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Part One

Welcome to Old City
Jerusalem … the alley wins again!

“Vesper! Sandi!
Wait up!! I can’t see you now! You have the flashlight, or torch –
whatever you call it. It’s getting darker in here! Call out to
me!!”

Vesper had
discovered these secret tunnels not widely known, under the ancient
city walls of Old City Jerusalem. We had entered early evening
through a crevice in the bedrock stone near Damascus Gate …
according to one legend ‘The Centre of The World’. We traversed
narrow underworld tunnels and caverns – their slopes slippery wet
with deep pools below (likely requiring a rope pull-up if one
slipped into them!) that had siphoned water from nearby springs
outside the Old City walls for the ancient civilizations that had
lived above us. Also according to legend, these tunnels had
provided escape paths for Kings millenniums past … because
Jerusalem as ‘The Eternal City’ has forever been contested, often
under siege – and still fought for to this day. Well, this day’s
natural light was waning, as we navigated our own subterranean path
toward the holy Temple Mount where Vesper said there was an
exit.

“Ur not afraid
of the dark are you!? Hahahaha! You Canadians are wary pacifists,
but we owe you for taking us in and saving us from that Vietnam
hell on earth! We can ‘pray for our sins’ at The Mount later, haha!
The ‘dark side’ is winning right now. We better re-visit the rest
of this underworld later. I see the outside light of an exit up
ahead. Lets keep movin’!”

We arrived back at
the ‘Old City Students’ Youth Hostel and Folk Café’, an unassuming
structure of giant carved stones abutting a narrow alley polished
with smooth rounded stones from millenniums of footsteps. Our
humble abode bordered the Moslem and Christian quarters in the Old
City of Jerusalem. I appreciated that these ‘religious’ quarters
were not demarcated and dangerous as experienced a month earlier in
Beirut. The day before I had breathed an atmosphere of
socio-political civility and reasonableness upon first entering
Jerusalem from Jordan. Or so had filled that first breath, that
‘first impression’.

Walking with
camaraderie through the Moslem old quarter everything was Arab, as
it was in Jordan, who 10 short years prior controlled or
‘administered’ Old City Jerusalem propitiously for the
Palestinians. Or so they said. This was Palestine to Palestinians.
Not Jordan to the Palestinians. To Israel, it was Israel. To the
rest of the world …well they slept better lip-servicing it as The
Occupied Territories.

Vesper, Sandi and
I weren’t settling for sleep. We procured from an alley shop a
quart bottle of Arak, the quality anise liquor, the unofficial Arab
national drink. Upstairs we strode, inside the thick vaulted walls
and arched hallways to the small reception area abreast the
sleeping quarters of the ‘Old City Students’ Youth Hostel and Folk
Café’.

“Gordie! I
don’t drink to remember. I drink to forget!” Vesper countered
my effusive expression of ‘good times’ as we quaffed our mutually
shared Arak and conferred upon our exhilarating day. That was my
own lived experience, my own raison d’etre with enjoying a drink –
to share the ‘good times’. Vesper’s wasn’t mine.

Vesper and I had
met the day before. From San Francisco, Vesper had worked in
Jerusalem for 3 years during the late 1960s, when he was in his
late-teens to early 20s, then returned to the U.S.A. Vesper had a
craggy dark beard, medium length tousled black hair, and warm brown
eyes. A medium but robust build, adorned with black heavy clothing
despite the 90+ Fahrenheit everyday in Jerusalem. Vesper displayed
an authentic positive demeanour, intelligence, and a delightful wit
with good humour. Neither cutting nor sarcastic. Likeable in his
directness. But with demons, a ‘dark side’ from early life
experiences. Vesper had recently returned to Israel from the
U.S.A.

“Gordie, Sandi.
I came to Israel years ago after I heard about Israel’s so-called
socialist ideology, those ideals that sprouted commune-type
kibbutzim that welcomed all nationalities - except Arab I soon
learned … a new vibrant state that encouraged Jews to come here –
even nominal Jews like me who don’t observe the faith. So I came
here then! … in that lofty inspired time right after the ’67 war.
But I became disillusioned with what I saw in Israel. So I went
back to the States.”

The oldest son
Mohamed, perhaps 20, of the hostel owner Abu Sa’id jovially dropped
by our table. He seemed to joke quirkily about something we didn’t
understand, laughed about our quart of Arak, and then bought us
fresh mini glasses of thick stock, one ice cube in each that turned
the drink from clear to milky.

“Sandi? Where’d
she go now? Hahaha! She’s a good spirit, a good head! [1970s
slang referring to any person with wisdom and stimulating to talk
with.] From Tasmania! Can’t say I’ve ever met anyone from
Tasmania. What’s she doin’ here! What the hell am I doin’ back here
Gordie?”

“After goin’
back to the States I felt I didn’t belong there either – didn’t fit
in Israel or in my own country … so I joined the Marines. Want to
tell ya this now. My father was, is a career military officer. My
father shared duties with Jim Morrison’s father also a military
man. Long live the son! We were stunned Sandi, when we lost
Morrison. The Lizard King! The song ‘The End’ is freaky
man.”

“But neither
father aspired to their ‘duties’ of being a Dad …”

“Yeah. I made
the mistake of joining the Marines. Bad choice. Then bad luck. I
was assigned to go to Vietnam … to go fight those so-called
Commies, to go kill the ‘yellow man’ in their own country far from
my own. I drank for two days straight … thinkin’ what to do. I was
called chicken, a traitor. It wasn’t that I was afraid. But at
times I was … who wants to die in the
jungle when their whole life is before them!!”

“It was
harder not to go to Vietnam, to stand
before my family and community … my Dad! And tell them I didn’t
believe in their patriotic cause, their politics, their belief in
killing villagers in Vietnam – while seeing their own neighbourhood
sons return in body bags or maimed in body and spirit. I was
labeled and scorned as a deserter. And disowned. Then sentenced to
2 years in prison for my beliefs. Many war objectors went north to
Vancouver. I wanted to stand tall and face the music at home. And
that I did, and more … as I lost some of my young man’s soul in
prison. And I learned lessons. As in … my former ideals were
illusions.”

“And that
illusion applies to America and to Israel, who I consider a proxy
of a 51st State, a surrogate
bankrolled by its master, the U.S.A.! I don’t know what I’m doin’
here Gordie and Sandi! I feel like in that song ‘America’ by Simon
and Garfunkel … ‘lost’.”

“I could drink
for another two days, or just all evening, hahaha! But you two have
just arrived in this ‘eternal city’ and it’s past supper time. I
want to take you to a cool eatery not far from here!”

We wove again
through the narrow cobblestone alleys, less than half-kilometre to
just inside Herod’s Gate, the gate just east of Damascus Gate.
Inside a short stone-arched doorway was ‘Uncle Mustach’, with its
aromatic cooking and oven-baking deliciously wafting through your
senses. This cozy little ‘ristura’ was a favourite with young
travellers from every corner of the globe it seemed. ‘Uncle
Mustach’ was embodied by its owner - a middle-aged rotund and
jovial Arab man with a striking curved handlebar moustache! His
array of classic Arab dishes was fresh, exquisitely tasteful, and
easy on the budget pocket. The Arak had served its normal purpose
of whetting the appetite; the savoury falafel and hummus were
mouth-watering.

Squeezed on a
stool sitting solo was Jerome, from Minnesota. A couple days
earlier in Jordan we enjoyed a chance meet and day’s independent
tour in pleasant Amman. Among the multitude reasons people visit
Jerusalem, a prevalent calling is spiritual or religious. That was
Jerome’s, an ebullient young Mid-west guy. But this night Jerome’s
tone was somber and jaded. “Gordie … ‘The Holy Land’ is no more
‘holy’ than anywhere else!” This lesson I was about to
learn.

Vesper and Sandi
returned to our hostel. Gaining my ‘second wind’ and enthralled to
explore the Old City, I set off from the Moslem Quarter and
meandered the mosaic of alleys south-west and entered the Armenian
Quarter, one of the four quarters inside Old City Jerusalem’s
walled city. A small café rose ahead, tucked into the right-angle
corner of two alleys. A glass of Arak with the locals in this new
milieu enticed me. There were six or seven men sitting at small
tables in
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