding in a speeding car opened fire on a church in the Christian East Beirut suburb of Ain Rammanah, killing four men, including two Phalangists. Late that same day, twenty-seven Palestinian civilians riding in a bus through East Beirut were ambushed and killed by Phalangists as revenge. The
next morning, Palestinian guerrillas backed by Muslim militiamen fought pitched battles in the streets of Beirut with Christians from the Phalangist and Tigers militias. Eventually, Christian elements of the Lebanese army sided with their tribe, Muslims did the same, and Lebanon soon found itself in a civil war.

This Lebanese civil war proved to be a stalemate; neither side was able to impose its political will on the other. Besides the thousands of casualties it inflicted on Lebanese civilians, the war’s main victims were the Lebanese government, which was stripped of all power, and Lebanese territory, which was informally partitioned. South Lebanon and the predominantly Muslim western half of Beirut became the power base of the PLO and various Lebanese Muslim militias, while the Christian eastern half of Beirut and the Christian enclave on Mt. Lebanon, to the north and east, became the turf of the Phalangists and their Christian allies. The rest of Lebanon—basically the northern port area of Tripoli and the Bekaa Valley—fell under Syrian control, after Syria dispatched its army to Lebanon in April 1976, ostensibly to try to end the civil war. The Syrians have remained ever since.

Between 1976 and 1979, Beirut limped along as a fractured city. The worst fighting of the war was over, and a measure of normality returned to the place, despite the sporadic flare-ups. One month the Syrians and Christians would fight against the Palestinians, another month the Syrians and Palestinians would fight against the Christians, and, in between, everyone would do business with everyone else. There were so many private armies running around the country, each being amply funded by one or another Arab regime, that dollars were plentiful and the Lebanese currency remained very stable amid the chaos.

It was in this bizarre city, caught between a Mercedes and a Kalashnikov, that my journey began.
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Would You Like to Eat Now or Wait for the Cease-fire?

I once watched a man being kidnapped in Beirut. It took only a few seconds.

I was on my way to Beirut International Airport when my taxi became stalled in traffic. Suddenly I saw off to my right four men with pistols tucked into their belts who were dragging another man out his front door. A woman, probably his wife, was standing just inside the shadow of the door, clutching her bathrobe and weeping. The man was struggling and kicking with all his might, a look of sheer terror in his eyes. Somehow the scene reminded me of a group of football players carrying their coach off the field after a victory, but this was no celebration. Just for a second my eyes met those of the hapless victim, right before he was bundled into a waiting car. His eyes did not say “Help me”; all they spoke was fear. He knew I couldn’t help him. This was Beirut.

Moments later the traffic jam broke and my taxi moved on to the airport. The Lebanese driver, who had kept his eyes frozen straight ahead the whole time, never said a word about the horror
show which had unfolded in the corner of his eye. He talked instead about his family, politics, anything but what had happened alongside us. While he spoke, my mind remained locked on the kidnap victim. Who was he? What had he done? Maybe he was a bad guy and the others really good, or was it the other way around?

Beirut was always a city that provoked more questions than answers, both for those who lived there and for those who did not. The most frequent questions from my readers and friends back home all began with “How?”—How do people cope? How do people survive? How do people go on living in a city where violence has killed or injured 100,000 souls in fourteen years of civil strife?

What I always answered was that surviving Beirut required many things, but first and foremost, it required a wild imagination. Because in a few seconds on the way to the airport or to the corner grocery store you could find yourself watching something you not only hadn’t seen before in your life but had never even imagined. The visitors who learned to respect the surprises that a place like Beirut could offer did well there; others, like the American Marines or the Israelis, who never really understood the shocks that could greet you around any Beirut street corner, paid heavily.

Amnon Shahak taught me that. Shahak, a brilliant Israeli major general who eventually rose to be Chief of Military Intelligence, commanded the Israeli division that was stationed in the Shouf Mountains, which overlook Beirut from the southeast, during the year following Israel’s June 1982 invasion of Lebanon. Shortly before General Shahak assumed his post, the Druse and the Phalangist Christian militias became locked in a bitter, no-holds-barred fight for control of the Shouf—a fight they carried out with hatchets, bazookas, and tanks, uninhibited by the Israeli army surrounding both of them. General Shahak once told me about his first day in command in Lebanon—the day he discovered how much he did not know. Although he was a hard-bitten soldier who had seen many men die and had no doubt put away a few himself, Shahak admitted that he lacked the imagination Beirut and Lebanon required.

“The first night after I arrived,” Shahak recalled, “I was in my
room in Aley, in the Shouf, which we were using as our command post. At about 9:00 p.m. a group of Druse elders came to our headquarters and demanded to see me. They were very upset. They would not tell me what it was about, they just kept saying, ‘Please, please, you must come with us.’ I had just arrived. They seemed very angry, so I thought I had better go. When we got to the hospital, there was a crowd of about a hundred Druse men standing in front of the building. They were all shouting and waving their arms. They took me through the crowd to the front, and I found set before me on the steps three orange crates. One had human heads in it, another had torsos, and the other arms and legs. They said these were Druse sheiks whom the Christians had ambushed and then carved up. They looked to me like sheiks because all the heads had black beards.

“I was really shocked,” Shahak continued. “I had never seen anything like this in all my years as a soldier. I decided that no matter what time it was, I was going to go down to the Phalangist headquarters in Beirut and get an explanation. So I got in a jeep and went down to Beirut. Fuad Abu Nader, one of the Phalangist commanders, was waiting for me with some of his men. He is a doctor by training. I demanded an explanation. Abu Nader listened and was very calm. When I got done describing everything, he said to me, ‘Oh, I know this trick.’ He said that there had been a fight that day between some of his men and some Druse, and that some Druse were killed trying to attack a Phalangist position in the Shouf, and the dead were left in the battlefield. He said the Druse took their dead away and then carved them up to make it look like the Maronites did it and then the Druse brought the chopped-up bodies to Aley to stir up their own people. I just shook my head. I realized at that moment that I was in the middle of a game I did not understand.”

After spending nearly five years in Beirut, I eventually developed the imagination the city demanded. I came to think of Beirut as a huge abyss, the darkest corner of human behavior, an urban jungle where not even the law of the jungle applied. Experiencing such an abyss not only left scars but also new muscles. Life can no longer deal you many surprises or shocks after you’ve lived in Beirut. The experience leaves you wearing an emotional bulletproof vest.


But like everyone else who lived there, I acquired mine the hard way.



 It was June 8, 1982. The Israeli invasion of Lebanon had begun forty-eight hours earlier. Mohammed Kasrawi, the New York Times Beirut bureau driver and news assistant since 1953, and I had been down in south Lebanon covering the first exchanges of fire between Israeli and Syrian troops. That evening, when we returned to my apartment house, an ornate, high-ceilinged, six-story colonial building overlooking the Mediterranean, we got out of the car to find Nadia, my maid, looking down on us from the balcony in a state of total panic.

We had visitors.

Standing in the parking lot was an extended Palestinian family—father, mother, grandmother, with babies in everyone’s arms and children of assorted ages at everyone’s feet. Their eyes, too, were round with fear, like deer caught in my headlights. They were carrying bags of canned food and bulging suitcases with tongues of clothing licking out from all sides. What I remember most, though, was that the father was standing amid them all with a rocket-propelled grenade launcher on his shoulder. They looked to me like a weird Beirut version of Grant Wood’s American Gothic. Like thousands of other Palestinian and Lebanese families, this extended clan had been driven out of the Palestinian refugee camps and neighborhoods on the southern edge of Beirut by merciless Israeli bombing and shelling and were desperately looking for empty apartments closer to the heart of West Beirut, where the fighting had yet to encroach. Other Palestinian refugee families had already broken into three empty apartments in our building, including the absent landlord’s elegant penthouse, with its imported Italian marble floors and “Louis de Lebanon” overstuffed furniture. To get into the landlord’s flat, the refugees had dynamited the two-inch-thick steel safe door he had installed to prevent precisely such an occurrence. This particular family in the parking lot had tried to get into my apartment, but Nadia had temporarily kept them at bay by saying I was a very important foreigner “with connections”—which in Beirut argot always meant connections to people who kill other people.


After Mohammed and I showed up, the family backed off. But this little encounter on the third day of the Israeli invasion led me to think that I would be much safer moving into the Commodore Hotel, where most of the foreign press corps was lodged; my wife, Ann, had not yet arrived in Beirut, as she was finishing up her job in New York. Mohammed, ever faithful to me and The New York Times, volunteered to put two of his thirteen children—his twenty-year-old daughter Azizza and seven-year-old daughter Hanan—into the apartment. If any more refugees tried to knock down the door, they would simply explain to them in perfect Palestinian colloquial accents that they, too, were refugees and were squatting in the apartment.

The plan worked until Friday evening, June 11. I finished writing my story that day for the Times and, as usual, sent it to my editors via the telex at the Reuters news agency in West Beirut. It was time to head back to the Commodore Hotel for the night. The stairwell in the Reuters building was totally dark, because the electricity had been out since the second day of the war, and my colleague Bill Farrell and I were feeling our way down the stairs like two blind men, using the wall to guide us. Just as we rounded the turn onto the last flight of stairs, we were met by a human shadow, panting and breathless from racing up the lobby steps two at a time.

“Tom? Tom, is that you?” The familiar voice of the Times’s local Palestinian reporter, Ihsan Hijazi, issued from the shadowy figure.

“Yeah, Ihsan,” I said nonchalantly. “It’s me. It’s me.”

“Oh, thank God, you’re alive,” he said, gripping me by the shoulders, his face right up to mine. “Abdul just called. He heard it on the radio. Someone has blown up your house.”

“Oh my God,” I gasped. “Mohammed’s children are in there. Mohammed just left to go see them.”

We all scrambled down the stairs, tiptoed our way through the lobby packed with refugees living on mattresses and cooking with portable gas burners, and out the front door into Ihsan’s old Dodge. Gas pedal to the floor, Ihsan sped through the empty streets to my apartment, which was located in the once-posh Manara (lighthouse) district of West Beirut. As we drove, I kept thinking to myself, This cannot be happening to me. I’m just a
reporter, just a spectator. Why my apartment building? Sure, people kill reporters in Beirut, but I’ve been here only a few weeks.

When Bill, Ihsan, and I arrived at the apartment house, the first thing I saw was a piece of my blue metal window shutters that had been blown by the force of the explosion some seventy-five feet across the parking lot and was stuck deep into the side of a tree like a thrown hatchet. The apartment building itself had been blown in half. The part still standing was cut open, as though it were a life-size dollhouse, with jagged pieces of concrete dangling from every floor. Stainless-steel pots and pans still hung on the walls of someone’s kitchen, unaffected by the blast. The pharmacist’s wife who lived upstairs, a striking, tall, Lebanese blonde, was sandwiched with her son in her arms between two walls that had been blown together, forming a grotesque human fossil. Below, her dazed husband staggered around like a zombie looking for their other son. The half of the building that had been brought down by the explosion collapsed into a thirty-foot-high smoldering avalanche of concrete, steel reinforcement rods, books, clothing, and bodies that covered all the cars in the parking lot. I noticed my business cards peppered all over the pile. Red Cross volunteers were already picking through the tangled mound with crowbars, looking for survivors, while shouting with bullhorns into every crack to see if anyone was buried alive.

The second thing I saw was Mohammed. He was sitting on the back of a fire engine, weeping into his hands. Bill walked over and cradled Mohammed in his long arms, while he wailed in grief, “I am not a man of war. I never hurt anyone, I never hurt anyone.”

In a sobbing voice Mohammed explained that a few hours earlier his wife, Nazira, age fifty, had come to the house to visit her two daughters and their only son, Ahmed, then eighteen, who had stopped by to say hello to his sisters. Ahmed left around 5:00 p.m., and minutes later, as Mohammed was on his way to the building, it was blown apart, with Nazira, Azizza, and Hanan all inside.

The pile of rubble proved to be too heavy for the rescue workers, and we had to wait until the next morning for a crane to arrive and lift the crushed concrete off the dead. On a clear blue Saturday morning Bill, Mohammed, and his surviving children
sat under the tree with the piece of shutter stuck into it and waited as the crane went about its grisly task. First Nazira was uncovered, then Azizza, and finally little dimple-cheeked Hanan. They had obviously been in my office watching television when someone placed the explosive charge in the hallway, apparently not far from my door. We knew where they had been sitting because Hanan was found with her tiny fingers still gripping my black Texas Instruments digital watch, which she must have been playing with at my desk when the blast brought the walls down on them. The watch was still keeping time.

When they unearthed Hanan’s body, Mohammed went to pieces. Only seven years old, she was Mohammed’s favorite of his thirteen children. She had been born shortly after the Lebanese civil war began in April 1975 and had grown up in the anarchy of the ensuing years. She died never having known a day’s peace.

We buried them the next morning in the Palestinian cemetery on the road to Beirut Airport. Their three bodies, covered only with white sheets and already beginning to decompose in the June heat, were laid out under a 130-mm cannon the PLO had hidden in the funeral chapel. A Muslim sheik with a red turban said a few prayers over the corpses in guttural Arabic that was innocent of compassion and empty of all grief. Then one by one, Nazira, Azizza, and little Hanan were gently fitted by Mohammed’s sons-in-law into a single grave. They all had to be buried together; there wasn’t room in the overflowing cemetery for three separate graves.

Who had done this? A few days later, the neighborhood police said that some of the Palestinian clans who had squatted in our building had apparently gotten into a fight over one of the apartments. Each family was associated with a different PLO faction, the police claimed. The clan that lost, they said, went to their PLO group and got someone to bring in some plastique explosives and blow up the whole building. Moments before they lit the fuse, they apparently warned their own kin, who scrambled out the doors. The rest were not so lucky. In all, nineteen people, including refugees, the Dutch banker and his huge Doberman in the apartment below me, and the beautiful blonde upstairs, whose name I never did know, died a Beirut death, which is the most absurd and scandalous death possible: death for no reason.


It was the ever-present prospect of dying a random, senseless death that made Beirut so frightening to me. Ever since the start of the Lebanese civil war, much of the fighting in Beirut has consisted of sniping or shelling from great distances; those doing the fighting often have no idea where their bullets or shells will land, and they care even less. When car bombs came into vogue in the late 1970s, life on the Beirut streets became even more terrifying, since you never knew whether the car you were about to walk past, lean on, or park behind was going to burst into a fireball from two hundred pounds of dynamite packed under its hood by some crazed militiaman.

One of the worst cases of Beirut death I ever witnessed, besides that in my own apartment house, occurred in August 1982, when Israeli jets bombed an eight-story building in West Beirut that was also packed with several hundred Palestinian refugees. The building fell into itself like a house of cards, burying everyone inside alive. Rumor had it that the PLO maintained a communications center in the basement, but I never found any proof of this. Shortly after I arrived on the scene, a woman who had lived in the building returned home only to find her whole family smothered in the rubble. She immediately tried to fling herself onto the ruins. A dramatic photograph was taken of her being held back by one arm, as she struggled to get free. Her other arm reached out toward her vanished family, while her face was twisted into a portrait of utter anguish. About an hour after that picture was taken, a small car bomb went off half a block away, across from the Ministry of Information, and this woman, who happened to be standing by the car, was killed instantly.

That was Beirut. No one was keeping score. No matter how you lived your life, whether you were decent or indecent, sinner or saint, it was all irrelevant. Men and women there could suffer wrenching tragedies once or twice or even three times, and then suffer some more. The evening Mohammed’s family perished in my apartment we ran over to the local police station on nearby Bliss Street to see if, by some miracle, Mohammed’s wife and children were among those who might have been taken out of the rubble alive to local hospitals. There was a lone policeman on duty. He was sitting at a bare metal desk watching television.

“Sorry,” he said, between glances back and forth at the TV set, “no names.” Nobody had bothered to even try to make a
list, of either the survivors or the victims. No one was keeping score. Death had no echo in Beirut. No one’s life seemed to leave any mark on the city or reverberate in its ear.

Hana Abu Salman, a young psychology researcher whom I got to know at the American University of Beirut, once did a project interviewing her classmates about their deepest anxieties. Among their greatest fears, she found, was this fear of dying in a city without echoes, where you knew that your tombstone could end up as someone’s doorstep before the grass had even grown over your grave.

“In the United States if you die in a car accident, at least your name gets mentioned on television,” Hana remarked. “Here they don’t even mention your name anymore. They just say, ‘Thirty people died.’ Well, what thirty people? They don’t even bother to give their names. At least say their names. I want to feel that I was something more than a body when I die.”



 As a news story, Beirut was always much more interesting for its psychology than for its politics. People always used to ask me if I wasn’t terrified living in Beirut. There were moments, of course, but most of the time I was too intrigued observing people’s behavior in this real-life Skinner Box to think about being frightened.

In his classic work Leviathan, the seventeenth-century English political philosopher Thomas Hobbes described what he called “the state of nature” that would exist if government and society completely broke down and the law of the jungle reigned. In such a condition, wrote Hobbes, “where every man is enemy to every man … there is no place for industry; because the fruit thereof is uncertain: and consequently no culture of the earth; no navigation, nor use of the commodities that may be imported by sea; no commodious building; no instruments of moving, and removing, such things as require much force; no knowledge of the face of the earth; no account of time; no arts; no letters; no society; and which is worst of all, continual fear, and danger of violent death; and the life of man, solitary, poor, nasty, brutish, and short.”

Hobbes, who at the time of his writing was trying to defend the idea of absolute monarchy, believed that men escaped from
nastiness and brutishness—the state of nature—only by forming societies wherein rulership was vested in a single authority with absolute powers. Man, he argued, is moral only in a social context. Therefore, a state, backed by force, was needed to socialize men, to curb their savage instincts, and to prevent them from chaotic behavior and the war of all against all.

I don’t know if Beirut is a perfect Hobbesian state of nature, but it is probably the closest thing to it that exists in the world today. If so, Hobbes was right about life in such a world being “nasty, brutish, and short,” but he was quite wrong about it being “poor” and “solitary.” Indeed, if I learned any lesson from living in Beirut it is that when authority breaks down and a society collapses into a state of nature, men will do anything to avoid being poor or solitary.

This instinctive desire to bring order and comfort to one’s life amid chaos is precisely what gave Beirut its distinctive and bizarre flavor—a flavor best captured for me in a single sentence uttered by a Lebanese socialite who had invited an American friend of mine for dinner on Christmas Eve. The elegant holiday banquet was held at her apartment near the Green Line, a swath of gutted and burned-out buildings that formed the no-man’s-land between predominantly Muslim West Beirut and Christian East Beirut. On this particular Christmas Eve in 1983, despite the holiday, rival Christian and Muslim militiamen were trading artillery salvos and machine-gun fire into the early evening, rocking the whole neighborhood. The hostess put off serving dinner, hoping things would settle down, but she could see that her friends were getting hungry, not to mention nervous. Finally, in an overture you won’t find in Emily Post’s book of etiquette, she turned to her guests and asked, “Would you like to eat now or wait for the cease-fire?”

Outsiders looking at Beirut only through newspaper photographs and 60-second television news clips might have thought life in the city was one massacre after another, from sunrise to sunset. It wasn’t. In fact, the explosions of violence, while often indiscriminate, were usually sporadic and unsustained—sometimes a few hours, maybe a few days, rarely more than a week. The minute a cease-fire took effect in one neighborhood, the storekeepers cranked up their steel shutters and life immediately mushroomed back onto the streets, as people grabbed for any
crumb of normality they could—even if they knew it would last only an hour or a day. Beirutis always lived in this peculiar half-light between security and insecurity, war and truce, in which there were always enough periods of quiet to go about one’s day but never enough to feel confident that it wouldn’t be one’s last.

Beirut was the par-5 first hole at the Beirut Golf and Country Club, where Ann and I were members in good standing. The golfers at the Beirut Club didn’t call their first hole a “dangerous par-5” for nothing. Several members were hit by bullets in their backswings there, because the 460-yard hole ran perpendicular to a PLO firing range. The Beirut Country Club was the only golf course I ever played where I was actually relieved when my ball went into a sand bunker; it was the safest place on the course. When the Israeli army invaded Beirut in the summer of ’82, a convoy of Israeli armored personnel carriers drove right up the first fairway. The members were not amused.

Beirut was also the announcement tacked to the bulletin board at the golf course during the summer of ’82 which read: “Due to the circumstances, the club championship will be postponed.”

Beirut was the slick advertisement in between the hairdresser ads and the wedding announcements of a popular English-language Beirut weekly, Monday Morning, offering shatter-resistant window coating “to protect yourself and the people around you from the danger of flying glass.” The ad went on to warn: “Anytime, anyplace, an explosion can happen.”

Beirut was the bridge in East Beirut with a sign at its foot which read: NO TANKS ALLOWED.

Beirut was the commercial that used to be aired on Lebanese television for Ray-O-Vac batteries. The commercial, which gave a whole new meaning to the term “long-life battery,” featured a comely young woman being stopped in her car by a ragged-looking Lebanese militiaman who had set up a roadblock in the neighborhood—a common feature of Beirut life. The militiaman leers at the young woman and shines a flashlight in her face, while she flicks on the interior car light above her head. The militiaman then sings suggestively in Arabic, “What battery are you using?” When the young woman sings back, “Ray-O-Vac,” the gunman smiles and lets her pass without any hassle.

Beirut was Goodies Supermarket—the gourmet food store that offered a cornucopia of foodstuffs ranging from quail eggs to foie
gras flown in daily from Paris. Amine Halwany, Goodies’s unflappable and ever upbeat owner, used to tell me that his was the ideal business for a city like Beirut, because he had products to offer people under any and all conditions.

“In times of crisis,” explained Amine, “everyone wants bread, water, and canned food—things that are easy to prepare and won’t need much refrigeration. People go back to a very primitive style of cooking. They also buy a lot of sweets and nuts during the troubles—nervous food they can pop in their mouths while sitting at home. But as soon as things calm down for a few days, the high-class customers are back buying caviar and smoked salmon.”

Actually, Beirut’s wealthiest flocked to Goodies to buy all their food. A gaggle of Mercedes-Benzes could always be found parked outside. Legend has it that one day a disheveled young man entered Goodies, walked up to the cash register with a rifle, and demanded all the money. Within seconds three different women drew pistols out of their Gucci handbags, pumped a flurry of bullets into the thief, and then continued pushing their shopping carts down the bountiful aisles.

Beirut was the Summerland Hotel, built along the coast just west of the airport, which was opened in 1979 as the first resort hotel designed for people who wanted to vacation inside a civil-war zone—in style. The Summerland’s innovations included the installation of two 12,000-gallon fuel tanks to feed its two generators and satisfy all the hotel’s energy needs for more than a month, should the city’s electricity be entirely cut off—which it often was. The hotel also had a separate 3,400-gallon gasoline tank for its own fleet of taxis and employee cars, thus ensuring that both the staff and the hotel guests could move around the city oblivious to the regular gasoline shortages. The Summerland had an underground garage that doubled as a bomb shelter, its own artesian wells and water purification system, its own fire department, and a maintenance shop that could rebuild or repair anything in the hotel. Instead of installing only the four large refrigerators that a 151-room hotel would normally require, the Summerland installed eighteen freezers, so that veal, beef, and smoked salmon could be flown in from Paris and stored for an entire summer season, when the hotel’s pool and restaurant were packed with Beirut’s finest. Most important, the Summerland’s owners organized their own militia, which conducted the hotel’s
“diplomatic relations” with the various other militias and gangs around West Beirut and protected the grounds.

When I asked Khaled Saab, the Summerland’s cherubic general manager during my tenure in Beirut, about his well-armed team of bellhops, he demurred, “I wouldn’t call [them] a militia, but let’s just say if ten or fifteen armed men came here and wanted to cause trouble, we could handle them.”

Because “the circumstances” in Beirut have kept foreign tourists away since 1975, the Summerland sold all the cabanas around its pool to Lebanese families and turned itself into an all-around amusement center, catering exclusively to locals. To this day, it remains open as a one-stop, totally secure fantasy village where for enough money any Lebanese can buy himself out of Beirut’s nightmare for a few hours or days. The fantasy begins from the moment you pull off Beirut’s pockmarked streets and cruise up to the Summerland’s front door, where you are greeted by a doorman dressed in tails—with a revolver hidden in his back pocket.

Khaled Saab once summarized his regular clientele for me. “We had Lebanese tourists, foreign businessmen, politicians, and even a few hashish growers, arms merchants, pirates, and gamblers. While they were under our roof they all behaved like perfect gentlemen. We even had Gloria Gaynor come sing in 1980. She sang, ‘I Will Survive.’ It was really fantastic.”

Indeed, the worse things got in Lebanon, the more the Lebanese seemed to refuse to accept a life of poverty. After the Israeli army invaded Lebanon and finally consolidated its grip over the southern half of the country, the first ship to arrive at the Lebanese port of Sidon when the Israelis allowed it to be reopened was loaded with videocassette recorders. Sidon was partially destroyed, people were desperately in need of cement, housing materials, and other staples, but what came steaming into the port first were VCRs from Japan—machines which enable people to enter a dream world and escape from reality. First things first.

Even when Beirut was at its most chaotic, the Lebanese figured out a way to profit from the vagaries of their own anarchy. They did this by speculating on their currency, the Lebanese pound. There were no exchange controls in Beirut, so Lebanese would constantly convert their pounds back and forth into dollars, trying to anticipate rises and falls in the two currencies. If, for instance,
you converted your dollars to Lebanese pounds right before a prolonged period of quiet, you could take advantage of the Lebanese currency rising in value thanks to the economic stability; if you converted your pounds back into dollars a few hours before a car bomb exploded, you could make a windfall as the dollar soared and the Lebanese currency fell in anticipation of dislocations.

Today, the most frequently asked question in Beirut after a car bomb is not “Who did it?” or “How many people were killed?” It is “What did it do to the dollar rate?”



 Why do people even bother learning to cope with such an environment?

To be sure, thousands of Beirutis haven’t bothered; they simply emigrated. But many more have stayed. For some, Beirut is simply home and they cannot imagine living anywhere else, no matter how badly the quality of life in the city deteriorates. Others are captives of their assets. The homes or businesses they have spent lifetimes building are anchored in Beirut, and they simply cannot afford to start over somewhere else. Better, they say, to be rich and terrorized in Beirut than safe and poor in Paris. Still others cannot obtain visas to take up residence in other countries because the quotas for Lebanese have already been filled. So they learn to adapt, because they don’t have any other choice.

I used to play golf in Beirut with a rosy-cheeked Englishman named George Beaver. George was a salesman for International Harvester in the Middle East and had lived in Beirut since the 1950s, because, as he would say, “of the absence of taxes, the availability of household help, and the low cost of whiskey.” When it came time for George to retire, he chose to remain in Beirut. Although he was eighty-nine years old when I got to know him in 1979, he had played golf, usually by himself, almost every day since the Lebanese civil war began. He always walked the course with just three clubs in hand: a driver, a five-iron, and a putter. Sometimes he played the course backward, other days he played only the holes he liked, occasionally having to leave one out because the putting green was covered in shrapnel. Only the most intense bombardments in the summer of ’82 kept him off the links. When I asked him why he kept playing, George just
shrugged his shoulders and pronounced the motto of every Beirut survivor: “I know I am crazy to do it, but I would be even crazier if I didn’t.”

George, who died a natural death a few years ago, understood the secret of coping with the violence of Beirut—that it required something more complicated than just hiding in a basement shelter. It required a thousand little changes in one’s daily habits and a thousand little mental games to avoid being overwhelmed by everything happening around you. Not all Beirutis were up to the challenge. Terry Prothro, who directed the Center for Behavioral Research at the American University of Beirut and was a longtime resident of the city, once suggested that what “we are experiencing in Lebanon is something that is unlike any stress problems psychiatrists or psychologists have had to deal with anywhere in the past. An earthquake, a Hiroshima, those are one-shot affairs. Even Northern Ireland can’t really be compared to Beirut, because the central government there and all of its services always continued to operate and the level of Belfast’s violence was far lower and more transient than here. The resilience of human beings is so great that they can always recover from sporadic violence. But Beirut is different. Beirut is fourteen straight years. No one ever thought about sustaining that kind of stress for years and years. I got some books out on disaster relief, but they had nothing to offer. There are no prescriptions about what to do about a Beirut.”

So the Lebanese invented their own prescriptions, proving in the process that men and women can go on for years and years in what seem to be inhuman conditions by developing the right coping mechanisms.

The most popular means of coping I saw in Beirut was simply learning to play mind games—games that eased one’s anxiety without actually removing any danger. For instance, Diala Ezzedine, a college student and Red Cross volunteer whom I met when she helped dig out the rubble of my own apartment, once told me that to calm herself during the worst bouts of violence she would make probability calculations in her head and try to convince herself that someone was actually keeping score.

“I [would] say to myself, ‘There are 4 million people in Lebanon and so many in my family; what are the odds of anyone in my family getting killed?’” Diala explained, with great earnestness.
“I had a cousin who died recently. I was very sorry he died. But—and this may be a terrible thing to say—I also felt a kind of relief. Like, okay, that’s all for our family now, we have made our contribution to the odds. It always reminds me of the joke about the man who carries a bomb with him whenever he goes on an airplane because the odds against there being two bombs on one plane are much higher.”

Diala’s mind games, though, went beyond calculating odds to calculating architecture. “I find that when I am in a building,” she said, “I sometimes start to wonder, If a bomb were to go off right now, where is the best place for me to be standing? Should I be under the door frame? Or next to the stairs, or near a wall? I know there is nothing I can really do, but I can’t stop myself from thinking about it, or making little adjustments.”

Another popular coping game the Lebanese played was called “Conspiracy.” During the entire time I was in Beirut I don’t remember more than one or two cases where the perpetrators of a car bomb, an assassination, or a major killing were ever identified, caught, and punished. This always compounded the anxiety of living in Beirut, because not only was there constant random violence but you could never savor the peace of mind that comes from knowing that at least one of the killers was off the streets and safely behind bars. Beirut was all crime and no punishment. Often a car bomb would explode in East or West Beirut and no one would even claim credit for it, let alone be apprehended.

In an attempt to make the anxiety this produced more controllable, the Lebanese would simply invent explanations for the unnatural phenomena happening around them; they would impose an order on the chaos. Their explanations for why someone was killed or why a certain battle broke out were usually the most implausible, wild-eyed conspiracy theories one could imagine. These conspiracies, as the Lebanese painted them, featured either the Israelis, the Syrians, the Americans, the Soviets, or Henry Kissinger—anyone but the Lebanese—in the most elaborate plots to disrupt Lebanon’s naturally tranquil state.

In 1983, Ann and I attended a dinner party at the home of Malcolm Kerr, then president of the American University of Beirut. During the course of the dinner conversation that evening, someone mentioned the unusual hailstorms that had pelted Beirut for the two previous nights. Everyone gave his own meteorological
explanations for the inclement weather before Malcolm asked his Lebanese guests with tongue in cheek: “Do you think the Syrians did it?”

Sadly, Kerr, a charming, intelligent man, was himself assassinated a few months after that dinner—and though his killers were never caught, every Lebanese had a perfectly rational explanation for why the Christians, the Shiites, the Israelis, the Syrians, or the Palestinians had done him in.

Similar “rational” explanations were also employed to explain why the other guy got killed and you didn’t. I rarely heard any Beiruti admit that the violence around him was totally capricious and that the only thing that kept him alive was callous fate—which was the truth. Instead, I would hear people say about a neighbor who got killed by an errant shell, “Well, you know, he lived on the wrong side of the street. It is much more exposed over there than on our side.” Or they would say, “Well, you know, he lived next to a PLO neighborhood,” or, “He shouldn’t have gone out driving fifteen minutes after the cease-fire started; he should have waited twenty minutes—everyone knows that.” In order to continue functioning, Beirutis always had to find some way to differentiate themselves from the victim and to insist that there was a logical explanation for why each person died, which, if noted, would save them from a similar fate. Without such rationalizations no one would have left his home.

Sometimes people even sought out these rationalizations in advance. Every time I went to the Bank of America in Beirut to withdraw money from my account, the two aged and overweight guards used to hop to their feet the second they spotted me stepping off the elevator. It wasn’t out of respect; they just wanted to pump me for news. I was the foreign journalist and fount of all information. Surely I could predict the future. One day, Samir, the teller, confided in me as he counted out a stack of Lebanese pound notes that he had a problem: he and his wife were planning a vacation to Poland—of all places—from June 24, 1983, to July 8, 1983, and he had just a few questions: Would fighting break out before he left, after he left, or when he returned? Would it be worst in West Beirut, East Beirut, the Bekaa Valley, or the Shouf Mountains? Would it be heavy or light shelling? And then came the real reason for his question: Would it be okay to leave the children behind?


“I need to know,” Samir whispered, “so I can go and come back without worrying about the children. You are supposed to be informed.”

Maybe the most popular Beirut mind game of all, though, was learning how to view one’s environment selectively. Richard Day, an incisive and sensitive American-trained psychologist who taught at the American University during the early 1980s, once studied the coping mechanisms of his students and discovered that those who survived the Israeli invasion of Beirut in the best physical and mental health were those who learned how to block out what was going on around them that was not under their own control and to focus instead only on their immediate environment and the things that they could control. This prevented them from suffering from “system overload.” Day explained what he meant by viewing one’s environment selectively: “I am on my way to play tennis, and an Israeli F-15 suddenly flies overhead. Can I do anything about it? No. Is he coming to bomb me? I don’t think so. So I continue on and play tennis.”

I learned to be quite good at this myself. Late one afternoon in the summer of 1982, I was typing a story at the Reuters bureau when the crackle of machine-gun fire erupted in the park across the street. Another American reporter in the bureau, who had just arrived in Beirut, ran to the window to see what all the commotion was. He became transfixed at the sight of a Lebanese militiaman firing a machine gun at someone off in the distance. Eventually this reporter peeled himself away from the window, rushed over to me, and said excitedly, “Did you see that? Did you see that guy? He was holding a gun like this right in his gut and shooting someone. Did you see that?”

I just looked up from my typewriter at this fellow and said, “Was he shooting at you? No. Was he shooting at me? No. So leave me alone, would you?”



 Viewing Beirut selectively didn’t mean being suicidal and simply walking obliviously through a firefight, but it did mean learning to isolate dangers in your mind and to take calculated risks in order to continue to be able to live a reasonably full life. Often you would be driving down a street and suddenly see all the cars in front of you screech to a halt and hurriedly turn around and
go the other way; sometimes they would not even bother to turn around but would just go backward at 50 miles an hour. You would ask a pedestrian what was going on and someone would shout, “Snipers” or “Car bomb.” In any other city people would probably go home, hide in their houses, and lock all the windows. In Beirut, they just drove two blocks out of their way and went around the trouble, as though the disturbance were nothing more lethal than the highway department doing roadwork.

My associate Ihsan Hijazi once told me, “When the civil war first started, if I heard there was fighting in the Bekaa Valley—fifty miles away—I would get the kids from school and bring them home. That was fourteen years ago. Today, if I hear fighting down the street, I ignore it. If I hear it outside my building, I move away from the windows into a safer room. I only start to worry now if the fighting is outside my own door—literally on my doorstep. Otherwise, it doesn’t exist for me. I just ignore it, and turn up the volume on my television.”

Beirutis talk about violence the way other people talk about the weather. When they ask, “How is it outside?” they are not referring to the chance of precipitation but, rather, to the security climate in the streets. Lebanese radio stations compete with each other for market share by trying to be the fastest and most accurate at warning drivers which roads are safe and which are not, the way local American radio stations do with traffic reports. You could literally hear a bulletin over Beirut radio saying: “The main crossing point between East and West Beirut was closed at 5:00 p.m. due to a gunfight between two taxi drivers. Drivers are urged to use alternative routes.” Every Beirut driver knows the radio lexicon: a road described as amina is totally secured by army or police; a road described as salika is free of snipers or kidnappers, but not policed; hatherah means the road is passable, but with a roughly 30 percent chance of kidnapping or sniping; and finally, ghair amina means the road is unsafe at any speed.

Part of learning how to view one’s environment selectively is learning to make oneself numb to some of the more grotesque scenes that are part of the texture of life in Beirut. Terry Prothro, the American University psychologist, used to say that in Beirut, at least, the ability to repress things was not necessarily pathological. It could actually be quite healthy and useful for survival.

I know it was for me. I covered more than a dozen car bombings
in Beirut, and after a while I simply trained myself to stop seeing the gruesome aspects. I stopped noticing the stunned pedestrians with biood trickling down their cheeks who happened to be standing on the street when the lethal Mercedes—the favorite choice of Beirut car bombers—suddenly turned into a ball of flame. I stopped seeing the smoldering charred carcasses of the other automobiles engulfed in the blast or the chaos of the rescue workers as they scurried around on tiptoe among the shards of glass and twisted car parts to pry out the dead and wounded. Instead, after a while, I found myself focusing entirely on the incongruities: the juicy roast chickens that were blown all over the street from an adjacent restaurant but somehow still looked good enough to eat, or the smell of liquor from a shelf full of broken Johnnie Walker bottles. And eventually, after seeing enough car bombs, I started focusing on the leaves. When a car packed with one hundred sticks of dynamite explodes on a crowded street, the force of the blast knocks all the leaves off the trees and the road is left choking with them like an autumn lawn. My friends in the Lebanese Red Cross still tell the story of the man they found at a car bombing near the Ministry of Information whose chest was blown open. They knew he was still alive because, through the blood that filled his mouth, little air bubbles kept surfacing. The thing they remembered most, though, was that two leaves had come to rest gently on his face—one on each eye.

Not everyone can be so emotionally well defended in every situation, and that is when Beirut really starts to take its mental toll. When your blinders come loose or you start to actually think about the dangers around you that you cannot control, even the most insignificant daily routine can become filled with dread. I knew a longtime resident of Beirut, Lina Mikdadi, a Lebanese writer and the mother of two girls, who was hardened to virtually every danger the city had to offer—except car bombs.

“Snipers and shelling never bothered me,” she would say. “But booby-trapped cars—that is what really scares me. If I am in a traffic jam, I get hysterical. I put my hand on the horn and I don’t take it off until I get out. The children start screaming in the back seat because they don’t understand why I am honking. I am afraid to tell them. I just want to get away from being trapped between all those cars.”


Then, of course, there are the times when you are viewing your environment selectively, but you make the wrong selection. One night during an Israeli artillery bombardment of Beirut in the summer of 1982, Ihsan Hijazi and his daughter Yasmin, a medical student, were home in their fifth-floor apartment in West Beirut. Israeli gunners were raining shells down on their neighborhood, while overhead Israeli planes were crisscrossing the night sky, dropping glowing orange flares that hung over the Palestinian refugee camps like spotlights over a boxing ring. There was no electricity in the city, so Ihsan and Yasmin were lodged in the middle of their apartment, trying to avoid shrapnel and flying glass and using only a candle for light.

Suddenly they saw a mouse. The little gray rodent had crawled out from behind a loose baseboard and its two beady eyes were flashing right up at them.

“We forgot about everything going on around us,” Ihsan recalled. “I can stand the bombing, but I cannot stand a mouse in the house. My daughter grabbed a flashlight and I found a big flyswatter, which was the only weapon we had in the apartment, and we chased that little mouse all over, even out onto the balcony. We didn’t give a damn about the [Israeli] planes. Fear for us came from that little mouse.”

While many Beirutis have become adept at viewing their environment selectively, some of them after fourteen years of civil war have also become too adept at it and tuned the world out altogether. This is dangerous, not just psychologically, but also physically, because it dulls a person’s normal protective instincts as much as any drug. (Valium, though, is sold over the counter in Beirut, and the Lebanese are believed to be among the highest per capita users of the sedative in the world.) When I was working in Beirut for UPI and had to stay late many evenings at the office, I would often walk home alone at 11:00 p.m. I liked the eight-block hike for the exercise. One night I dragged Ann home from a movie at that hour. As we were walking down a sidewalk holding hands, a man jumped out of a first-floor window and landed right in front of us, like a cat. He was carrying a sack of something in one hand and a silver revolver in the other. We looked at him. He looked at us. We were all too dumbstruck to speak, so he just scampered away. Beirut was so dangerous usually even the
criminals didn’t care to be on the streets after dark. When I think back now on my habit of walking home late at night, I can’t believe I actually did it.

Somehow it always reminds me of a story Terry Prothro told me when I asked him how much longer he could go on adjusting to the perversity of life in Beirut. He answered, “There is a test we used to do in class to see how easily living things can adapt. You put a frog in a pail of water and gradually turn up the heat. The frog just keeps adjusting to the new temperature, until it finally boils to death, because it is so used to adjusting that it doesn’t think to jump out of the pail. I feel like that frog.”

He wasn’t alone. Dr. Amal Shamma, the spunky former head of the emergency ward at Beirut’s Barbir Hospital and a woman for whom life no longer holds any surprises whatsoever, recalled being awakened once by a tremor rattling her bed. “We had an earthquake late at night that registered 5.5 on the Richter scale,” said Dr. Shamma. “It shook my whole house. I woke up and said to myself, ‘Oh, it’s an earthquake,’ and went right back to sleep. The next morning, I found out that everyone had gone down to the beaches [for safety]. Now, that scares me.”



 In coping with the violence of their city, Beirutis also seemed to disprove Hobbes’s prediction that life in the “state of nature” would be “solitary.” At those moments during the Israeli siege of West Beirut or in the depths of the Lebanese civil war, when Beirut society seemed to have disintegrated and when all formal law and order virtually disappeared, the first instinct of most Beirutis was not to go it alone, to rape their neighbor’s wife or take the opportunity to rob the corner grocery store. Of course there were many incidents of thieving, bank robbing, and kidnapping for ransom, but they were not nearly as widespread as might have been expected under the free-for-all conditions that prevailed; stories of people being mugged on the streets or held up in their homes were relatively rare.

Rather, the behavior of Beirutis suggested that man’s natural state is as a social animal who will do everything he can to seek out and create community and structures when the larger government or society disappears. Beirut was divided into a mosaic of neighborhoods, each tied together by interlocking bonds of
family, friendship, and religion. When the larger, macro Beirut society and government splintered, people’s first instinct was to draw together into micro-societies based on neighborhood, apartment house, religious, or family loyalties. These micro-societies provided some of the services, structure, and comfort that were normally offered by the government. They also helped to keep people alive, upright, and honest, sometimes even in spite of themselves.

Elizabeth Zaroubi, a young Christian woman who lived in West Beirut, said that during the summer of 1982 she discovered her family and neighbors as never before. “I live in the same building as my parents,” she explained. “Before the war I used to see them for maybe five minutes a day. But during the fighting we would sit together for hours, prepare meals together, play cards, and chat with all the neighbors. If someone found strawberries or bread or cucumbers during the Israeli siege, he would buy enough for all the neighbors and everyone would come together. Before, we used to pass the neighbors on the street, but now we know all kinds of details about each other’s private lives and children, and we ask about them. I discovered that I know the relatives of one of my neighbors. We have a common point now that we didn’t have before. When you go through an experience with someone like that, you can’t ignore them. You can’t say anymore that you don’t care about them.”

Even in situations when people were confronted with strangers from outside their micro-society or neighborhood, their first instinct in dealing with them was often to try to establish some kind of personal link, a micro-micro-society, as it were. Terry Prothro discovered this one afternoon while trying to recover his collection of Persian carpets, which were stolen in the midst of civil strife back in 1976.

Terry and his Lebanese Druse wife and daughter had gone to the United States that year on a sabbatical. While they were gone they stored their valuable collection of Persian carpets in his mother-in-law’s small apartment in the predominantly Druse Mseitbe neighborhood of West Beirut. Terry’s mother-in-law was a well-known social activist in Beirut and involved in a variety of charities.

“The carpets were in her storeroom above the kitchen,” Terry recalled. “While she was out one day, someone came in and stole
them all. After my mother-in-law came home and discovered what had happened, my brother-in-law began asking around the neighborhood who was stealing carpets and he finally located the gang that was responsible. He went to their warehouse and confronted them. He was really angry and said to them, ‘Do you know what you did? You broke into the house of this lady who is a widow and is the head of the Lebanese Children’s Society.’ The thieves themselves were not Druse, but when they heard what my brother-in-law had to say about my mother-in-law, they immediately apologized and said that they did not realize whose house they had broken into. The gangleader told him, ‘We were just robbing, we didn’t mean anything personal.’ They took him back in the warehouse and told him, ‘Go ahead, choose your carpets and take them home.’ The room was full of stolen carpets, from the floor to the ceiling. So my brother-in-law went through them until he found all of ours. He didn’t take one more or one less, although I did tease him later why he didn’t happen to recognize a few extra Bukharas. As soon as the thieves recognized my mother-in-law as part of some ongoing community network, they were ready to treat her as a friend and not just as a target.”

Even when people found themselves in a solitary state in a country in chaos, the instinct of most—though not all—was to try to mobilize their energies to maintain as much structure and meaning as possible in their immediate lives. Instead of exploiting the chaos, people fought it at every turn.

Myrna Mugrditchian was a delightfully articulate Armenian dental student whom I also met for the first time when she came to my apartment as a Red Cross volunteer to help in the rescue effort. After that, we used to see each other regularly at post-car-bomb scenes, and eventually we became friends. I once asked her how she could have volunteered for such depressing work. She told me it really was not out of altruism, but in order to keep busy and maintain a purpose to her life. “I had a choice,” explained Myrna. “I could sit home all day quarreling with my family and going crazy, or I could get out on the street. The only way to get out was to be either a helper or a fighter. I chose to be a helper.”

Elizabeth Zaroubi told me her elderly father went out every morning in August 1982, at the height of the Israeli siege of Beirut, and organized the children in his neighborhood to wash their
street with detergent. War or no war, he couldn’t stand living in filth. He wasn’t the only one. Gerald Butt, a BBC correspondent in West Beirut, happened to have an office that overlooked a communal artesian well, an important fixture in the summer of 1982 after the Israelis turned off all the water coming from the East Beirut–based water company. Each morning that summer, scores of West Beirutis would line up with their pails to get enough water to last them and their families the whole day.

“Every morning when I would get to work,” said Butt, “I would look out and see people, mostly mothers and children, lined up with their cans and pails. I used to watch them from my window all the time. So one morning a man is in line. He gets to the front, fills his can with water, and then walks directly over to his taxi and splashes the whole can of water over his car. I just started to laugh. Here the Israelis were surrounding Beirut, there was a siege, and this taxi driver was washing his car.”

In tilting against the windmills of chaos, many Beirutis actually discovered good things about themselves—and others—that they never could have learned except in a crucible like Beirut.

As Richard Day put it, “People discovered something about their inner strength when they were tested, like a metal that can only achieve its real hardness at the highest temperature.”

Dr. Antranik Manoukian, the manager of Lebanon’s only mental-health clinic, the Asfourieh Hospital for Mental and Nervous Disorders, told a symposium held in Beirut after the summer of 1982 that his patients who were caught in the middle of some of the worst Israeli shelling and bombing actually got better mentally and required less medication and treatment during the fighting than when it was over. This was largely due to the fact that the patients focused all their limited mental faculties on trying to survive the chaos and so actually became healthier. That could be said of most Lebanese to some degree or another, which is why the real mental-health crisis for Lebanon will come when the civil war ends and peace and quiet return. Only then, when people let down their guard and take stock of all they have lost, will they truly become crazy. Until then, many Lebanese won’t simply survive, they may even thrive.

Anthony Asseily, the director of the J. Henry Schroder & Sons merchant bank branch in Beirut, said that after the start of the Israeli invasion in the summer of 1982 he closed his office and
relocated to London, leaving behind thirty-two-year-old Munzer Najm—whose job had previously been to fetch coffee for the bank’s employees and guests. Munzer’s only instructions were to watch over the place as best he could. As far as Asseily knew, Munzer, the coffee boy, spoke only Arabic.

One day, during the height of the Israeli siege of West Beirut, Asseily was sitting in his office in London when suddenly his telex came alive. “It was Beirut on the line,” he recalled. “My first reaction was to ask how the situation was. The answer came back: ‘Not so good.’ Then I said, ‘Wait a minute, who is this on the line?’ The answer came back: ‘Munzer.’ At first, I couldn’t believe it. I thought maybe someone had a gun to his head and was telling him what to type. We had a [telex] conversation and eventually I found out that while he was sitting around the bank all that time with nothing to do, he had learned some English and taught himself how to operate the telex.” Asseily remarked later that Munzer the coffee boy could just as easily have stolen the bank’s telex and sold it on the street to the highest bidder as learned how to use it. There was no one to stop him: no police, no prisons, and no courts. But he didn’t.

The real problem with the Lebanese today is that they have gotten too good at this adapting game—so good that their cure and their disease have become one and the same. The Lebanese individual traditionally derived his social identity and psychological support from his primordial affiliations—family, neighborhood, or religious community, but rarely from the nation as a whole. He was always a Druse, a Maronite, or a Sunni before he was a Lebanese; and he was always a member of the Arslan or Jumblat Druse clans before he was a Druse, or a member of the Gemayel or Franjieh Maronite clans before he was a Maronite. The civil war and the Israeli invasion only reinforced this trend, dividing Lebanese into tighter-knit micro-families, or village and religious communities, but pulling them farther apart as a nation.

But the very family, village, and religious bonds that provided the glue holding Beirutis together in micro-societies that could see them through hard times when the national government disappeared also helped to prevent a strong national government and national identity from ever fully emerging or lasting. When the city water supply collapsed, Beirutis dug their own wells; when the city electricity supply blacked out, they bought their own
generators to power their homes; when the police disappeared, they affiliated themselves with private militias for protection. As the Lebanese sociologist Samir Khalaf summed it up: “Though the average Lebanese derives much … social support and psychological reinforcement from … local and communal allegiances, these forces are the same elements that … prompt him on occasion to violate and betray his society’s normative standards. The Lebanese is being demoralized, in other words, by the very forces that are supposed to make him a more human and sociable being … The formation and deformation of Lebanon, so to speak, are rooted in the same forces.”



 I don’t mean to suggest in any way that these ad hoc family, neighborhood, or religious communal associations are able to satisfactorily replace the Lebanese society that collapsed or that Beirutis find them preferable to a properly functioning government. They aren’t really a cure for Lebanon’s ills, just a palliative—Ace bandages on a body politic stricken with cancer. They make life in the Beirut jungle not quite as solitary, nasty, brutish, and short as might be expected—but it is still plenty frightening.

Beirut’s enduring lesson for me was how thin is the veneer of civilization, how easily the ties that bind can unravel, how quickly a society that was known for generations as the Switzerland of the Middle East can break apart into a world of strangers. I have never looked at the world the same since I left Beirut. It was like catching a glimpse of the underside of a rock or the mess of wires and chips that are hidden inside a computer.

Steven Spielberg once made a movie called Poltergeist, which was about a lovely suburban house that, unbeknown to its inhabitants, has been built above a cemetery. The family who owns the house discovers what lurks beneath only when some of the dead spirits, angry at the fact that a house has been built on their graves, start rising up and haunting the place. Eventually the family hires an expert demonologist to purge their home of these angry spirits and she determines that a closet in an upstairs bedroom is the gateway through which the demons are entering and exiting. In the climactic scene, the expert, a tiny woman with her hair in a bun, delicately opens the closet door and out rushes a wild, screaming, fire-breathing monster, the embodiment of uncontrolled
rage and violence, which bowls over everyone in its path.

Ever since I left Lebanon I have felt, no matter where I am, that I am living inside that house, never knowing when a door might fly open and suddenly I will be face to face again with the boiling abyss I glimpsed in Beirut. I go to baseball games or to the theater, and I look around at all the people seated so nicely and wonder to myself how easily all of this could turn into a Beirut. It has been my own private nightmare, but also a source of inner fortitude.

I realized that my first week in Jerusalem. When Ann and I finally moved from Beirut to Jerusalem in June 1984, we found ourselves going to a movie on our first Saturday night in the Israeli capital. Not knowing our way around the city, we hired a taxi to take us from the Sheraton Hotel to the Edison Theater. It turned out to be only a short ride, but the Israeli taxi driver tried to cheat us by not turning on his meter and then asking an exorbitant fare.

We told him we would give him 25 percent of that, and when he refused this offer and started screaming at us, we just put the money on the seat and walked away. The driver, his face flushed with anger, threw open his door, got out of the car, and began bellowing that he would do everything from beating us up to calling the police.

Ann and I looked at him and then looked at each other, and we both started to laugh.

“Do you know where we have come from?” I shouted at the driver in English, pointing a finger to my chest. “Do you know where we have been living? We’ve been living in Beirut, in goddamn Beirut. Do you know what that means?”

We had just come out of Hobbes’s jungle and he was threatening us with the police!

We walked into the theater chuckling to ourselves, leaving him standing in the street spewing curses at us in Hebrew and Arabic. There was nothing that he could threaten us with that we hadn’t already lived through.

We had been to Beirut.
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Beirut: City of Versions

There is no truth in Beirut, only versions.

—Bill Farrell
 Middle East correspondent
 THE NEW YORK TIMES













 In the winter of 1983, my friends David Zucchino of the Philadelphia Inquirer and Bill Barrett of the Dallas Times Herald hopped into a taxicab in West Beirut and rushed up to the Druse village of Hammana in the Shouf Mountains to track down some senior Druse officers who had just defected from the Lebanese army. At the time, their defection was a big story—a big story which my two colleagues wanted to get firsthand. When they arrived in their taxi at the outskirts of Hammana, David told me later, their driver just sped headlong into town, not noticing a dilapidated Druse checkpoint that they whizzed right through.

“The Druse went berserk,” recalled David, “but our taxi driver just kept driving along, and we were saying to ourselves, ‘Hey, this place looks interesting.’ Then all of a sudden we see in the rearview mirror this car coming after us filled with all these guys with big beards flapping and guns poking out the windows. They cut us off. We pulled our car over and they all surrounded us,
shouting and shaking their fists, yapping away in Arabic, and sticking their guns into the car. We thought, Oh shit, we are in deep trouble. We immediately began screaming ‘Sahafi, sahafi’ [Arabic for journalist] and flashed our Druse press credentials.”

The Druse militiamen examined the press cards, read them every which way, and then entered into a long discussion among themselves.

“I started to get real nervous—I mean, real nervous,” said David. “I thought maybe they were discussing who gets the honor of putting a bullet through our heads first. Then suddenly the one with the biggest beard sticks his head back into the car and says, “Which one of you is from Dallas?”

Barrett said, “I am.”

At that point the bearded militiaman, his eyes flashing fury, stuck his AK-47 rifle into the car, pointed it toward Barrett, and asked with a perfectly straight face: “Who shot J.R.?”

A second later the gunmen all erupted into howls of laughter and told the two reporters, “Welcome, welcome to our town.”



 It was from incidents such as this that I derived my first rule of Beirut reporting: If you can’t take a joke, you shouldn’t have come. A reporter must never lose his sense of humor in a place such as Beirut—not only because he will go crazy if he does, but, more important, because he will miss something essential about the Lebanese themselves. Even in their darkest moments, and maybe because of them, the Lebanese never forget how to laugh.

But being a reporter in Beirut, I quickly discovered, required something more than an appreciation of life’s absurdities. Since I was sent to Beirut by UPI only eleven months after being hired, it was on the job there that I really learned how to be a journalist. In some ways, Beirut was the ideal place to practice journalism, in other ways the most frustrating, but in all ways it was unforgettable.

What made reporting so difficult from Beirut was the fact that there was no center—not politically, not physically; since there was no functioning unified government, there was no authoritative body which reporters could use to check out news stories and no authoritative version of reality to either accept or refute; it was a city without “officials.” After the civil war broke out in 1975,
the center in Lebanon was carved up into a checkerboard of fiefdoms and private armies, each with its own version of reality, which it broadcast through its own radio station and its own spokesmen. The pure white light of Truth about any given news story in Lebanon was always refracted through this prism of factions and fiefdoms and then splashed on one’s consciousness like a spectrum of light hitting a wall. As a reporter you had to learn to take a little ray of red from here and a little ray of blue from there and then paint in story form the picture that you thought most closely approximated reality. Rarely did you ever have the satisfaction of feeling that you really got to the bottom of something. It was like working in a dark cave with the aid of a single candle. Just when you thought you had spotted the white light of Truth, you would chase it, only to discover that it was someone else, also holding a candle, also looking for the light.

A few reporters found this news environment so bewildering that they began to try to impose an official-sounding order on it themselves. They created light where there was none. They didn’t make up the news, but they came up with some rather interesting attributions for what they found. For instance, one wire service used to attribute information about fighting in Beirut to “a Beirut police spokesman who could not be identified according to government regulations.” There was no Beirut police spokesman, and even if there was, there were no government regulations which would have inhibited him from giving his name. This same wire service occasionally used to write political stories attributed to “leftist sources.” What is a leftist source in Beirut? I used to wonder. A person who is left-handed? Half of West Beirut’s populace qualified as leftists. Quoting leftist sources in Beirut was about as meaningful as quoting “Jewish sources” in Israel, but reporters cited them to give their stories some authoritative quality in a city without officials.

Yet it was the very same chaos which made reporting from Beirut so stimulating. Being a reporter in Beirut was like being at a play in which the audience could, at any time, hop right up onto the stage and interview the actors as they were reciting their lines or acting out some dramatic scene. “Say, Hamlet, how do you feel about your stepfather?” There were no ushers to hold you back, no press pools or limits on access.

Because of this I got to witness encounters and to describe
scenes that would have been hidden away behind an official shroud in any normal country. On the second day of the Israeli invasion, my assistant Mohammed and I drove down to the Bekaa Valley in an attempt to confirm whether Syria and Israel had begun fighting each other. No one really knew for sure at that early stage in the war. As we got near Lake Karun in south Lebanon, we saw a line of six 130 mm cannon firing toward the Israeli border. Several men in ill-fitting business suits, wholly out of context on a battlefield, were standing under a nearby tree watching the guns fire. They all had the look of Syrian intelligence officers. We drove our car over to them and quietly asked, “Excuse us, are those Syrian guns firing?”

“Yes,” they answered.

“And are those Israeli shells landing over there?” we asked, pointing to a hillside some 500 yards away.

“Yes,” they nodded. We then ducked into our car and sped back to Beirut with our story before they had a chance to ask, “Who were those two guys?”

Unfortunately, when reporters were left to probe to the limits of their own bravery, it meant inevitably that some went too far. During Israel’s 1978 incursion into south Lebanon, up to the Litani River, David Hirst of The Manchester Guardian, Ned Temko of The Christian Science Monitor, and Doug Roberts of the Voice of America rode down from Beirut to observe the fighting. They were told by Palestinian guerrillas in Sidon that the PLO had just driven the Israeli army out of the nearby village of Hadatha. The three reporters decided to check out the story and found that actually the Israeli army had driven the Palestinians out of Hadatha and then vacated it. When Israeli gunners saw the three journalists drive in, they thought they were returning guerrillas and fired rounds at them on and off for eight hours. The next day the three “surrendered” to a unit of Israeli soldiers sitting on a nearby hilltop and were taken back to Israel for their own safety. As soon as they crossed the border, an Israel Radio reporter walked up to David Hirst and asked him how it felt to be rescued by the Israeli army.

“After they stopped shooting at us,” answered David, “it was fine.”

Access, of course, was not totally unrestricted all the time. When going to visit any front, it was always wise, and often
necessary, to obtain press credentials from the militia on whose side you would be viewing the action. The PLO, the Phalangists, the Druse, and the Shiite Amal militia all issued their own press credentials. Sometimes their spokesmen would travel around the front carrying the rubber stamp of their organization and an ink pad just in case you needed some credentials on the fly. Since reporters often traveled between different fronts on any given day, some of them kept their identity papers from the “leftist” militias in their left-hand pocket and from the “rightist” militias in their right-hand pocket, just to make sure they didn’t get mixed up and present Phalangist identity papers at a PLO checkpoint, for example, which would have been considered bad manners, to say the least.

What passed for a press card in Beirut, though, would not exactly get you into the White House. Robin Wright, an intrepid American reporter working in Beirut on a book about radical Shiite groups, used to have to spend a great deal of time moving in and out of Shiite neighborhoods controlled by the radical Hizbullah, “Party of God,” militia. For a woman, this could be a dangerous enterprise. So one day, Robin told me, she went up to a senior Hizbullah official and said, “Look, I’m an American. I am trying to write this book that will help us understand you people, but I am very nervous about driving around here without a press pass. Can’t you do something for me?”

Hizbullah knew more about kidnapping journalists than accrediting them. “The guy really didn’t know from press cards, yet he wanted to be accommodating,” said Robin, “so he walked over to this wall full of these fearsome Hizbullah posters, with pictures of clenched fists and people holding up AK-47s. He pulled one of the posters loose, ripped off the bottom corner with the organization’s emblem on it, and handed it to me. He said, Just show people this emblem and you won’t have any problems. I said, Look, can’t you date it or write your name on it or something? He just shrugged. But it worked! A few days later I was stopped at a Hizbullah checkpoint. I pulled out my poster fragment and they waved me right through, all smiles. Of all the press passes I brought back from Beirut, that is the one I have taken the best care of. You never know when it might come in handy.”







I had my own particular identity problem. It could crop up at any time, and there was no ID card I could flash to solve it. One day, for instance, I myself was riding with David Zucchino in a taxi up the Beirut–Damascus highway to cover some fighting between Druse and Phalangists in the Shouf. Halfway up the mountains, we came to a hastily erected checkpoint at which teenage boys with pistols stuck into the belts of their tight-fitting Calvin Klein jeans were stopping cars and asking some people to get out and step over to the side of the road. We didn’t know if they were Druse kidnapping Maronites or Maronites kidnapping Druse, but the poor Lebanese who were being taken from their cars seemed to know that they were dead, whoever the kidnappers were. Some of the hostages just sat along the roadside, their shoulders slumped and their heads hanging down on their chests in pathetic poses of resignation to their fate.

One of these teenaged thugs stuck his head into our taxi window and growled in Arabic, “What religion are you?”

I thought to myself, If I tell him the truth, that I am neither Christian nor Druse but Jewish, he’ll never believe me. But if I don’t tell him the truth, what do I tell him? I don’t know if he is a Christian or a Druse. I don’t know what he wants to hear.

We had a rather shrewd taxi driver, and when the militiaman demanded again, “What religion are you?” he answered gruffly, “They are journalists—that’s it.” Luckily for us, this was not their day for kidnapping journalists and they let us pass. I will never forget the look of envy which the hostages sitting along the road cast our way as we sped off.

Being the only full-time American Jewish reporter in West Beirut in the early 1980s was a tricky task at times, particularly during the height of the Israeli invasion. My policy was never to hide my religion from any friend or official who asked me about it straight out, but I did not go around introducing myself to strangers by saying, “Hi, I’m Tom Friedman and I’m Jewish.” It wasn’t that I was afraid someone was going to shoot me if they discovered I was Jewish, although in a place like Beirut one could never feel totally secure; I just didn’t want my religion to be an issue that would get in the way of my reporting. I wanted people to judge me on what I wrote and not on who I was.

But there was never a moment in Beirut when I wasn’t keenly aware of who I was. For the first few weeks after we arrived, I
always felt as though there was a glowing neon sign over my head that was constantly flashing “Jew, Jew, this man Jew.” I quickly discovered, though, that people assumed that if you were in Beirut you couldn’t possibly be Jewish. After all, what Jew in his right mind would come to Beirut? Your name could have been Goldberg and most Lebanese still would have assumed you were a Gentile. I once went to apply for an Algerian visa, and when the embassy official filling in the form came to the blank marked Religion, he simply filled in the word Christian without even asking me. While Friedman is a recognizable Jewish name to Westerners, it is not so obvious to Arabic speakers unfamiliar with Western names.

Because I have dark Mediterranean features and a mustache, Lebanese were always asking me whether I was of Arab origin. “No,” I would say, “I’m American. One hundred percent.” But then they would ask, “What were you before that? What kind of name is Friedman?” I would always answer “Romanian,” because my paternal grandparents emigrated to America from there, and somehow that would satisfy people and there would be no further questions. They would say, “Romanian,” and nod their heads as if that explained everything.

Nevertheless, there was always a tension inside my gut, because I was constantly aware of the gap between who I was and who many people assumed I was. Whenever I was interviewing a militia leader or Arab statesman, my mind would start racing uncontrollably: What if this guy knew who I was? Would he care if he knew I was bar mitzvahed at the Adath Jeshurun Synagogue in Minneapolis in 1966? Would he be shocked to know that my oldest sister is a Lubavitcher Hasidic Jew with seven children living in Miami Beach?

In order to keep my mind vacant of such thoughts as much as possible, I became very adept at changing the subject of any conversation that seemed to be approaching the question of religion. I did not always succeed, however. Michel Khouri, the distinguished governor of Lebanon’s Central Bank when I was in Beirut, invited Ann and me to a dinner party he was hosting at a seaside Beirut hotel one evening. I was seated next to the wife of the Minister of Public Works. As soon as we were introduced, she started in with the questions: “Friedman, Friedman, what kind of name is that?” She quickly found her way through the
maze of defenses I automatically threw up around the question and established that I was Jewish. At that point I tried asking her about the weather—really: “Nice weather we are having, eh?”

She answered me in a mischievous tone, and with a slight twinkle in her eye. “You’re trying to change the subject?”

She didn’t say it in a vicious way, but she wanted to talk about me some more, to dwell on my identity a bit, maybe try it out on the other people at the table—and I didn’t. I had not been subtle enough in diverting her questions and this had only piqued her curiosity. We both started to laugh. I raised my arms in mock surrender and told her with a broad smile that she had caught me at my own game.

Then I changed the subject.

The truth is, I was usually much more concerned than I needed to be. Lebanon was probably the best Arab country in which to be an American Jewish reporter, because people there were quite used to living with lots of different religious communities; it was not like being a Jew in Qatar. Although virtually all Beirut’s Jews had emigrated by the time I arrived, they had been, in better days, very much part of the fabric of life in the city. All my close Lebanese friends knew I was Jewish, and it never made a dime’s bit of difference to any of them. In fact, they bent over backward to make sure I felt at home. I was more relaxed as a Jew in their presence than I was at times in my predominantly Gentile high school back in Minneapolis, where anti-Semites in my class used to throw pennies at us to see if we “cheap Jews” would pick them up. (One of my earliest childhood memories from Minneapolis is that of a Gentile boy in my grade-school class who had a lisp calling another Gentile boy a “dirty Dew” when they got into a fight.)

Even in the presence of people who did not know I was Jewish I heard very little in the way of nasty anti-Semitic remarks in Beirut. There was the usual canard about Jews being clever at business or controlling America, which I occasionally heard from former Lebanese Prime Minister Saeb Salam, but it never had a hard edge to it. It was the kind of statement made more out of awe than antipathy. Salam, a Sunni Muslim, knew very well I was Jewish, because we often discussed it. I think he was always proud of the fact that we were friends, and he and his family always looked out for me. He did, though, enjoy shocking some
of his acquaintances with my identity. One day I was waiting to see Salam, while he was bawling out some wild-eyed Muslim sheik because his Friday mosque sermons were too hostile to the Lebanese army. As the little sheik with his red-and-white turban and thin beard was leaving Salam’s office, Salam insisted on introducing him to me. He told the sheik that I was a reporter from The New York Times, that I had won a Pulitzer Prize, that I spoke Arabic, and, on top of it all, said Salam, “he is Jewish.”

The words hung in the air for a second, before this poor little sheik’s eyes bulged out. I thought his beard might fall off. He’d probably given a few Koran-thumping sermons about the Jews in his day, and I am sure I was the first one he had ever met in the flesh. After a limp handshake he scurried out the door.

Most of the PLO officials and guerrillas with whom I dealt regularly knew I was Jewish and simply did not care; they related to me as the New York Times correspondent, period, and always lived up to their claims to be “anti-Zionist” and not “anti-Jewish.” On one occasion, however, my religion did become an issue with the PLO.

In early July 1982, in the middle of the Israeli siege of Beirut, Mohammed and I asked Mahmoud Labadi, who was then the personal spokesman of Yasir Arafat, for an interview with the PLO chairman. Labadi, I had heard, did not like Jews, and we had always had a very awkward relationship. I guess I was his nightmare during the summer of ’82. Here was the PLO’s biggest moment on the world stage and who has to be the reporter for the most important American newspaper but a Jew—not a self-hating Jew, not an anti-Zionist Jew, just a regular Jew. While I aimed to be rigorously objective, and he knew it, he also knew I was not one of the PLO groupies—those members of the press corps, mostly Europeans, who unquestioningly swallowed everything the PLO fed them.

A few days after I made the request for an interview with Arafat, Labadi took aside my assistant Mohammed (himself a Palestinian) and informed him that we would get an interview—but it would not be I who would get it. It would be “the tall one,” as Labadi put, referring to my lanky colleague, Bill Farrell. Mohammed, on my instructions, explained to Labadi that I was the bureau chief and that the interview had to be done by me or not at all. After thinking about it overnight, Labadi relented. The
day of the interview arrived, and just as I was about to enter the room with Arafat, Labadi pulled me aside by the elbow and said, “I just want you to know that I have asked our office in New York for a complete assessment of all your reporting on us.”

“That’s fine, Mahmoud,” I said. “I’ve got nothing to hide.”

The interview went well. It was published on the front page and a week passed without my hearing anything from Labadi. Then one day Bill Farrell was at Labadi’s office getting his PLO press credentials renewed, an always dangerous adventure, since you never knew when the Israeli air force might arrive and ravage the neighborhood. While Bill was having his papers stamped, Labadi came in and threw a telex down in front of him. It was from the PLO mission at the United Nations. The telex was an assessment of my coverage, describing it as generally fair and balanced, but noting obliquely that the “cousinly ways” of my newspaper, an apparent reference to the Times’s original Jewish ownership, sometimes made it less supportive of the PLO than they would have liked. Labadi told Bill he wanted to talk to me immediately. When Bill informed me of the encounter, the paranoia I had kept in check all summer ran riot and I lay awake in my bed the whole night worrying that someone was going to burst in and blow my brains all over the wall. Mohammed, my everfaithful and wise assistant, tried to calm me down by explaining what was going on. “They are trying to squeeze you,” he said, twisting his hands together as though wringing out a piece of wet cloth.

The next morning, Mohammed and I went to see Labadi. He handed me the telex. I read it over and then read it aloud.

“Sounds okay to me, Mahmoud,” I said, laying it down on my lap.

“It’s not good enough,” Labadi said coolly.

Mohammed jumped in, saying that he had read every word I had written that summer and it was all “very fair, very fair.” Labadi cut him off in mid-sentence, saying that Mohammed’s English was not good enough to understand the nuances of what I wrote.

For a few seconds there was only silence in the room. I had the telex resting on my knees and was staring at Labadi. Labadi was staring at me, and Mohammed was staring off into space and
shifting nervously in his chair. I decided it was time to put all the cards on the table.

“Mahmoud,” I said, “let’s get everything out in the open. I’m Jewish and you know I’m Jewish. When my editors asked me how they could send a Jew to Beirut, I told them it was no problem. I told them that I had never encountered any difficulties with the PLO because of my religion. If the rules of the game have changed, then let me know and I’ll go back to the Commodore and pack my bags.”

“No, no,” said Labadi, waving his hand. “That is not necessary. We have nothing against Jews. We just want you to do a little better in the future.”

“Fine,” I said. “I will try to be fair. I have been trying up to now.”

After the meeting, Labadi took Mohammed aside and told him, “We know he’s not bad. We just need more from him.”

That was in early July of 1982, before the Sabra and Shatila massacre. I don’t think Labadi and I said more than five words to each other the rest of the summer.



 Despite the cordial way that I personally was treated, I never had any illusions that religion was not a basic element in the Palestinian–Israeli conflict. It couldn’t help but be. This conflict involved not just two nations clashing over the same land, it also involved the clash of two religious communities, Muslims and Jews, with a long history of theological antagonisms behind them. Palestinians speaking among themselves almost never refer to the Israelis as Israelis, but always as “the Jews.” It is not meant derogatorily. It is simply an honest expression of how they view Israelis—as Jews, as a religious community that has always lived under the control of Islam, not as a national community entitled to rule over Jerusalem and Muslim land. Yet as much as I tried to play the objective reporter and stay above the fray, something would always come along and kick me in the gut, to remind me how visceral and tribal this conflict really was—and that I was a member of one of the tribes.

In the fall of 1983, after a rebellion broke out against Arafat’s leadership within the PLO, I decided to go up to Tripoli, in north
Lebanon, where the combined forces of Abu Musa and Syrians-ponsored Palestinian leader Ahmed Jebril had just routed Arafat from his last stronghold, the Badawi refugee camp. I shared a taxi to Tripoli with a visiting correspondent from Time magazine, Barry Hillenbrand, and we went straight to Badawi, where we found Jebril and his men occupying two four-story prefab apartment buildings, one of which had been used as Arafat’s headquarters. We asked a few guerrillas standing guard outside whether we could interview Jebril. They told us to wait a minute while they went in and checked.

As we waited, two young Palestinian women, probably in their early twenties, gingerly approached the guards. I eavesdropped as the women explained that they lived on the ground floor of one of the buildings and had fled from the fighting two weeks earlier. They were now coming back to reclaim their apartments and check on their belongings. Could they go in? At first, the guerrillas growled “No,” but when one of the women burst into tears, they relented and let them pass.

“Go in,” one of the guerrillas instructed, “but don’t take anything out.”

The two women were inside for about two or three minutes before they flew out of the apartment house in a screaming rage, tearing at their clothes and wailing in grief. One of them went up to a guerrilla and started beating on his chest.

“Shame on you. Shame on you,” she bellowed in Arabic. “You tell me not to remove anything—there is nothing left to remove. For ten years we worked—ten years. For what? For this? Everything is gone … You took it all!”

It was a heartbreaking scene, and I was on the verge of tears myself, before the other woman, her fists clenched in anger, started to scream at the guerrillas at the top of her lungs, “We are not Jews! We are not Jews! We are not Jews! Why did you do this to us?”



 Necessity, as they say, is the mother of invention, and one of the most important journalistic inventions that necessarily developed in the chaos of Beirut was the local Lebanese “fixer.” These were Lebanese or Palestinians who knew how to wend their way through the arabesque maze of Beirut and to pay the appropriate
bribes to the appropriate people at the appropriate times—for the appropriate commissions.

I didn’t employ a fixer, but would occasionally call upon Mohammed in times of need. Mohammed did everything from climbing up telephone poles to repair our phone lines when they were damaged in street fighting, to negotiating with the landlord of a neighboring building who threatened to cut our telex wire, which traversed his roof, if we did not pay him $7,000—in cash. One day during the summer of ’82, when the Israeli siege of West Beirut was at its tightest, Mohammed spent an entire day walking around the city seeking to buy gasoline for our car—at $150 a tankful. Eventually he located a source of supply. That night, as we drove home in darkness from the Reuters bureau, we were stopped on Hamra Street by two Palestinian guerrillas standing by a jeep. One was holding a gun and the other was holding an empty water bottle and a long rubber hose. They asked, very politely, whether they could suck a few gallons of gas from our tank to get their jeep going; it was out of gas. Mohammed, having spent an entire day scrounging around for our gasoline, was not going to give it up so easily. Without blinking an eye, he began screaming that our tank was on empty, that we would be lucky to make it home, and if they did not believe him they could come over to his side of the car and look at the gas gauge themselves.

The gauge was resting comfortably on FULL. I couldn’t believe what Mohammed was doing. I sat there stiff in my seat, with a stupid grin covering my face, praying to myself that one of the guerrillas would not call Mohammed’s bluff; fortunately, they believed him. When we drove away, I told Mohammed in a quivering voice that if we ever got stopped again by guerrillas looking for gas he should give them however much they wanted—otherwise I would suck it out of the tank myself.

If there were a Beirut fixers’ hall of fame, though, Abdul Wadud Hajjaj would occupy the central pedestal. In my day, Abdul was the fixer for both Newsweek and UPI Television News, and he was the most delightful and lovable operator I have ever known. His long career as a fixer finally came to an abrupt close in 1985, when Newsweek and UPITN sent to Beirut some bureaucratic-minded reporters who did not understand that in Wild West Beirut one does not hold to the accounting standards of Arthur Andersen.


Abdul used to keep a desk drawer full of blank receipts from every taxi company in Beirut, which many a reporter drew on to account for all kinds of misspent funds. I shudder to think how many champagne dinners and wild nights at the Casino du Liban were recorded on reporters’ expense accounts under the bland cover of “Taxi ride from Beirut to Sidon.” But when you needed something, Abdul could get it for you—whether it was a telephone, a driver’s license, or an autographed picture of Yasir Arafat.

Among his many scams, Abdul was forever having the place of birth on his Lebanese passport changed according to which group, Palestinians or Lebanese, were the dominant force in West Beirut. To this day I still don’t know if he was born in Lebanon or Palestine. Actually, it didn’t matter. Abdul could talk his way into anywhere. On the wall of his office he had a display of pictures showing him posing with various famous and infamous people. One photograph featured Abdul shaking hands with Ted Kennedy, which was taken in the 1960s, when Kennedy paid a visit to the American University of Beirut campus and Abdul hosted him, I was told, as head of some Christian student society.

Abdul was a Muslim.

In return for his services, all Abdul asked of his friends was loyalty and an occasional story. Abdul hated to write, so when the Newsweek correspondent was out of town and he was asked to supply a story, we at UPI would pitch in and write a story for Newsweek under Abdul’s name.

In Arab society it is considered impolite to show people the soles of your shoes. I used to love to come into Abdul’s office, pull up a chair right in front of his desk, and then put my feet up onto the middle of his blotter so that he could see nothing but my soles. He would unleash a litany of vile Arabic curses on me and then we would both have a good belly laugh.

Not everyone, though, found Abdul as entertaining as I did. Among his detractors was Claude Salhani, then the chief photographer for UPI in Beirut and someone for whom Abdul often made life miserable with various tricks. Abdul loved to have just a little something on everyone; as a fixer, he never knew when it might come in handy. Claude was a Christian with family in East Beirut, and during the early years of the civil war Abdul would often tell him that PLO guerrillas had come looking for
him but that he, Abdul, had told them that Claude was okay and not to harm him. Claude always longed for an appropriate revenge on Abdul, and one day he found a way to fix the fixer.

At the end of the summer of ’82, after the PLO had departed and Israeli troops and the Lebanese army were fully in control of West Beirut, Abdul flew off on vacation. While Abdul was away, Claude went into his office, which was right across the hall from UPI, and removed the pictures Abdul kept on his wall. One picture showed Abdul arm in arm with Yasir Arafat, another showed him with George Habash, leader of the Popular Front for the Liberation of Palestine, and a third was a Polaroid head shot of himself.

“I spread the word that two plainclothesmen had come in and taken the pictures, after asking a few questions about Abdul,” Claude later told me. “When Abdul called in one day from vacation, his secretary told him this story and he started shitting in his pants. As soon as he got back to Beirut, he came over to UPI and asked me who these plainclothesmen were. I told him that these men told me it was none of my business who they were and that they had guns, lots of guns—many, many guns. For weeks Abdul kept pumping me for more details.”

All the time, Claude kept the pictures hidden away in his drawer. A few months later, Israel and Lebanon began negotiations over the Israeli withdrawal; the talks took place at a hotel in Khalde, just south of Beirut. One day while Claude was photographing the Khalde talks, he asked an Israeli official there to put some official-looking Hebrew stamps on the back of each of Abdul’s pictures and to give him a cover letter on Government of Israel stationery, with only the words Return to Owner written on it. The Israeli official, when briefed on the ruse, happily complied. Claude then kept the whole package in his drawer for almost two years, until just before he was about to leave Beirut. The day he left, Claude gave the package to his replacement and asked him to arrange, once Claude was well out of town, to have one of the delivery boys in the building bring the package over to Abdul’s office and hand it to him.

“The play went off perfectly,” said Claude. “The delivery boy came in and told Abdul this package had been dropped off for him. They told me that he opened it up, saw the Israeli stamps all over his pictures, and went white as a sheet. He immediately
panicked and called the Amal militia [which was then in charge of West Beirut]. He wanted to show them that he was really feared by the Israelis. To this day, Abdul never knew it was me, and he never knew what the Israelis might have had on him. It was such sweet revenge.”



 The home of all good Beirut fixers—not to mention all good Beirut reporters and crooked taxi drivers—was the Commodore Hotel. Every war has its hotel, and the Lebanese wars had the Commodore. The Commodore was an island of insanity in a sea of madness. It wasn’t just the parrot in the bar, which did a perfect imitation of the whistle of an incoming shell, that made the place so weird; it wasn’t just the front desk clerk, who would ask registering guests whether they wanted a room on the “shelling side” of the hotel, which faced East Beirut, or the peaceful side of the hotel, which faced the sea; it wasn’t the way they “laundered” your hotel bills by putting all your bar charges down as “dry cleaning”; it wasn’t even the sign in the lobby during the summer of ‘82 which read: “In case of shooting around the hotel, the management insists that neither television cameramen nor photographers attempt to take pictures. This endangers not only their lives but those of the guests and the staff. Those who are not prepared to cooperate may check out of this hotel.” It was the whole insane atmosphere, an atmosphere that was neatly captured by the cartoonist Garry Trudeau in a series of Doonesbury strips he did about the Commodore during the summer of ’82. My favorite shows his character, television newsman Roland Burton Hedley, Jr., calling down to the front desk from his Commodore room.

“Any messages for me?” Hedley asks the desk clerk.

“Let’s see …” says the clerk. “Yes, a couple more death threats. Shall I put them in your box?”

“Yeah, look,” says Hedley, “if they call again, tell them I only work for cable.”

You did not stay in the Commodore for the quality of its rooms. The only thing that came with your room at the Commodore was a 16 percent service charge, and whatever you found in the blue-and-gold shag rugs. The lobby consisted of overstuffed couches, a bar, a would-be disco with a tin-sounding organ, and enough
bimbos to stock a whorehouse. There was also a Chinese restaurant and an old dining room, where the service was always bad and the food even worse. When the Shiites took over West Beirut in 1984 and imposed a more fundamentalist regime, the Commodore management was forced to close the bar in the lobby and to open up what became known as the Ramadan Room on the seventh floor. (Ramadan is the Muslim holy month of fasting.) Hotel guests would knock on the Ramadan Room door with all the caution of entering a speakeasy during Prohibition. Yunis, the bartender, would peek out to make sure it wasn’t some mullah come to break his bottles, and then let you in. Inside, guests would be sitting in the dark, sipping drinks on the couch, while Fuad, the hotel manager, would be shuffling back and forth uttering his favorite expression: “No problem, no problem.”

If you got tired of visiting the battlefront, all you had to do was sit in the Commodore lobby and wait for the front to visit you. One quiet Saturday night in 1984, a large number of journalists were gathered around the bar, getting loose after a day in the field. Yunis was keeping the booze flowing, when suddenly shots rang out from the lobby. The journalists all ducked behind the bar while a band of Druse gunmen poured into the hotel from the front door and kitchen, chasing after a certain gentleman who was apparently cutting in on their drug business. They found him in the lobby and tried to drag him out, but he, knowing what was in store for him, wrapped his arms around the leg of a couch. In order to encourage him to let go, the Druse pistol-whipped him and then pumped some lead into his thigh. Just as this scene was unfolding, my friend David Zucchino happened to come out of the elevator.

“All you saw in the lobby was this poor guy holding on to the couch for dear life, while the gunmen were trying to drag him away; and over at the bar all these little eyes of journalists were peering out from behind the stools,” Zucchino recalled. “At the front desk, two gunmen were beating the clerk, who was trying to call Amal for help. But what I remember most was that CBS correspondent Larry Pintak’s Dalmatian, which he used to keep tied up to the AP machine in the lobby, got so excited by all the shooting that he broke his leash and started lapping up this guy’s blood on the lobby floor. It was disgusting! The gunmen finally left and this guy let go of the couch, got up, and sat on a bar
stool in shock. Fuad immediately showed up and pronounced, ‘No problem, no problem.’”

Why did any sane journalist stay at the Commodore? To begin with, most deluxe hotels in West Beirut had been destroyed during the early years of the Lebanese civil war. But more important, the Commodore’s owner, a Palestinian Christian by the name of Yousef Nazzal, who bought this fleabag in 1970 from a pair of Lebanese brothers who needed some fast cash to pay off their gambling debts before their arms were broken, was a genius at catering to journalists. He understood that there is only one thing journalists appreciate more than luxury and that is functioning communications equipment with which to file their stories or television spots. By paying enormous bribes, Yousef managed to maintain live international telex and telephone lines into his hotel, no matter how bad the combat became. In the summer of ’82, he once paid someone to slip into the central post office, unplug Prime Minister Shafik al-Wazzan’s telex, and plug the Commodore’s in its place. Yousef never took politics or life too seriously. He loved to sit on the stiff blue couch in the lobby right around deadline time and listen to the hum of all the telexes going at once—at a rate of about $25 a minute. He would sneak up behind me and say, “Tom, my boy, some people make a living, other people make a killing.”

The other important attribute of the Commodore was that it filled the void left by the defunct Lebanese Ministry of Information. For a “small consideration,” also known as baksheesh, also known as a bribe, the Commodore would get you a visa at the airport, a work permit, a residence permit, a press card, a quickie divorce, or a marriage certificate. Hell, they would get you a bar mitzvah, if you wanted it. As long as you had money, you could buy anything at the Commodore. No money, see you later.

Pro-Israeli press critics used to complain that the Commodore was a “PLO hotel.” There is no denying that many a Palestinian spokesman hung out there, but when the Israeli army invaded West Beirut, more than a few Israeli officers dined in the Commodore’s restaurant and used it to contact reporters—the exact way the PLO had. The Commodore lived by the motto: The king is dead, long live the king. I would not be surprised if today
a poster of Ayatollah Khomeini is hanging over the reception desk.



 Every serious Beirut militia, whether Christian or Muslim, Palestinian or Lebanese, had a spokesman and a few assistants. The militia spokesmen were the real gatekeepers for Beirut reporters and we all knew it. If you wanted an interview with the big boss, you needed to stay on his spokesman’s good side. Some of the spokesmen developed a reputation for honesty and integrity, and as a reporter you would be willing to give great weight to the information they passed on. Others were liars of the first order; you had to double- and triple-check anything they told you. They also were not above accepting a little baksheesh themselves, as in the case of one guerrilla spokesman who asked a group of reporters to buy him a refrigerator as a wedding present.

The most sought-after spokesman was the PLO’s Mahmoud Labadi, whom I’ve described above. During the summer of ’82, Labadi could often be found outside his office, sitting like a vacationing tourist in a lawn chair on the sidewalk of his deserted street filled with a sea of debris, broken windows, shrapnel, brass bullet cases, and dirt berms. Visiting journalists would pull up stools and get a briefing, after which they might check the latest additions to Labadi’s sidewalk museum, which was made up of all the different kinds of bombs and shells the Israeli army had dropped on the PLO and West Beirut. It was a bizarre display of ordnance, which included several unexploded cluster bomblets (roughly the size of baseballs) that were kept inside a captured Israeli helmet. One afternoon the UPI bureau chief in Beirut, Vinnie Schodolski, a fine reporter with pretensions to being a juggler, showed up at Labadi’s office to get his press credentials renewed. On his way in he picked up a couple of these cluster bomblets from the helmet, not knowing that they were still live, and began juggling them, walking at the same time into Labadi’s office. Labadi happened to be sitting at his telex when Vinnie strolled in performing his act. Labadi looked up from the telex, saw Vinnie with the cluster bomblets in his hand and in the air, and became, in a rare instance, tongue-tied. Vinnie recalled later that Labadi’s only word was “Yipes.”


The PLO spokesman’s office in Beirut has often been depicted by the Israelis as a slick Madison Avenue public-relations machine. It was anything but that. One tended to cover the PLO more in spite of Labadi’s office than because of it. The PLO never had any conception of deadlines or the time differences between Beirut and New York. Arafat’s idea of a press conference was to call in reporters late Saturday night, just in time to miss the Sunday paper’s early deadline, so that whatever he said would not get printed until Monday morning. It was not for nothing that reporters in Beirut often felt the PLO’s information office worked on the famous Arabic IBM principle: Will Arafat be here today? Inshallah,—God willing, they would say. And if not today, then when? Bukra,—tomorrow, they would answer. And if not tomorrow, well, Maalesh,—never mind. Inshallah, Bukra, Maalesh— IBM.

I rarely relied on the PLO spokesman’s office for real news, but turned instead to the spokesmen for the smaller PLO factions such as Nayef Hawatmeh’s Marxist Democratic Front for the Liberation of Palestine and George Habash’s Popular Front. The DFLP and PFLP had many of the most interesting, best-educated, and intelligent people in the PLO working for them, some of them European-trained Marxists. Because they were part of the PLO, they were always well-informed about what was happening, but because their organizations were smaller and less bureaucratic, they were much more willing to share inside information. Indeed, one of my lasting memories of the summer of ’82 was going to the Democratic Front office in West Beirut shortly after dusk on many nights to speak with their information chief, Jameel Hillal, who had a Ph.D. in political theory from the University of London. I usually found him sitting at his desk reading by a gas lamp and listening over and over again to a tape of Pachelbel’s “Canon,” with the sound of real cannon fire in the background. I became so addicted to this recording that at the end of the Israeli siege one of the first things I did was go into a music shop in London and buy a cassette for myself.

Naturally, no self-respecting reporter took just what the spokesmen said as God’s truth. We were hardly under any illusions about the objectivity of their information. They were one source among many. Sometimes, of course, they tried to convey the image of
knowing more than they did. Several times when I worked with UPI in Beirut, we had to contact the PLO office and get a reaction, or claim of responsibility, for some guerrilla raid against an Israeli target. We would call up the PLO office and ask, “Do you claim responsibility for the attack on the bus in Jerusalem?” Frequently, the voice would come back: “What attack? There was an attack? Let me check; call back in an hour.” In an hour we would call back and be told that the “brave strugglers of the Muhammad Ali battalion” were responsible for such and such a raid. Occasionally, more than one group would claim responsibility for the same attack. Wire-service reporters in Beirut got so used to calling up the PLO for a reaction to this or that incident that when the actor John Wayne died, Ned Temko, then a reporter with UPI, could not resist calling up Labadi and seeking his response.

Just for the record, Labadi said that he did not like John Wayne and he did not like cowboy movies, and if he wanted to see cowboys in Beirut all he had to do was look out his window.



 Gathering the news in Beirut was one thing—getting it all out was another. No discussion about the reality of Beirut reporting would be complete without mentioning a major reporting constraint journalists there faced: physical intimidation. Reporters, whether they are in Beirut or Washington, don’t operate in a political vacuum. In order to do objective reporting a journalist has to negotiate with his environment. On the one hand, he has to develop access and intimacy with his subjects in order to gain real understanding of them, and on the other hand, he has to remain disinterested and distant enough from his subjects to make critical assessments of them. It is a delicate balancing act, but one that is essential to objective reporting. A reporter cannot possibly be fair and objective about a person or group if he doesn’t truly understand them, but he also cannot be fair if he understands them alone. Intimacy without disinterest lapses into commitment to one side or another; disinterest without intimacy lapses into banality and misunderstanding. Maintaining this balance between intimacy and disinterest is a challenge for a reporter at any time, but trying to do it in a place such as Beirut was unusually difficult because you were living amid one side in a multisided conflict,
and that side, as well as all the others, was not above doing physical harm to anyone who was too critical of them or too understanding of their enemies.

There wasn’t a single reporter in West Beirut who did not feel intimidated, constrained, or worried at one time or another about something he had learned, considered writing, or had written involving the Syrians, the PLO, the Phalangists, or any of the other forty-odd militias in Lebanon. Every reporter in Beirut was fully aware that for $1.98 and ten Green Stamps anyone could have you killed. Your newspaper would name a scholarship after you, and that would be the end of it. Any reporter who tells you he wasn’t intimidated or affected by this environment is either crazy or a liar. As my colleague John Kifner once wrote, reporters in Beirut carried fear with them just like their notebooks and pens.

The biggest threat in my mind was from the Syrians and the extreme pro-Syrian Palestinian groups. The Syrians did not take a joke well at all, and during a period in the late 1970s and early 1980s their agents in Beirut shot several Arab and Western journalists, including Salim al-Lawzi, the editor of the popular Arabic weekly called Events, who, in March 1980, was abducted in Beirut and found a short time later with a bullet in his head and his writing hand mutilated from having been dipped in acid. The situation got so bad that many Lebanese were afraid to even mention the word “Syria” in public.

There was a joke that made the rounds during this period about a Lebanese man who ran up to a policeman and said, “Officer, Officer, a Swiss stole my Syrian watch.”

The policeman gave him a quizzical look and said, “What do you mean, a Swiss stole your Syrian watch? You mean a Syrian stole your Swiss watch.”

The Lebanese man looked at the policeman and smiled. “You said it, Officer, not me.”

The main PLO factions, the Phalangists, and the various Muslim militias were less direct, and much less touchy, than the Syrians, but no one had any illusions that they would tolerate much seriously critical reporting. The biggest Sunni Muslim militia in West Beirut was known as the Murabitoon. It was really more of a street gang with a patina of Nasserite ideology than a political
party, but it took itself very seriously and had one of the most sophisticated public-relations offices in the heyday of the militia rule of West Beirut. The Murabitoon’s efforts to cast their mafialike leader, Ibrahim Koleilat, as a serious statesman were often richly comical, given the fact that he was little more than a thug. Nonetheless, Koleilat had a beautiful young woman working for him who handled his public relations. She came around to the UPI office one day in 1980, when I was still working for the wire service, and said to me, “Of course your Rome bureau will be covering Mr. Koleilat’s upcoming visit to Italy,” where he was scheduled to meet some low-ranking official on the Lebanon desk in the Italian Foreign Ministry.

“Why, ahhhh, of course our bureau in Rome will definitely be covering the visit,” I stammered.

As soon as she left, I sent a message to our Rome bureau asking them to please write a dummy story about Koleilat’s meanderings in Rome, unless they wanted me to end up in the Mediterranean sleeping with the fish. Sure enough, Koleilat’s visit came, and the Rome bureau wrote up a story, only instead of putting it out on the general news wire read by all the newspapers, they sent it to us on a secondary message wire, read only by our bureau, since there was no way we could put such nonsense on the actual news wire. Koleilat’s people did not know this, of course, and when they came around to the bureau to collect the story, as we knew they would, we presented them with an authentic-looking UPI news story just ripped off the wire. They immediately made photocopies of it and distributed them to every newspaper in West Beirut, while making each an offer they couldn’t refuse to publish it. This dummy story about Koleilat appeared the next morning in almost every Beirut paper. The Murabitoon were happy, and we were off the hook. But the matter did not end there.

At Christmastime that year the young woman came back to our office carrying a very large round package wrapped in gold paper. She walked in the door, asked for me, and said, “Mr. Koleilat wants you to have this.” The first thing I did was check to see if it was ticking. My Lebanese colleague David Zenian and I then went through a comic routine of “You open it … No, you open it … No, you open it.” Finally, I pulled rank on him and he gingerly unwrapped the package, only to find a cut-glass
bowl filled with chocolates, courtesy of the Murabitoon. We were so relieved that the thing did not blow up that we barely noticed the chocolates were at least a year old.

My having said that Beirut was intimidating, though, does not mean that reporters there were intimidated into total silence. Certain press critics have taken the line that the West Beirut press corps was intimidated by the Syrians and the PLO, hence the reporters did not write the truth, hence the truth did not get out, and hence Israel’s image in the world was skewed.

The truth is that while most Beirut-based journalists were keenly aware of the intimidating atmosphere at all times, their reaction was not to simply fold up their typewriters on sensitive subjects but, rather, to try to find another way, maybe indirect, to get the news out. The reason the Syrians, or others, had to go to the length of shooting reporters was precisely because all their other levels of threats and intimidation failed to dissuade newsmen and women from writing negatively about them. I cannot recall a single case in which reporters in Beirut knew about a major news event and consciously covered it up because of intimidation—including for that matter the fact that journalists were being harassed.

Reporters in Beirut found novel ways to negotiate the space needed to learn and write the truth, while at the same time protecting ourselves. Sometimes we ran pieces without a byline, as in the stories about how the Syrians were shooting journalists. Sometimes to hide where we were we ran stories under a New York or Cyprus dateline. Sometimes we quoted the local militia radio stations on sensitive stories which we knew to be true ourselves but did not want to be the first to report. And many times we simply wrote things that were critical of the PLO, Syrians, or Phalangists and just hoped that they were not played back in the Arabic press or seen by those who might take offense. Was it all the news all the time? No. Was it an ideal situation? No. Was it a cover-up? Also, no.

While I insist that the intimidating atmosphere of Beirut never prevented a major breaking news story from being covered in some way, there were, however, some slightly less immediate—yet important—stories which were deliberately ignored out of fear. Here I will be the first to say “mea culpa.” How many serious stories were written from Beirut about the well-known corruption
in the PLO leadership, the misuse of funds, and the way in which the organization had become as much a corporation full of bureaucratic hacks as a guerrilla outfit? These traits were precisely the causes of the rebellion against Arafat after the summer of ’82, but it would be hard to find any hint of them in Beirut reporting before the Israeli invasion. The truth is, the Western press coddled the PLO and never judged it with anywhere near the scrutiny that it judged Israeli, Phalangist, or American behavior. For any Beirut-based correspondent, the name of the game was keeping on good terms with the PLO, because without it you would not get the interview with Arafat you wanted when your foreign editor came to town. The overfocusing by reporters on the PLO and its perception of events also led them to ignore the Lebanese Shiites and their simmering wrath at the Palestinians for turning their villages in south Lebanon into battlefields.

As for the Arab critics, who never tire of complaining about how the Western media were just “Zionist agents,” I have only two things to say. When my own editors took out the word “indiscriminate” from a story of mine about Israeli shelling of Beirut on August 4, 1982, I protested in writing with enough force to almost get me fired. At the time, my editors felt the word “indiscriminate” was “editorializing”; I felt that it was an exact description of the day’s events, and that its omission was editorializing. I still feel that way. In the end, though, I wasn’t fired, and in retrospect that was the only word ever changed for editorial reasons from any story I wrote out of Beirut. Moreover, during the summer of ’82 when the Israelis were pummeling West Beirut, and the Palestinian cause was on the line, it should be noted that the first journalists to run out of town were the Arabs: the Kuwaiti, Saudi, Qatari, and other Arab journalists were nowhere to be found at the height of the Israeli siege. It was only the “Zionist Western media” that stuck around in West Beirut to tell the story, and it was the “Zionist” New York Times that ran a four-page reconstruction of the massacre at Sabra and Shatila—more extensive than any other newspaper in the world.



 Some might ask why in the world anyone would put up with reporting from a place like Beirut, especially for almost five years. The truth is, I asked myself that question many times, especially
when my colleagues began to be kidnapped. The first to be snatched, while walking to work, on March 7, 1984, was Jeremy Levin of Cable News Network, who lived in our apartment building just two floors above us. Levin had had a somewhat stormy relationship with the CNN bureau in Beirut, largely because he came in and tried to clean house and post work rules in what was a typical Beirut news bureau, where the local staff were all relatives and bookkeeping was “creative,” to say the least. It was a bit like posting work rules in Sodom and Gomorrah, so when Levin was abducted in the spring of 1984 my first thought was that one of the Lebanese in his own bureau might have arranged a pair of cement boots for him. The day Levin disappeared, CNN sent a two-man film crew over to our apartment house to take one of those clichéd close-up shots of the mailbox with his name on it. I asked the film crew if their bureau had abducted him. They just laughed and laughed.

It later turned out that Levin had been kidnapped by Shiite extremists, and fortunately, he escaped after eleven months in captivity.

Levin’s kidnapping, and the dozens that would follow, taught me a valuable lesson about journalism that one could learn only in a place like Beirut—to pay attention to the silence. In a city where there are so many spokesmen, so many militia radio stations, and so many people who want to come up and tell you their story, you can think after you have been there for a while that you know everyone, and everyone knows you. When ABC Television newsman Charles Glass was kidnapped on June 17, 1987, the first thing many of his friends said in defending the fact that he dared to continue working in Beirut was that “Charlie knew everybody.” The truth was, Glass knew everybody who talked to journalists. But the people who kidnapped the Americans in Beirut, who blew up the American embassy and the Marine compound, who abducted the British hostage negotiator Terry Waite, didn’t go around introducing themselves or drinking at the Backstreet Bar. They were the type who kidnapped or killed, and then, instead of running out to brag about it to journalists, savored it quietly at home over a Turkish coffee. They were the young men I passed on the street who did not speak my language or travel in my circles.

After the kidnappings began in Beirut, I acquired a healthy
respect for how little I had really penetrated the place. I gained an equally healthy respect for the notion that the real story is often found not in the noise but in the silence—and that is why it is so often missed. I now live by an adaptation of Groucho Marx’s famous line that any club that would have me as a member I wouldn’t want to join. My version is that any protagonist in the Middle East who is ready to talk to me cannot be worth talking to; he cannot be at the center of what is happening. It’s the people who won’t talk to me whom I really want to meet.
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