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THE BEARD OF THE PROPHET 

JANUARY 12, 1987 SAMUEL F. POGUE 

It was after midnight on Sunday morning, June 23 when 
t he meeting with Vasser Arafat broke up. We posed for the group 
pic t ure that would appear on the front page of every newspaper in 
Amm an on Monday, when we were already asleep in our own beds 
back in America. And then there was an unseemly scramble while we 
el bowed our way to the Chairman so that someone would take our 
picture with our own camera next to that well-known, 
stubble-surrounded smile. 

Unseemly because this was supposed to be a distinguished 
group of clergy and laymen comprising an interfaith delegation, come 
to study the prospects for peace in the Middle East. After the 
fifteen days we had spent together, I knew better than to be surprised 
at this behavior. These people were an irrepressible lot -- lively, 
garrulous, sometimes contentious and often funny. I had my work cut 
out for me keeping myself alive in the competition for attention. I 
pushed my way up to Arafat with the best of them. 

What was I, an agnostic, doing in this group in the first 
place? Well, it all came about because our esteemed Club member, 
Gene Mihaly, told me he had been invited to join a group sponsored by 
the American Friends Service Committee that planned to visit Syria, 
Jorda n, Israel and Egypt to talk to politicians and prominent citizens 
about the peace plan just proposed tha t spring of 1985 by King 
Hussein. 

I told Gene I was green with envy. He said to me, "Would 
you like to come along?" I did not really take his question too 
seriously, but a week later he called me and said, "There's been a 
cancellation, and they need ten to round out the group." And that is 
how it happened that I found myself on the plane to Amman not long 
after. 

The original plan called for going directly to Damascus by 
connecting flight after we landed in Amman, but a . couple of da ~~ 
before our departure we were told that the Synan Embassy 1 

. . . n the ground tha t the re Washington had declmed to glve us Visas, 0 I 
had not been enough time to process them. So the pans were 
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changed to stay in Amman first, then go to Israel and then to spend 
the extra time in Cairo. Many of the people we later interviewed 
during the trip commented that it was a shame that we could not 
hear the point of view of the Syrians, and we thought so too. 

We landed in the later afternoon, so it was in a yellow 
light that I first saw the dry, rocky, endlessly hilly landscape of 
Jordan. On the way in from the airport, the first habitation I saw 
was a Bedouin tent, woven, as I later learned, from black goat hair, 
with an open end propped up by wooden poles. Next to it sat a shiny, 
spanking new black Toyota. 1 was curious to know what kind of crops 
grew in this lnhospitable soil, but when I finally saw a stunted wheat 
field after miles of uncultivated rocky hills, it was not the crop that 
interested me. It was the scarecrow, dressed in a long flowing robe 
and a kaffiyeh, the Arab headdress. Dorothy would have felt a long 
way indeed from Kansas; no Arab bird would be frightened off by the 
friend she found in the field. 

Amman is a beige and white city of square windows in 
square buildings packed together up and down the hills. Until a short 
tirne ago, it was a town of fifty thousand; now it has over a million 
people and they seemed all to be there driving cars during the rush 
hour in which we arrived. We kept stopping behind a car which, 
above its license plate in wiggly Arabic script, had a bumper sticker 
that read in English, "1 (heart) Amman." 

Dusk was falling when our three taxis pulled up in front of 
the Amman Training Hotel. As its name implied, it was a hotel 
school, and this had some minor disadvantages. The ceiling 11ght in 
our room did not work at first, and the sliding screen to the tIny 
porch fell off its track at the touch. But there was soon someone up 
on a ladder to fix the light, and even though the screen never worked, 
it did not matter. Out on the porch I looked across a valley to two 
minarets outlined In red and blue neon. We had dinner from a buffet 
full of exotic foods, and afterwards a man in Arabic dress sat on the 
floor among camelskin hassocks outside of the dining room and 
poured thick, sweet Arabian coffee from a delicate copper pot. 

It seemed at this point a good idea to get to know one 
another, so we assembled shortly after dinner on an outside terrace 
of the hotel for each of us to tell something about himself. Ron 
Young, a tall, bearded man was our guide. He had lived in Amman 
with his family for three years and made many contacts in the Middle 
East as a representative of the American Friends Service Committee. 
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He was able to open doors for us, and in the course of the days to 
come moved our schedule along with great efficiency. Another 
member of the group was his boss, Steve Cary, the former president 
of Haverford College and now the director of the AFSC. Leonard 
Beerman, a tall , craggy man and graduate of the Hebrew Union 
Cincinnati cam pus, was the rabbi of a temple in Los Angeles where 
he had involved himself for years with peace causes. His good friend, 
George Regas, rector of All Saints Episcopal Church in Pasadena, 
worked closely with him there . A handsome young black woman 
nam ed \iylion Waite was the director of the Interfaith Council in 
Cleveland, an d she contributed warmth and humor as well as 
intell igence . William Sloane Coffin, minister of the Riverside Church 
in New York, brought a lot of experience to our group, though some 
of us thought he tended to be .:t bit too impulsive in his sympathies. 
The quietes t of us was the Jesuit, Father Ray Helmick, who amused 
me by the deliberate, almost pedantic, way he asked questions of the 
people we interviewed. But he was right there, and his questions 
were always very much to the point. He was with something called 
the Conflict Analysis Center at Boston College and had worked in 
Nor thern Ireland and in Lebanon. One day I said to him that someone 
had told me the trees on the Mount of Olives were the same ones that 
had been there two thousand years ago. "Bullshit!" replied the 
Father . The delegation was rounded out by Joanne Ruby of the 
Chicago office of the AFSC, who had relatives living in Israel, Gene 
Mihaly and myself. 

In the middle of the first night in Amman and of every 
night we were there (it was at about three thirty in the morning) I 
wo ke up to a tremendous wailing din. There were four or five 
mosques within earshot, and all of them were having predawn 
services, broadcast from the minare ts over loud speakers, during the 
ho ly month of fasting called Ramadan in which we found ourselves. 
To this Cincinnati WASP it was exotic, mysterious and spooky_ 

The Moslem services endlessly fascinated me. 
di scovered that I could see them on the color TV in our room in the 
late afternoon, and as often as I could I turned it on to watch. The 
chant of the muezzin calling the fa ithful to worship was accom~anied 
on TV by colorful pictures of flowers or birds or of waves br.ea~1ng on 
a shore. Then the camera focused on the imam, who was lns~de the 
mosque wearing sunglasses while sitting crosslegged on the daiS. He 
rocked his head back and forth as he chanted verses from the ~oran, 
every once in a while raising his arm so that you could see hlS. gold 
watch with the Speidel band. Each phrase he chanted began wlth a 
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percussive sound, followed by mellsmas on the vowels a.nd a long-~eld 
note at the end. A long pause and he would begin agatn. From tlme 
to time the camera would pan to the worshippers, who punctuated the 
imam's chant with exclamations, like a gospel meeting. 

A fter breakfast on the morning of our first full day we sat 
down together for an hour or so to decide what kind of questions we 
wanted to ask in the interviews we were about to begin. We knew the 
chief subject would be King Hussein's peace proposal. Basically this 
involved acceptance of United Nations Security Council Resolution 
242 of November 1967, which called for withdrawal of Israeli forces 
from all occupied territory; termination of the state of belligerency; 
and acknowledgment of the sovereignty, territorial integrity and 
political independence of every state in the area. Hussein had just 
made a pact with Vasser Arafat that if the West Bank of the Jordan 
River, occupied since the 1967 War, were returned to Jordan, the 
Palestinians would settle there and form a self-governing enclave 
within the Jordanian state. In return, the PalestinIans would drop 
their demand for an independent nation. The Hussein plan further 
called for the Secretary General of the UN to invite the five 
permanent members of the Security Council and the interested 
parties in the region -- Israel, Lebanon, Egypt, Jordan, Syria and the 
PLO -- to a peace conference in Geneva. Though some of us were 
skeptical of Hussein's proposal, most of our delegation -- peace 
activIsts all -- were anxiuus to learn from our interviewees whether 
peace under these conditions was possible, and we decided to direct 
our questioning toward that end. We agreed that Bill Coffin and 
Leonard Beerman would alternate in introducing the group and 
explaining our mission. 

Our first interview, with Mohammed Khatib, Minister of 
Information of Jordan, was scheduled for noon. Shortly after the 
preliminaries, the minister excused himself to take an urgent 
telephone call in the next room . When he returned, he told us that a 
Jordanian jet had just been hijacked in Beirut by Palestinian 
terrorists and was headed for Tunis, and that the Jordanians had 
asked the Tunisians to let it land there. In the event, the Tunisians 
did not give permission, and the plane landed in Palermo. It stayed 
there for a day and then flew back to Beirut, where the Shiites (not 
the Palestinians) who had captured it let the passengers out on the 
tarmac, blew up the plane and disappeared. 

In spite of his having just told us Palestinians had hijacked 
one of their planes, Mr. Khatib urged us to understand that the 
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Palestinians had become moderates under Arafa t and in the February 
pact with King Hussein had agreed to pursue peace, not force. This 
was not the last time during our interviews t hat we were aware of a 
certain sense of unreality. 

We had a free afternoon, so Ron Young had arranged for 
his Palestinian friend, Rami Khouri, senior edi tor of the Jordan 
Times, to take us in his minibus to the Roman rui ns of Jerash, not far 
outside of Amman. On our way we passed the only Palestinian 
refugee camp that we saw on the trip. It consis ted of house after 
one-story house made of concrete blocks, with in roofs held down by 
rocks and crammed together on narrow stree ts. We were told that if 
the houses had real roofs, the owners would have to pay taxes, 
because they would no longer qualify as ref ugee dwellings. Some of 
the residents were selling melons on the highway, but I noticed one or 
two Mercedes parked next to the houses. 

Things moved rather slowly in the early part of our visit, 
because some of the arrangements for meetings had to be made on 
the spot or to be changed for one reason or another. For instance 
the meeting planned the next morning with Crown Prince Hassan wa~ 
cancelled because the Prince had stayed up all night on account of 
the airplane hijacking and only got to bed a t seven o'clock that 
morning. Instead, the generous Rami Khour i again put his minibus at 
our disposal for a tour of Amman. 

Then we got into the thick of t hings. In the later 
afternoon of our second day we ordered our usual three taxis to come 
to the hotel to take us to a reception and briefing at the private 
home of the U.S. ambassador. I was settling down next to the driver 
of the first taxi when suddenly and swift ly a t axi backed up in front 
of us, blocking us completely. Without a mom ent's hesitation, our 
driver grabbed a ti re iron that was lying on the floor next to him, 
pushed open his door and went after the offendi ng driver, who by now 
was out of his taxi, also brandishing an iron . The free-for-all that 
ensued was something to see, each man wildly swinging tire irons and 
karate kicks, and hotel employees trying to separate them. It looked 
as if they were seriously bent on killing each other. No arguments 
here, just action. The men of peace sitting in the taxis, myself 
included, had no intention of acting as peacemakers in this brawl. 
Whack! We winced. Slam! We cringed. Pow! We scrunched down in 
our seats. I do not know how it happened, but the fight stopped as 
quickly as it had started, winding down with a few insults. The 
offending taxi moved to the side, and we started off. Then suddenly 
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our driver jammed on his brakes, grabbed the iron again and took 
af ter the other fellow. He must have seen an insulting gesture as we 
passed. There we helplessly sat while the melee resumed. I th~lIght I 
saw one or two of our group open doors in the cabs behind, bU,t if they 
did they quickly closed them again, because the fur was £,lY1Og f~st. 
Somehow the fight was over again. Our driver slammed hlmself Into 
the seat next to me and we took off at high speed. Far be it from 
me to tell him to sl~w down, even if he had understood English, which 
he did not. He muttered and gestured all the way to our destination, 
fortunately not too far way. 

Our nerves were soothed in the sunny living room of the 
American ambassador, where we were served gin and tonics while 
white gauze curtains billowed in the later afternoon breeze. The 
a mbassador was on vaca tion in the United States, so we were briefed 
by the Deputy Chief of Mission and the military attache. I think I 
expected pla titudes and diplomatic doubletalk from American civil 
servants abroad, but on the contrary I was im pressed and reassured 
here, as in Tel Aviv and Cairo, by their intelligence and their grasp of 
the compJexities in this part of the world. Skip Gnehm told us that 
there is a division in Jordan between the conservative East Bankers, 
who do not support risk, and the Palestinians, who as outsiders almost 
outnumber them and are constantly putting t hem in danger. King 
Hussein showed great courage in his peace proposal, because it put 
him in political and personal jeopardy. He does not forget the 
assassination of his grandfather Abdullah in front of the Al Aksa 
mosque in Jerusalem. After the meeting was over, Gnehm offered 
embassy cars to drive us back to the hotel. When I jumped into the 
back seat I was startled to see a submachine gun and billy club lying 
on the floor. 

After dinner that night we were received in the home of 
Kha~i1 Wazir, who, under the name of Abu Jihad, is the Deputy 
ChaIrman of the PLO for military affairs. We were joined later by 
his brother, Hani al Hassan, the chief political adviser to Yasser 
Arafat. 

It w,as a charming domestic scene. We sat in deep chairs 
around a table in the center of the room with a por trait of Arafat in 
a, silver frame. We were introduced to the dark-eyed 
slxteen-year-old daughter of the househol d, who helped her mother 
pass the tray with glasses of fresh orange juice and hand around a 
pIa tter piled high with delicious pastry turnovers filled with pine nuts 
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and hone y, still warm from the oven -- a special Ramadan treat, they 
said. 

Then the polemics began. We were told of the terrible 
injustices perpetrated by the Israelis against the Palestinians in the 
1947 War, when Abu Jihad was only eleven. During the fighting, 
Jihad took ref uge in a Catholic church, but the Israelis violated the 
sanctuary and put him in prison. He was one of the lucky ones; he 
saw other chi ldren being slaughtered, he said. His voice rose in pitch 
and volume as his anger grew. The Palestinians are a people without 
a state . Israel denied their right to be a people. The ears of the 
worl d we re closed, he said, before they began their armed struggle. 
By figh ting their cause became known. Israel has no future in this 
area, he said, because the Arabs will wipe them out through 
popula t10n growth alone. 

His brother, Hani al Hassan, was much more conciliatory. 
He was optimistic about the Hussein initiative; the Palestinians are 
ready to cooperate, he said, if the U.S. is ready to accept the 
Palestini ans that are named by the PLO in a Jordan-Palestinian joint 
delegation. 

Who knows how many throats these brothers have 
personally slit? It was with considerable apprehension that I walked 
pas t the armed guards outside the house and got into one of the cars 
they insisted on providing to drive us back to our hotel. If they had 
wanted to hold us as hostages, they could easily have done so, 
because we could not have found our way on foot In a strange city 
a fter midnight. To our great relief we returned without incident. 

After breakfast the next morning, we met with 
Mohammed Milhem, deported mayor of one of the West Bank .cities, 
now a member of the PLO Executive Committee and close advlser to 
Arafa t. There was more of what we had heard the night ?efore, but 
Milhem added something new. When aske~ about RcsolutlO~ 24~, he 
said that willingness to recognize Israel eXists between .the lLne~, why 
does it have to be said aloud? We found this kind of s.ld~~tepPJng to 
be fr equent among Palestinians in positions of responslbll1ty. ,,:S. we 
S oke I watched a man in a black and white kaffiyeh <.the Palest.InlanS 
:ear black and white ones, the Jordanians red and wh~~e)d ~ar~~~n;e~f 
and down on e~~~ ~~;a~~o~ut~i~~e w~~~e~ ~~~~~v=~t:;Uth:. ~~eting wa~ 
::eer~ :: r~~ into another standing there with a 5ubmachlne gun. 
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Later in the morning we drove to Ragadan Palace for our 
postponed interview with the Crown Prince, the king's younger 
brother, who was acting as regent of Jordan while Hussein was in 
London explaining his plan to Margaret Thatcher. The hijacking crisis 
had ended the afternoon before. 

Prince Hassan ibn Talal is a short man who spoke to us in 
excellent Oxford English. He gave us a geography lesson with a 
pointer on a wa ll map while the TV cameras ground away. Some of 
the people we later met in Jerusalem told us they recognized us from 
wa tching the TV news. Hassan told us the eastern Mediterranean is 
an area of minorities, where Syria is developing as a haven for 
terrorists. The Saudis are supporting the U.S. deficit and ask nothing 
in return. The countries south of the Red Sea are moving under 
Soviet influence. The Gulf States look on the others as madmen. 
Jordan is the only country among twenty-two Arab states that has 
the courage to try to solve the problems of the area peacefully. In 
spite of lukewarm support f rom the other Arab nations, and outright 
hostili ty from the other superpower, Jordan wants to establish a 
rapport with the United States. The first step is a credible 
Jordanian-Palestinian dialogue with the U.S., which will encourage 
the PLO to evolve. 

We agreed that King Hussein's initiative was a lot better 
than just standing by, and we began to recognize the courage it took 
on his part to advance it. We agreed, too, with Abba Eban's 
statement to us a few days later in Jerusalem that prolonged 
deadlock leads to despair and violence and is more liable to explode 
into war than lead to peace. Nevertheless, after our conversations 
with the Palestinians I wondered whether Hussein was not engaging in 
wishful thinking. They did not seem to me to be people close to 
evolving, as Hassan had put it. 

My head was beginning to spin with the new impressions 
and all the new information I had absorbed. I needed a break, so I 
skipped the meetings planned for that afternoon, our last day in 
Amman, and took a nice long nap and a swim in the hotel pool. It was 
a good thing that I did, because the days to come were even more 
strenuous. 

We left ve ry early the next morning in the minibus, 
because it was Friday, the Jewish Sabbath eve, and the Israeli border 
"uards would go off duty early that afternoon. As it turned out, we 
~pent more than four hours waiting to cross into the West Bank. We 
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were cleared re latively quickly on the Jordanian side. Then we 
transferred to a shuttle bus to cross the greenish-brown creek called 
the Jor dan River and to be let off at the huge Israeli customs shed. 
We waited. And we waited. A woman came out of the customs area 
in high dudgeon. She was an American with an American passport, 
but she had been born a Palestinian in Jerusalem. The Israelis had 
insisted on strip searching her, and she had been equally insistent that 
they wou ld do no such thing. The last shuttle which would take her 
back to Jordan had left, and the next one would not leave until 
Sunday, af.ter the Jewish Sabbath, and there was no place to stay in 
the meantim e. A ten-year-old girl was crying because she had been 
se.para te~ fro:n. he~ uncle and. the ?uards would ~ot let her through 
wlth~ut Identlilcatlon. Both sltuatlOns were straightened out, but it 
was like a scene out of Cian Carlo Menotti's opera, The Consul. 

Our luggage was searched thoroughly, but not as 
thoroughly as that of a man near me, who had the entire contents of 
his sui tease piled on the counter while the guards took the empty 
sui tcase to a separate room to be X-rayed. Each of us who had a 
camera was obliged to take a picture of the ceiling to show that we 
were not carrying a booby-trapped one. All of this was vivid 
ev idence of the hostility by which the Israelis are surrounded. 

The trip from the Jordan River customs shed to Jerusalem 
took only forty-five minutes by taxi. A few days later it was another 
fo rty -five minutes from Jerusalem to the Mediterranea.n coast at T~l 
Aviv . How long would a military jet need to fly the distance that It 
took only a total of an hour and a half to drive by car? 

Our schedule in Israel was even more hectic than the one 
in Jordan. Saturday Sunday, Monday and Tuesday were packed with , . . . 
briefings by political figures, university professors, private Citizens 
and directors of some of the thinktanks, ecumenical centers and 
institutes that seem to proliferate in this holy city of three of the 
world's religions' and with tours of the Knesset, the holocaust 
museum the Old City and the mosques, and the occupied West Bank 
with its 'new settlements for Israeli citizens. On the Monday of that 

eriod a TWA jet was hijacked by the Shiites,. flow~ around the 
~edi terranean for a while and returned to the Beirut alrpor~, a f~w 
miles north of us, where it still sat when returned to America. n 

Wednesday we flew to Cairo. 

My impression of Israel was of a country divided in a 
hundred ways. politically, the power-sharing government of the 
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liberal Labor Party and the right-wing Llkud is only an outward 
manifestation of this condition. Within each of these parties there 
are many divisions and, in addition, there is a mass of splinter parties 
with tiny constituencies. There are groups seeking peace and 
reconciliation with the Arabs, but they are opposed by the 
fundamentalist Gush Emonim, for whom no compromise is possible. 
You can visually experience the divisions when you drive from one 
neighborhood to the next in Jerusalem . Now you are in an area where 
there are only Orthodox Jews; then suddendly there are only Arabs; 
then you move into a more cosmopolitan, mixed district. None of 
these people seem to have any contact with each other, though they 
live only a street apart. The Sephardic Jews from Africa and Arabia 
and now the black Jews from Ethiopia have different cultural 
backgrounds from the European Ashkenazi. Even with the Ashkenazi 
the Polish Jews are different from the Germans. Then there are 
more than a half million Palestinians within Israel proper and another 
million and a half in the occupied West Bank. 

The economy is a shambles. Thirty percent of the 
government's spending is for the military and thirty to forty percent 
for debt reduction, leaving a little more than thirty percent for 
everything else. Inflation, which is now under better control, was 
running at an astronomical rate when we were there; the cashier at 
the hotel had to have two cash drawers to hold all the metal shekels. 

Yet everyone knows why thi s is so. The Jews have spent 
two millenia in the Diaspora, inevitably absorbing the culture of the 
different places they have lived. And yet they are trying to live 
together in a dry, rocky land surrounded by enemies bent on their 
destruction. They are determined to survive there, after all they 
have been through, and this passion unites them all. But the divisions 
among them are very troublesome indeed, and it may take 
generations for them to be resolved. 

More than one of the people who addressed us spoke of 
the corruption of spirit they felt as members of a state founded on 
religious principles when they must be ml1itary occupiers of the 
hostile population on the West Bank. They were concerned, too, with 
what was happening to the democratic character of their state under 
these circumstances. Others spoke of the impossible problems 
involved if the West Bank with its predo minantly Arab population 
should ever be incorporated into Israel; the Israelis would become a 
minority in their own country. 
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Israe l Harel, chairman of the Council of Settlements and 
strong Likud supporter, told us that no Israeli government will be able 
to relinquish t he West Bank untll there are enough Israelis there to 
counterbalance the Palestinians. Harel said that though the 
government had not generally been successful in attracting Jews to 
Israe l, the new settlements had brought them there because they 
o.ffe re? new apartments with modern conveniences, special mortgage 
fina ncing and low rents. He said waves of immigration to the 
settlements will come when Russia opens up. 

When we toured the settle ments, we observed for 
ourselves that at least some of the new apartments seemed to be 
occupied by Yuppies interested in a small yard where they could put a 
portable swimming pool for their c hildren or grow roses, and in 
having a two-car garage and a relatively short commute to their jobs 
in Tel Aviv or Jerusalem. Other settlements were occupied by 
Orthodox Jews who strictly observed the religious laws; we were 
t here on a Saturday and could not enter in our minibus, because no 
t raffic could move there on the Sabba th. The settlements are built in 
a ring around Jerusalem and looked like and were probably designed 
to act like fortresse s. 

As we drove on around the West Bank that Saturday 
morning, I was surprised to see the prospe rity in the Palestinian 
areas. Ramallah, for example, is a handsome modern city with many 
new a nd well-built buildings. The Palest inians are among the be st 
educa ted of the Arabs and had been much in demand in the oil fields 
of the Gulf States. What we saw was the result of all the money they 
had been sent to invest back home. 

That evening we had dinner with a group of West ~ank 
Palestinian Christians a t the YWCA in East Jerusal~m. 1 thl.nk 1 
t hought of all Palestinians as Moslems, but then I re alized the.rc IS an 
influential Christian minority. Among the people ~ttendlng the 
dinne r there was an attorney, the rec tor of a semmary and the 
headmaster of the Friends School in Ramall~h. We heard of the lac k 
of legal due process for the Palestinians, W.hlCh leads to contefr:"pt a~~ 
def iance of the law; of building pe: ~ lts h~ld up;. of Inan~la 
dependence on the Israelis; of normal CI VIC serv~ces bemg ~ut ~ff;h o~ 
the difficulty of setting up and maintaining busmesses or an s a 
might give the Palestinians independence . 

I sat next to the Quaker headmaster at dinner ~ an~, when 1 
asked him whether he was a member of the PLO, he replLed, We are 
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all with the PLO. I can tell you personally that I am a little 
embarrassed by Yasser Aratat, but he is the only one standing up for 
the rights of the moderates." A poll taken in July and August 1986, 
reported by the New York Times, confirmed that seventy-one 
percent of West Bank Palestinians still support Arafat. 

I was warned by my Jewish fr iends before I left that the 
American Friends Service Committee was prejudiced in favor of the 
Palestinians. It Is true that we rece ived a lot of input from 
Palestinians, but I think we were able to weigh what we heard against 
the apparent contradictions. We heard a lot from Israelis too, except 
for the Llkud, and we considered that a serious drawback. In all 
fairness, Ron Young was aware of this too, and he apologized for not 
being able to set anything up, in spite of many tries. It may be that 
they did not see much point in talking to us. The only member of the 
Llkud Party that I encountered, aside from Israel Harel, was Yitzhak 
Shamir, and that was when he was coming out of the men's room in 
the basement of the Knesset while I was going in, and he did not even 
say hello. 

One of the most colorful characters we met was Schlomo 
Lahat, mayor of Tel Aviv for twelve years and a career officer who 
had retired as a Major General after twenty-seven years in the army. 
On the morning we visited him in his office he had lost his voice, but 
that did not stop him from holding us spellbound by the sheer force of 
his personality. He was officially a member of the Ukud, but not a 
true believer. He told us that Israel is a peace-loving nation: It 
wants a piece of the Sinai, a piece of Lebanon, a piece of Syria and a 
piece of Jordan. He gave us a lot of no-nonsense opinions. Keep 
Israel for the Israelis as it was originally partitioned. Give the West 
Bank to Jordan and let Jordan become a Palestinian state. Return 
the Goland Heights to Syria. The Gaza Strip should be part of Israel, 
because it is too difficult to integrate into Jordan. We must stop 
being a socialist country. Give rein to free enterprise. Establish 
sophisticated industry, and Israel can become a technical center that 
will serve the entire region. If we want peace, we must talk to our 
enemies, and that means the PLO. We were dazzled and exhilarated, 
but in retrospect I have a feeling he was pulling our leg and telling us 
exactly what he thought the group wanted to hear. No wonder he got 
elected so often. It seems unlikely to me that a retired Major 
General would be so unconcerned about his country's military 
security. 
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The other impressive personality was Abba Eban. An 
enormously articulate man, he spoke with great elegance and clarity. 
He talke d of the recent disengagement from the Lebanese War, which 
he called by far the least successful enterprise ever undertaken by 
the Israelis. He said there were nevertheless some lessons to be 
learned from it. The French in their day expanded Lebanon to 
include eight hundred thousand Arabs and thus destroyed a Christian 
nation. The same thing could happen to Israel. The greatest danger 
would arise fr om coercive incorporation of the West Bank. About the 
peace process he said, "We found out too late in Lebanon that we 
were talking to the wrong people at the time of the disengagement. 
Wha t's the use of talking to amiable people if they cannot deliver?" 
And then he said the same thing as the major of Tel Aviv, "We must 
talk tu our enemies, and that means the PLO." 

We flew to Cairo on Wednesday morning on Air Sinai, one 
of the world's least impressive airlines. The Cairo airport is in the 
desert, and as we made our approach to the landing I was surprised at 
the abr uptness of the change between the line of green of the Nile 
valley and the uncompromising tan of the desert, where not a blade 
of grass grew. 

While we waited to go through customs in the oppressive 
heat of the airport building, I looked around with delight at the 
co lorful variety of people and cos tumes. There were brown people, 
black people, white people. There were people dressed in 
ankle- length pale blue gala bias with white turbans or straw hats. 
There were people in Arabic caftans and kaffiyehs. There were 
people in T-shirts and jeans. And there were children everywhere, 
the little girls in satin dresses and bows in their hair , the boys in 
pin t-sized galabias or blue jeans. 

My dominating impression of Cairo, next to the tan 
buildings and the tan walls and the tan gritty dust all over everything, 
was the masses and masses of people. I was not surprised to learn 
that Cairo has a population of over twelve m~llion. There w~re 
people living in the city dump and in the cemeter1es, people squatting 
on the sidewalks people picnicking in the parks, where the g~ass was 
worn away by ~ll those feet, people in thousands of hon~mg cars 
ca reening along the streets, people jumping on and off movmg buse~ 
and sometimes falling on the pave.menht in .tdhdel at~e~:et, b~U~~sve:rdos. 

1 . k" their lives to cross In t e ml eo . . 
b~O: ~a;l; 51;! a man standing in the midst of the traffic whlZZll1g by 
him in both directions, offering boxes of Kleenex for sale. 
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The Monday before our Wednesday arrival in Cairo had 
been the last day of Ramadan. Tuesday, Wednesday and Thursday 
were for private feasting and prayers, and Friday was the Moslem 
holy day. Ron had set up a few meetings on Thursday and Friday, but 
we could not see any of the Egyptian officials until Saturday. Thi.s 
gave us an unaccustomed amount of leisure, which we happily put to 
use with visits to the pyramids and the Khan al Khalili Bazaar. 

Henry Precht, the Deputy Chief of the U.S. mission in 
Cairo, gave us his views of the desperate situation in Egypt, 
confirming some of what we had already seen. Without any control 
from the government, the Egyptians are erecting buildings in the only 
arable land in the country, the green strip on either side of the Nile. 
Half the population is urban and increasing at an exponential rate. 
By the end of this century, Egypt will run out of oil, use up the Nile 
and have to support a population of forty-eight million. 

The fundamentalists have a constituency in Egypt; these 
are the people who killed Sadat. The Egyptians were weary of Sadat, 
whom they considered a player to the gallery and captivated by his 
own foreign role. They want to be left alone now to deal with their 
economic problems. Mubarak is cautious, not eager to take 
1ni tia t1 ves, though he considers support of the PLO essential in 
repairing relations with the rest of the Arab world. 

While we were in Egypt, we heard from the recently 
retired Egyptian ambassador to Washington, from the minister of 
state for foreign affairs and from the deputy foreign minister. But to 
me one of the mos t interesting interviews of the entire trip was the 
one with Saad al Din Ibrahim, who gave us some insight into the 
Islamic resurgence. ProIessor Ibrahim is a sociologis t teaching at 
two universities and at the Al Ahram Institute on Egyptian and Arab 
issues, and the director of the Center for Human Rights in the Arab 
World, established by the Tunis Conference. 

Islamic fundamentalism, he said, though it carne to the 
attention of the West only with the events in Iran, has its roots in the 
aftermath of the 1967 defeat by the Israelis of all the Arab nations 
joined against them. Israel is considered by the Arabs to be a 
Western colonial power like Britain and France, and it stands in the 
way of Arab self-determination. To the Arabs their defeat by this 
interloper was startling, traumatic and incomprehensible. How could 
they, who were on the side of the right, have failed in this holy war? 
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Had their faith been weakened and corrupted by contact with the 
West? 

The anti- Western and political component of the Islamic 
resurgence, particularly in Iran, is strong. In this connection we 
remembered what Prince Hassan of Jordan had told us that Kho~eini 
feels he is free to rewrite the Koran, and uses re1igi~n for political 
ends. Hassan had said that the religion industry (those were his 
words) is a phenomenon arlsing from the plight of the socially and 
educationally disadvantaged. 

It is the militants, of course, continued Ibrahim, who 
ca tch everyone's attention. They are perhaps a hundred thousand 
among a bil1l0n Moslems, but there are always new recruits to 
replace those who have fallen or have been jailed, particularly among 
men in their twenties and thirties to whom the simplistic vision and 
daring of the militants especially appeals. The people cheer the 
results achieved by the mill tants, in contrast to those by the 
established regimes. The performance of the governmentc; in social 
institutions has been dismal; they have failed to live up to the 
expectations aroused by independence. The moderate regimes feel 
that time is running out. They must show some success, thus the 
initiative of Sadat and now of King Hussein. The Hussein plan is 
considered very dramatic by the Arab world, but is not sufficiently 
recognized by the U.S. The Mideast is pro-American; the United 
States government must continue to be an active broker for peace 
there. 

Ibrahim was a close personal friend and adviser to Anwar 
Sadat and described the Egyptian president's discouragement when he 
saw hi m a month before his death. Sadat had just returned from a 
meeting in the United States with President Reagan. He told Ibrahim 
that it had taken President Ford a year to understand the 
complexities of the Middle East, that President Carter had 
understood them in six months, but that President Reagan would not 
understand them in ten years. Then shortly after his return from 
Washington, and two days after he had met with Begin, the Israelis 
had bombed the reactor in Iraq, making Sadat look like a traitor or a 
fool, or both. 

On Saturday afternoon we flew back to Amman, where we 
were to board our return flight to America the following day. It felt 
like home when our taxis pulled up to the good old Amman Training 
Hotel again. Shortly after our arrival, cars bringing wedding guests 
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began letting people out at the door, and soon the music of trumpets, 
bagpipes and tambourines filled the air. When we poked our heads in 
to see what was going on, we saw the bride and groom srnillng broadly 
while a young man held the floodlights and another one captured the 
occasion with a Camcorder. The older male wedding guests were 
aloof, carrying on conversations outside on the terrace, but the 
women were all dancing with each other, as the waiters passed trays 
of orange and pineapple juice. One well-fed lady of mature years 
pulled up her skirts and did a lively solo, tearing off her headdress 
and throwing it in the air as she got into the spirit of things. 

We were cordially invited to join the party, and though I 
did not see any of our group with a dancing partner, we circulated 
among the crowd sipping pineapple juice and talking to the guests. I 
was speaking to the manager of the hotel, who told me that during 
the month after Ramadan there are weddings there every day. In the 
course of the conversation he said that he was a member of a Bedouin 
famlly who were all now in the hotel business. I asked him where he 
came from. He named a village south of Amman. "How long has 
your family lived there?" I asked. He thought a moment. "About 
fourteen hundred years," he said. 

Before we left Egypt, Ron Young had learned that Yasser 
Arafat, who is continually on the move, would be in Amman when we 
returned, and he telephoned from Cairo to see if a meeting could be 
set up. While we were still drinking pineapple juice at the wedding, 
he got a call saying that Arafat would see us that night at ten 
o'clock. The prospect of actually meeting with the head of the PLO 
put our two rabbis in an agonizing moral quandary. How could they 
speak with the mortal enemy of Israel? The rest of us agonized with 
them, but knew they had to reach a decision on their own terms. In 
the end they overcame their aversion and came with us. 

Shortly after nine-thirty, two Mercedes driven by 
Jordanian army corporals pulled up to our hotel. About a half hour 
later they let us out at a shabby but modern apartment building, 
where we waIted outside for another ten minutes or so. Then an 
armed guard beckoned us to follow him. We walked up four flights, 
with a guard on each landing, and emerged into a bare room. Bare, 
that is, except for a group of chairs and a desk in the con~er where 
sat the chairman himself dressed in dark-green army fatlgues and 
brown boots with the fa~iliar black and whl te kaffiyeh on his head. 
The room w~s lighted by a naked bulb hangi ng from a cord. Some 



284 

painted plates in brackets on the wall were the only attempt at 
decoration. A fan in the corner of the room stirred the humid air. 

Ara fat's mustache is black and healthy, but his gray beard 
looks like several days' growth of stubble. I understood that he has a 
skin rash and thus can shave only infrequently, but if that is so, no 
rash was visible to my eyes. I wonder whether anyone has ever seen 
him at a t ime when he is freshly shaved. The stubble gives him the 
air of a soldier just come off of bivouac, or perhaps of someone too 
occupied with important matters to bother with appearances, and I 
suspect it may be delibera tely maintained to bolster these 
impressions. 

Arafat's close associate, Mohammed Milhem, the man who 
had had the armed guard marching up and down when he visited us in 
our hote l early in the stay in Amman, was there to act as host and 
offered us tea or coffee in glasses. He said to us, "Before we begin, I 
just wan t to tell all of you that Chairman Arafat is not only uur 
leader , he is our teacher as well." From the way Arafat visibly 
preened, it appeared to me that he was accustomed to this kind of 
flattery, and I wondered with some apprehension whether he always 
trusted his associates to tell him what he wanted to hear. 

Arafat began to speak slowly and hesitantly, apologizing 
fo r his broken English by saying that he was lazy when it c ame to 
learning languages. From time to time in the course of the 
conversation he lapsed into Arabic and turned to Milhem for a 
tr anslation. As he warmed to his subject, he became more and more 
animated, sometimes even shouting. 

The Mideast, he said, is a volcano, and the Palestinian 
question is only a part of it. He told us that t,he agreement w,ith 
Hussein was not easy, that the Syrians an~ the Llbyans were r~aktng 
the Palestinians pay a high price, and Clted the slaughter 10 the 
refugee camps in Lebanon as an example. A West Bank mayor he had 
recently appointed to the PLO Executive Comr;'ittee w~s murder,ed 
as another protest against his rapproch~rn~nt With Hu~setn. In splte 
of all this, the peace ini tia ti ve is his prion ty. The Unl ty of the PLO 
is stronger than at any time in the past. 

When he was asked about Resolution 242, he said there is 
no reason to accept it, because tha t is impl~cit in th: staternen~ that 
he signed for Congressman McClosky, i~ Wh1Ch he sa1d tha~ he d1d not 
exclude any UN resolution. But 242 1S faulty because it does not 
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refer specifically to Palestinian refugees. In any case, he said, he 
will not put all his cards on the table before negotiation. 

He kept skipping rapidly from subject to subject and this, 
combined with his broken English, made it hard to follow him. An 
attitude of grievance was much in evidence; he told us that the West 
pays attention to him only when it needs him. Atone point he said, 
"We are fed up to be treated as rats. The terrorist image is not fair. 
De Gaulle was a terrorist. George Washington was a terrorist." And 
he left it at that as if he had made his point. One statement that 
particularly struck me was that among the Israelis, he preferred to 
deal with the Llkud, because one knows exactly where they stand. [ 
remembered the Israelis who said that they must speak directly with 
the most stubborn of their enemies. 

We had a good idea of Arafat's views before we met him, 
and this mee ting did nothing to contradict it. If anything, he showed 
less strength than I had expected, and more vanity. But there was 
nothing cynical about his statements of devotion to what he term ed 
his people. As he stood up to join us for the group photograph, he put 
his hand to his head and flipped back the corner of his kaffiyeh to 
make sure that it would look right in the newspaper. 

This is not the place to discuss the occurrences since our 
departure in June 1985, except to recall the French proverb that the 
more it changes, the more it is the same. The Mideast remains a 
volcano, and the unsettled Palestinian problem keeps the cauldron 
boiling. Arafat is a cunning negotiator and a deft and nimble 
survivor. He has already begun to rebuild Lebanon. He may not be 
the prophet Mohammed, and his scraggly beard may not be much to 
~we~r by, but the Palestinians will continue, rightly, to put their faith 
10 hHT~. As Lor the rest ?f ~s, maybe all we can do is sit by, like 
:vatch1l1g one enraged taxI dnver try to kill the other, and hope that 
m the end all these people decide to let each other live. 




