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As the years rolled by, Susan laid claim to little pieces of her Jewish identity. When we were in our early thirties, she embraced more of the tradition and annual rituals. She took me to Rosh Hashanah and Yom Kippur services every year. And, of course, when Joshua was born, it was her idea to employ a mohel. And when Joshua turned ten, she cast around for a synagogue to join so that he could begin to study for a proper bar mitzvah. We joined Temple Micah, a Reform temple on Wisconsin Avenue in Washington, DC, and, much to Joshua’s annoyance, he was compelled to attend both weekly Sabbath services and Hebrew classes. His resistance to this whole regimen was often formidable. But we slyly told him that this, too, was part of the tradition. On the appointed day, soon after his thirteenth birthday, he rose to the occasion and read in Hebrew a long passage from the Torah about Abraham. Standing on the bimah, I was moved to tears.

So my son will be Jewish. I will forever celebrate this fact. But as for his mother, this is only one aspect of his identity. Having lived in the same town house in downtown Washington for the first fifteen years of his life, he is also thoroughly American. He is well aware of his Jewish grandmother’s survival story, and as a boy he spent many Passover Seders at the table of Aunt Frieda, who escaped Nazi Europe for America in 1940. He knows, too, that his other grandparents attend Episcopal services at St. Margaret’s Church in downtown Washington. So he is Jewish, but his goyish grandparents, not to mention his goyish father, are also part of the mosaic of his identity.

My wife and son are thus part of a rich Jewish tradition, living as both Americans and Jews in the Diaspora. They are not about to make aliyah— to become Israeli citizens just because of their Jewish heritage. Theirs is a choice made by millions of other Jewish Americans. There are, of course, more people in America who identify themselves as culturally or religiously Jewish (about 7.0 million) than in Israel (5.4 million). Over the last sixty years a mere 75,000 Americans of Jewish ancestry have made aliyah to Israel. There is nothing surprising about this fact. Jewish Americans have not only thrived in America but greatly enriched American culture. It would have been a national tragedy for America if Jewish Americans had collectively decided in 1948 to emigrate to Israel. This would also have virtually ended the two-thousand-year-old heritage of the Jewish Diaspora throughout the world. And, quite apart from whether this would have been “good for the Jews,” it would have been a terrible thing for the goyim. America would have been a less secular and less multicultural country.

As I write these words, I am once again an expatriate, this time living in Kathmandu, Nepal. Like the Jews of the Diaspora, I am a wanderer. In the spring of 2007 Susan was offered a job with the World Bank in Nepal. Moving to this Asian city seemed like a natural step in my life. I told myself that I could write about Jerusalem, Dhahran, Cairo and Beirut sitting in Kathmandu just as easily as from Washington. It is, of course, a strange place, filled with the exotic sights and fragrances—and the filthy air—of a large Hindu-Buddhist Asian city. Nearly every morning, I awake with the late Edward Said’s sensation of being “out of place.” Like him, I seem to be in perennial exile. I live in a country where things are happening all around me for which I am not accountable. I am once again just the privileged observer, the foreign “other” who floats through a society not his own. And yet, over the years I have come to understand that this expatriate’s invisibility does not absolve me of some responsibility. With regard to the Middle East, I know too much. But I also know that I am powerless to change anything in any concrete sense. I have only some words, some history, that might explain why the American experience in the Middle East is so troubled, and why the Arab-Israeli conflict persists more than six decades after the founding of Israel.

Though I spent virtually my entire childhood in the Middle East, and though it is not home, I worry about it as if it were my home. I mourn for it, I fear for it—and I also greatly fear it. Modernity, if not ever completely defeated, seems to have been put on hold throughout much of the Middle East. A tired old pharaoh still reigns in Egypt. Royalty still rules in Jordan and Arabia. Islamists still seem to be winning hearts and minds in a political vacuum. After 9/11, Adonis, the much-admired Lebanese poet, wondered, “could the fire that we lit to resist the invaders devour us?”

On the other hand, surely the pendulum will swing once more. The Syrian philosopher Sadik al-Azm thinks the Jihadists have already lost: “Despite current predictions of a protracted global war between the West and the Islamic world, I believe that war is over. There may be intermittent battles in the decades to come, with many innocent victims. But the number of supporters of armed Islamism is unlikely to grow, its support throughout the Arab Muslim world will likely decline, and the opposition by other Muslim groups will surely grow. September 11 signaled the last gasp of Islamism rather than the beginnings of its global challenge.”

I hope so. But now that I have gone back and embedded my childhood memories of this troubled landscape inside a complicated historical narrative, I find it difficult to muster any optimism for the future. This is particularly true for the Palestinians and Israelis. For more than sixty years both peoples have been ill served by uncompromising, chauvinistic leaders who could not be bothered to see into the hearts and minds of their adversaries. Both sides have invariably found it possible to pass on an opportunity to make peace. Both sides have preferred to rely on guns. Indeed, as the American-Israeli historian and journalist Gershom Gorenberg suggests, both sides seem to have a psychological need to pick up the gun: “Neither Palestinians nor Israelis are unusual for using deadly weapons to achieve political goals, or for making warriors into heroes. What may make Palestinians and Israelis stand out is the overwhelming place of victimhood in their national memories. In very different ways, the experience of powerlessness made picking up the gun a goal for both—an end, not just a means.”

Israel today is Janus-faced. There is the Jerusalem of my childhood—which has become increasingly Orthodox and socially conservative, a cultural battleground of epic proportions. It remains a sharply segregated city where few Jewish Israelis wander the streets of East Jerusalem and few Palestinians cross to the other side. And then there is Tel Aviv, a veritable living symbol of modernity, vitality and renaissance. Lovely beaches, Bauhaus architecture, cafés, bookstores, boutiques, wine bars and modern art galleries. Hebrew literature flourishes, and dozens of magazines and newspapers conduct vigorous daily debates; in Tel Aviv one can think or say anything. As Bernard Avishai observes, “nearly everybody in Israel—Ashkenazim, Mizrahim, Russians, and Arabs—is marinated in a popular Hebrew culture whose center is Tel Aviv.” Oddly enough, this exquisite Mediterranean city reminds me of Beirut. And like Beirut, Tel Aviv is a Promised Land for anyone who wishes to live in a twenty-first-century globalized culture. It is the future and the humane face of the coming Hebrew Republic.

I know Hillel Kook’s vision of a Hebrew Republic sounds today impossibly naive. But like all modern states, Israel is already becoming “multicultural” in the Americanized sense. It is, after all, a place populated by Jewish Russians (and many not-so-Jewish Russians), Jewish Ethiopians, Jewish Iraqis, Jewish Americans, Jewish Egyptians, Jewish Italians, Jewish Austrians and, of course, Christian and Muslim Palestinians. In early 2007 prominent Palestinian citizens of Israel signed a petition in the form of a “Vision Statement” suggesting that it was time to stop defining Israel as a Jewish state and instead to create a “consensual democracy for both Arabs and Jews.” I know this is anathema to most Israelis today. My friend and colleague Eric Alterman bluntly insists, “To call this view ‘marginal’ among Jewish Israelis would greatly overstate its popularity.” But reality is a stubborn thing. The demographics can’t be ignored: 25 percent of all Israeli first-graders today come from ultra-Orthodox Jewish families—and another quarter are Palestinian Israelis. Can Israel’s democracy long survive as a “Jewish state” alongside a rapidly growing Palestinian minority?

In recent years, many Israelis on both the right and the left have sought refuge in the notion that if real peace is not possible in the short term, then at least they can fence themselves off from the Palestinians. They argue that the physical separation of the two peoples by a concrete wall and fence will allow Israel’s citizens some sense of normalcy. This policy of separation is called hafradah in Hebrew. But few Israelis think that hafradah can work in the long term. The land is too small and the peoples too near.

On my last trip to Israel I had lunch in the home of Benny Morris, perhaps Israel’s most prominent modern historian. It was the spring of 2007, and Benny had once again stirred controversy. All his books are controversial. Writing about the 1948 war, Morris has basically ratified an essential aspect of the Palestinian historical narrative. Drawing on Israeli archival documents, he wrote: “hundreds of thousands of Palestinians were driven from or fled their homes.” It was not a systematic ethnic cleansing, but he concludes that in some instances, Israeli leaders consciously decided to expel Palestinians from whole villages, neighborhoods and towns. Morris stands by his history. But after the second Intifada, he changed his mind about the possibility of any peaceful coexistence. The hatred of the Palestinians for the Jewish state, he concluded, is too deep for any real peace. So now he has openly suggested that it was unfortunate that the 1948 war left so many Palestinians inside Israel. Perhaps, he says provocatively, there would be peace today if there had been at that time a sweeping transfer of virtually all Palestinians to Arab lands outside of Israel. Practically speaking, Morris has become an advocate of hafradah—separation—and he sees the “separation wall” as an ugly necessity. (Curiously, in his most recent book, One State, Two States: Resolving the Israel/Palestine Conflict, he argues that even a Palestinian state in the West Bank and Gaza is probably not sustainable, and so he reluctantly concludes that the only viable solution is for the Palestinians to create a confederation with Jordan. In the near term, this idea seems both stale and unlikely, since the Hashemite regime in Amman seems no more willing to relinquish power today than it did in September 1970.)

Morris is an intellectual curmudgeon. If his judgments sometimes seem mercurial, he at least asks tough questions. He does not shy away from controversy. In December 2008, he wrote an op-ed in the New York Times in which he observed, “Many Israelis feel that the walls—and history—are closing in on their 60-year-old state….” I like Benny. He smiles broadly, and frequently chuckles. He started out as a reporter for the Jerusalem Post, and he writes serious narrative-driven history. Like me, Benny grew up as an expatriate in London and New York, his father serving in the Israeli Foreign Service.

Over lunch I asked him if he had any Palestinian friends: did he socialize at all with Palestinian historians or journalists? “Not one,” he answered quickly. He then went on to explain his astonishment that after having published several books that lend credence to the Palestinian narrative, he had not received even one invitation to speak at a Palestinian university. He resented this.

Later that same week, I asked the same question of one of my Palestinian friends from my year at the American University of Beirut. Rita Giacaman is now a professor at Bir Zeit University, just outside the West Bank town of Ramallah. Rita replies that “literally, some of my best friends are Israelis.” She cites a few names, including Avi Shlaim, a prominent Israeli-British historian. But she hastens to add that these are Israelis who are “all on the side of justice” and actively call for the end of the Israeli military occupation. “Our family does not even bother to ask about whether someone is a Zionist or not; to us, this is irrelevant at this stage. What matters most is if they are for justice and the end of occupation or not. Notice that we do not even raise the issue of two states or one state, because neither is in the offing right now.”

Stalemate.

But maybe not. As I write, both of my parents are in their mid-eighties, still working long hours to educate Americans about the Middle East conflict. They have their own nonprofit foundations. Mother’s is Partners for Peace—which brings half a dozen or more women annually from Jerusalem and sends them around the country speaking to audiences at universities, synagogues and churches. Every three-member team consists of a Christian Palestinian, a Muslim Palestinian and a Jewish Israeli. They are always strangers to each other, and they all have to agree on only one thing: a vague but implicit vision that Jerusalem should somehow be “shared” among the three “faiths” and two nationalities.

Father’s organization is called the Council for the National Interest. He leads a group of Americans about once a year on a “fact-finding” trip through the Middle East, where they usually meet with a very wide range of Israelis, Palestinians and other Arabs. They talk with Israeli officials, but they also see the leading lights of the Palestinian National Authority, Fatah, Hamas and even Lebanon’s Hezbollah. They engage with everyone, and then they come back and talk to legislators and staff on Capitol Hill. It is a small, shoestring operation, funded by small donations from some 8,000 contributors across the country. They lobby Congress for a two-state solution. It’s just my father, several full-time staffers and a handful of idealistic interns.

I sometimes think their efforts quixotic. Who realistically thinks today, after all that has happened, that a two-state solution is possible, let alone imminent? Who thinks peace lies just beyond that closed door?

But my parents insist, “If not now, when?” They point to my childhood neighbor Sari Nusseibeh, today the president of Al-Quds University in Jerusalem, and the cosigner of a simple one-page outline for a two-state solution to the conflict. As Sari described it in his 2007 memoir, Once Upon a Country, “An unusual visitor came to my office one day.” As the head of Shin Bet, Israel’s internal intelligence agency, it had once been Ami Ayalon’s job to imprison Palestinian activists like Nusseibeh. But in retirement this once-feared intelligence chief had thought hard about the conflict. And he had come to the conclusion that time was not on the side of the Jewish state. That day he produced a single sheet of paper and placed it on Sari’s desk. “I don’t want to read it,” Nusseibeh told him. “I want to hear it from you.”

Ayalon explained that he thought any piecemeal, step-by-step approach would never resolve the conflict. It was necessary to lay out in full what a final peace agreement would give both the Palestinians and the Israelis. Every reasonable person could describe the outlines of a compromise, a two-state solution. The really difficult obstacle was getting the politicians to risk their lives and careers to get there. Ayalon had an answer: “The only way to force the leaders to finally sign a deal is by winning over both peoples.” So Ayalon’s one-page document was couched as a citizen’s initiative, and he hoped to get a million signatures. But the first signature he wanted was Sari Nusseibeh’s. Other Palestinians he had consulted said they liked Ayalon’s proposal, but they would not be the first to sign it. “They thought you might be crazy enough to do it,” Ayalon told Nusseibeh.

After hearing Ayalon outline seven simple points, Nusseibeh made a snap decision. He stood up, shook hands with the Shin Bet man and said, “Fine, I agree.”

“Don’t you want to read the paper first?” Ayalon asked.

“In due time.”

Months passed. But eventually, in the late summer of 2002, Nusseibeh made a few small revisions in Ayalon’s draft paper and then told him that he was ready to initial the document. It remains a simple one-page document:

• There will be two states for two nations.

• The permanent borders will be drawn on the basis of June 4, 1967, with the possibility of exchanging tracts of land, on a one-to-one basis.

• Jerusalem will be the capital of both states (the Arab neighborhoods under Palestinian sovereignty and the Jewish neighborhoods under Israeli sovereignty).

• Arab refugees will be able to return only to Palestinian territory and Jews only to Israeli territory.

• In cognizance of the suffering of the Palestinian refugees, an international fund will be established with the participation of Israel for compensating and rehabilitating Palestinian refugees.

• The Palestinian state will be demilitarized.

• Both sides will renounce all claims after a political agreement is signed.

In the years since 2002—in the midst of the horrific suicide bombings—the Nusseibeh-Ayalon plan has collected a quarter million Israeli signatories, and just slightly fewer Palestinian signatories. And nothing has happened. Recently, Nusseibeh challenged the Obama Administration to insist that the Israelis and the Palestinians submit the seven-point plan to referendums for each people. They think the polls show that a majority of average Israelis and Palestinians would endorse it. It’s a worthwhile gamble.

There is much to commend in this “citizen’s initiative.” It possesses both clarity and simplicity. If enacted, it might usher in a permanent peace. Sharon’s separation wall would surely disappear. Security. Peace. Prosperity. It promises much. If I were either Israeli or Palestinian, I would endorse it.

But I know Nusseibeh has been much criticized for having “given away” the Palestinians’ cherished “right of return” to their homes inside Israel. I know for many Palestinians this is a pill too bitter to swallow. This—and the recognition of the “Jewish state”—is the core of the conflict. “Everybody here still insists on the right of return,” says Rita, my feisty Palestinian friend from Ramallah. “But it means different things for different people.” Rita knows that most Palestinians will not want to return to live in modern Israel. But for her and many Palestinians the principle matters deeply—that, and a simple apology. “People here, as we say in Arabic, have nafas—literally ‘breath’ [meaning endless patience]. They are willing to linger in misery until vindication comes, and an apology from the world is what is needed, then compensation and repatriation…. This is how the right of return is interpreted by most people.”

Apologies are due all around. But before either camp can offer apologies, these peoples must acknowledge the history. No one should be expected to forgive and forget. Forgetting the history is not humanly possible. Quite the opposite, only by knowing the history is it possible to come to the kind of understanding that makes forgiveness possible. But first comes an acknowledgment of the history. The Israelis and Palestinians need to see each other, and acknowledge each other’s historical narrative. The Palestinians need to acknowledge the Shoah and come to understand that their adversary is heavily burdened by a history of victimhood. Likewise, Jewish Israelis need to accept the Nakba as a core part of the Israeli-Palestinian experience. We’re not there yet. We’re not even close. But at least for the Palestinians, the Nusseibeh-Ayalon plan implicitly contains an Israeli apology insofar as it requires the explicit participation of the Israelis in the “compensation and rehabilitation” of the Palestinian refugees. Perhaps this is not enough for some Palestinians. Perhaps some symbolic quotient of “return” is also required. But Palestinians should realize that the Nusseibeh-Ayalon plan would open the door to all the hard questions asked by Hillel Kook and others over the last sixty years. Peace would eventually transform the “Jewish state” into the Hebrew Republic. Peace would be a highly contagious virus. Peace would be highly subversive to the notion that neighbors can be or should be separated.

My friends—Israelis, Palestinians—call me naïve. They say so in a generous spirit. “Kai means well.” But he is naive. I plead guilty. So does Nusseibeh. He once told an Israeli newspaper, “I am a naïve person. Most of my friends say that about me.” But the realists have failed. So maybe the time has come for the naïveté of a child. The Mandelbaum Gate of my childhood memories is gone, physically destroyed. But it remains in a “virtual” sense, haunting a Jerusalem still divided. Mandelbaum Gate’s barbed wire and tank barriers once divided people. But perhaps it is important to remember that it was also a meeting ground where on rare occasions the Israelis permitted brief family reunifications. Relatives and friends came to shout their news, and sometimes they got close enough to stretch out their arms and fingers through the barbed wire to touch each other. So perhaps Mandelbaum Gate also remains a symbol of hope, a place of reunion—and a reminder that these divisions cannot last forever.


Acknowledgments
 [image: image]

The idea for this memoir came to me nearly two decades ago, during the 1990-91 Persian Gulf War. That war brought on such a rush of difficult childhood memories that I wrote about them in a short essay for the Washington Post titled “Intimate Hatreds: In the Holy Land the War Was a Reminder of Ties That Blind.” I wrote about Jerusalem—and about my childhood friend who was both a Jewish and Muslim Palestinian. I wrote about living through the Suez War, the June 1967 War, the Black September hijackings and the Jordanian-Palestinian civil war of September 1970. I wrote about my Jewish American wife. I confessed my skepticism that Desert Storm had “ended the killing cycle.”

In 1991 I had been a working journalist for nearly eighteen years, and I was about to publish my first biography, The Chairman: John J. McCloy; The Making of the American Establishment. But my wife, Susan Goldmark, bluntly told me that this essay about my childhood was the best writing I had ever produced. She’s a tough, discerning critic, so sometimes I listen to her. Over the years, I wrote two more biographies, but all the while, Susan insisted I should be writing this book. Without her firm encouragement, I never would have attempted this project.

Once I embarked on this book, my parents, Eugene and Jerine Bird, graciously handed over hundreds of personal letters—many of them love letters dating back to the 1950s. Without these I could not have written this book. No doubt they will find much to argue about in my historical judgments, but I will forever be grateful that they allowed me to use their life stories in a book that is not theirs.

I have known Helma Blühweis Goldmark now for thirty-seven years. A decade ago I began interviewing her on tape, recording her Shoah survival story—much of which was unknown to Susan, her only child. Since then, we have uncovered scores of archival documents to complement her oral history. Having waited so long to tell her story, I am grateful that she has let me tell it in my own fashion.

Victor S. Navasky—the Editor Emeritus of The Nation—taught me the art of journalism. But Victor is also an eminent historian, and his books have been models for my own work. (I particularly recommend his last book, a wise and witty memoir, A Matter of Opinion.) It was Victor who insisted in 1978 on providing me with an introduction to Hillel Kook, and without the insights I acquired from Kook’s remarkable life story I would not have had an ending to this book.

I am grateful to such childhood friends as Theresa Barger, Robert Bauer, Howard Blanning, Nick Bromell, Paul Chiramel, Aline Kalbian, Jeff Parker, Johnny Pendleton, Fred Rogers, Mona Wahba and Sheri Wahba for sharing their own memories of the Middle East. I cherish the friendship of “Dani Bahar”—who wishes to remain anonymous. Joy Riggs-Perla surely did not want to relive her memories of being hijacked. But she patiently answered my questions and allowed me to write about the Black September hijackings through her experience. I saved all her letters for nearly four decades. Now I know why.

Many friends and colleagues agreed to read portions of the manuscript. Eric Alterman and Arthur Samuelson read the entire manuscript and gave me many critical comments. So too did Keith Leslie, a friend from my new life in Kathmandu. All of us argued about some of the history, and sometimes I rewrote. More importantly, I am gratified that they can embrace the spirit with which I have tried to grapple with an inevitably contentious history.

Many more friends in America, Saudi Arabia, Italy, Jordan and Israel gave me comments on individual chapters, including Gabi Afram, Faiza Ambah, Eneo Baborsky, Neil Barsky, Maria Bauer, Stephen Frietch, Nick Goldberg, Peter Iseman, Brennon Jones, Dr. Vicken Kalbian, Tami Litani, Emily Medine, Duke Merriam, Zyg Nagorski, Paula Newberg, Nancy “Nicky” Nickerson, Ambassador Richard Parker, Caleb Rossiter, Michael Schwartz, Ellen Selonick Berick, Sol Stern, Nilgün Tölek, Amy Wilentz, Don Wilson and Adam Zagorin.

I imposed on some of my new friends in Kathmandu, where I wrote the bulk of the book, to read many chapters. These include the fabulous Barbara Adams (now at last a citizen of Nepal), the short-story writer Sushma Joshi, the fearless snowboarder Richard Ragan and his talented wife Marcela Sandoval, legal scholar Dave Sadoff and Ted Ricardi, Professor Emeritus in the Department of Middle East and Asian Languages and Cultures, Columbia University. The historian and novelist Manjushree Thapa and the journalists Kanak Dixit, Kunda Dixit and Vijay Panday encouraged me to think that I could sit in Kathmandu and write about Jerusalem.

I also showed individual chapters to historians who have written scholarly works on various issues addressed in the book. These include Professor Joseph Agassi (Tel Aviv University), Avner Cohen (Tel Aviv and Washington, DC), Professor Becky Kook (Ben-Gurion University), Professor Douglas Little (Clark University), Professor Saad Sowayan (King Abdul-Aziz University), and Professor Robert Vitalis (University of Pennsylvania), whose scholarly writings on Saudi Arabia have influenced my thinking about the Kingdom. Similarly, I am particularly grateful for the comments of the Israeli-American historian Bernard Avishai, whose important new book, The Hebrew Republic, helped to shape my own views about the future of Israel. And though my Palestinian friend Dr. Rita Giacaman is a professor of public health and not a historian, I want to acknowledge that our conversations and emails have contributed enormously to my understanding of the “conflict.” Ronald Steel, the eminent biographer of Walter Lippmann and Robert F. Kennedy (among many other works), suggested an early version of what became the book’s subtitle.

In addition, I wish to acknowledge the fine works of such other historians as Said K. Aburish, Fouad Ajami, Sadik al-Azm, Steve Coll, Robert Fisk, Sir Martin Gilbert, Charles Glass, David Grossman, Rashid Khalidi, Amin Maalouf, Benny Morris, Sari Nusseibeh, David Raab, the late Edward Said, Tom Segev, Avi Shlaim, Alexander Stille, Yaroslav Trofimov, Milton Viorst, Lawrence Wright, David S. Wyman and a host of other historians cited in the notes.

I am grateful for the archival research of Dr. Gerald Lamprecht, who located Nazi-era documents for me in the Graz archives related to the confiscation of the Blühweis estate. That is a story that remains in part a mystery. For this, I apologize to Adriano Endrizzi and my wife’s other Italian cousins.

I also offer an apology to my sisters—Nancy Bird, Shelly Bird and Christina Macaya—who read the manuscript only to see how little of their stories is told. I can only plead that while they witnessed much of the same history, I experienced a different journey.

Martin J. Sherwin, my good friend and coauthor of American Prometheus: The Triumph and Tragedy of J. Robert Oppenheimer, did not want me to write this book because it would take me away from another fruitful collaboration. Now I hope he knows why I had to do it.

Gail Ross has been my literary agent for more than two decades. She is smart, bold and unabashedly frank with her opinions. She and Howard Yoon pushed me to write a lengthy proposal that made it possible to sell this book to Scribner.

My editor at Scribner, Nan Graham, saw instinctively the promise of a project that combined memoir with a deeply historical narrative. And when the manuscript arrived on her desk, she and her astute assistant, Paul Whitlatch, spent months doing the kind of page-by-page editing that every author deserves. When they were done, they turned the manuscript over to Mel Rosenthal—who must be one of the most gifted copy editors in the business. Nan, Paul and Mel are the best: old-fashioned editors in the twenty-first century.

Finally, this book is dedicated to my son, Joshua, who is old enough now to know why his father is obsessed with history.


A Note on Sources
 [image: image]

Like any memoir, this book relies in part on the imperfect childhood memories of the author. Some of these memories were revived by a brief trip back to the Middle East in the spring of 2007. But I was also fortunate to be able to quote at length from the voluminous correspondence saved over the decades by my parents, Eugene and Jerine Bird. These letters are now in my possession, and I have not bothered to cite them by date in the notes. In addition, I interviewed some childhood friends—only one of whom wished to remain anonymous. Otherwise, I have relied on the splendid work of many other historians to inform me on what was taking place all around me as I came of age in the Middle East.
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Epilogue














*“Dani” is an alias—he is highly reluctant to be named, so I’ve changed some details of his story to protect his identity. I have also used pseudonyms for other members of his family.

*A building in the Russian Compound later became the Moskobiya Detention Center, where to this day Palestinian detainees are interrogated by the Shin Bet, Israel’s domestic intelligence bureau.

*Elite or not, the State Department trained very few Arabists. Between World War I and World War II the Department had only six qualified Arabists. Interestingly, in the spring of 2002, right after 9/11 and about a year before the Iraq War of 2003, the Department still had only six officers proficient in Arabic.


*The leader of this strike, Nasser Said, was exiled to Beirut, where he formed a dissident group that called itself the Arabian Peninsula People’s Union. A relatively minor thorn in the regime’s side, Said was nevertheless kidnapped by Saudi intelligence agents in December 1979 and shipped to Riyadh in a crate. He languished in prison there for many years.

*In the aftermath of the first great oil crisis of 1971-73, the CIA’s resident station chief, Ray Close, another scion of an American missionary family in the Middle East, took early retirement and immediately went to work for a company owned by Prince Turki ibn Faisal al-Saud, the twenty-eight-year-old head of Saudi intelligence.

*The Koran actually requires the four male witnesses to attest that they were not able to pass a string between the copulating couple.

*The first television signals reached the Eastern Province from Bahrain. And in the 1950s, the U.S. air base briefly had a low-wattage station for their troops.

*The author of the Economist story was none other than Kim Philby—who in early 1963 would defect to Moscow. The son of St. John Philby, the Arabian explorer and confidant of King Abdul-Aziz ibn Saud, Kim had developed numerous contacts within Aramco and among Saudi expatriates living in Beirut.

*Aramco was also avoiding U.S. taxes by calling the oil profits it paid to the Saudis a “tax” instead of a “royalty.” This allowed the company to deduct hundreds of millions of dollars of “foreign tax” from its U.S. tax bill.


*Yamani himself was something of a reformer. He complained to U.S. Ambassador Herman Eilts of the “slow pace of internal political and social reform which he acknowledged was ‘embarrassing’ to him and which he thought the U.S. government should continue [to] push.”

*“Hadramaut” translates as “Death Is Among Us,” an apt name for a forbidding landscape of dry rocky desert gouged by deep wadis.


*When Umm Kulthum died in 1975 at the age of seventy, some 4 million mourners filled the streets of Cairo. At one point, the mob seized her coffin and marched it to her favorite mosque. Her monthly concerts—consisting of two or three songs over a period of three to six hours—were broadcast the first Thursday of every month.

*Rayyis means “president” or “leader,” but in colloquial Arabic, given a slightly different intonation, it means “boss.” Nasser’s inner circle, including his wife, affectionately called him “boss.”

*Ironically, I later wrote a biography of McCloy, The Chairman: John J. McCloy; The Making of the American Establishment.

*Said Ramadan’s son, Tariq Ramadan, is today a well-known and sometimes controversial scholar of modern Islamic philosophy and jurisprudence living in Geneva.

*After it was all over, Dani persuaded his reluctant father to visit the house he had lost in West Jerusalem’s Katamon neighborhood in 1948. By then, his mother, Frieda, had no friends left in West Jerusalem, and she refused to come. So Dani and Abu Dani went alone and knocked on the door of the house. A Jewish Iraqi family had occupied the house. “We sat in the garden,” Dani recalled. “I believe it was all very friendly, and I assume for my father, quite horrible.”

*Not only did Nasser give his unequivocal support to Resolution 242, he also later that year bluntly advised al-Fatah’s chief, Yasir Arafat, to think about settling for a Palestinian state comprising solely the West Bank and Gaza. (Said K. Aburish, Nasser, p. 290.)


*Kolker later joined the U.S. Foreign Service and rose to ambassadorial rank.


*NACLA was an activist left-wing research group, founded in 1966.

*The fedayeen apparently used about three-quarters of a kilo of plastic explosive for each of the cockpits. They reportedly off-loaded a stash of 2,400,000 British pounds from the Swissair plane before it was destroyed. (David Raab, Terror in Black September.)

*A missionary child, Joy was taught to see things through the eyes of others. Shortly after her ordeal, Joy’s mother, Frances, wrote from India, “How cruel and careless can we become? And what made these Arabs like that? I’m sure somewhere we have failed them.” (September 15, 1970.)

*The future dictator of Pakistan, Brigadier General Muhammad Zia-ul-Haq, was then stationed in Jordan as head of the Pakistani military training mission; oddly, Zia was given command of the Jordanian Army’s 2nd Division.

*Later, he used part of it to hire a private security company, owned by the son of ex-president Gerald Ford, to protect his children at their American boarding school. See Nigel Ashton, King Hussein of Jordan: A Political Life. New Haven, CT: Yale University Press (2008), p. 190.

*The four assassins were never brought to trial, and four months later President Anwar Sadat quietly let them board a flight to Damascus. A fifth accomplice, a female university student, had been standing by, ready to toss a grenade if the pistol shots had not felled Wasfi al-Tal. She disappeared.


*The plight of European Jewry—including the existence of deadly concentration camps in Poland—was widely known by early 1943. On December 13, 1942, Edward R. Murrow told his listeners on a CBS broadcast from London, “What is happening is this: millions of human beings, most of them Jews, are being gathered up with ruthless efficiency and murdered…. The phrase ‘concentration camp’ is obsolete.” The basic, incredible facts were being reported in such august newspapers as the New York Times. But Washington’s officialdom still treated this information as just that—incredible. A special agency empowered to rescue Jews from Europe, the War Refugee Board, would not be established in Washington until January 1944.


*Rabbi Judah Magnes, the president of the Hebrew University, said in 1947, “If I do not want a Jewish state, it is because I do not want perpetual war with the Arabs.”

ops/images/common1.jpg





ops/images/9781439171608.jpg
NATIONAL
BOOK CRITICS
CIRCLE AWARD
FINALIST

AMERICAN PROMETHEUS :

ROSSING
Mandelbaum Gate

COMING OF AGE BETWEEN THE ARABS AND ISRAELIS, 1956-1978

“Illuminating . . . poignant . . . A fascinating book about a crucial period in the
Middle East.” —Mike O’Connor, The Washington Post





