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Introduction:

“Where did you get those shoes?”

“The chairman will see you now. But the meeting will have to be short. He’s not well.” I had known Saeb Erekat, the PLO’s lead negotiator, for twenty years and had never seen him so agitated.

As we walked down the corridor of Arafat’s Ramallah headquarters, I thought about the chairman. I had seen him several months earlier, in August 2004. Then he was fiery and combative, reveling in his role as victim. He had described himself as an embattled but undefeated Arab general (the only one) besieged by the mighty Israeli army. Arafat’s ominously black, compact machine pistol sitting on the conference table had set the tone for our meeting that day.

Now it was late October, and Arafat was reportedly very ill. Rumors hung as thick as the stale air in his headquarters. Did he have stomach cancer? Liver disease? Was he being poisoned by the Israelis? Did he have AIDS? I had no idea what to expect.

Saeb ushered me into the small windowless space that was serving as Arafat’s bedroom, instead of the regular sitting room where Arafat usually greeted his guests. The room was unbearably hot. The heat, combined with the sight of his unmade bed, medications strewn about, and a strange-looking contraption that in better days probably dispensed oxygen, made me queasy. I started to sweat.

As Arafat entered the room, propped up by Abu Alaa, the Palestinian prime minister, on one side and quickly by Saeb on the other, I was shocked by what I saw. Arafat had lost a great deal of weight. His face, gaunt and white rather than pale, only accentuated his already large bug eyes and full lips. He was dressed in a stained light blue sweat suit. A knit cap had replaced his trademark kaffiyeh. And with his large black glasses, he could have easily passed for a badly dressed senior in a retirement community in Florida.

Arafat’s footwear seemed to sum up the surreal character of the encounter. On his feet, the feet of the chairman of the PLO, symbol of national identity and pride to Palestinians, the embodiment of an arch-terrorist to many Israelis and Americans, were shower slippers from one of Israel’s best hotels, imprinted with the words “Dan Tel Aviv.”

I don’t know what prompted me to say anything at all (maybe it was the heat), but I blurted out, “Mr. Chairman, where did you get those shoes?” Both Saeb and Abu Alaa looked down and, shaking their heads in disbelief, started to laugh. Arafat, on the other hand, looked confused and embarrassed, I suspect by his inability, in his weakened state, to understand the irony of donning footwear from a luxury Israeli hotel while the Israeli Defense Forces (IDF) kept him prisoner in his compound.

Saeb turned out to be right. The meeting lasted only twenty minutes. It was really more a monologue. Arafat focused on America, specifically on how the United States held the key—even now—to his fate and to the future of both the Palestinian and the Israeli peoples. He kept insisting that only we could “save the peace process” and that America must rise to its “historic responsibilities.” There was no point in arguing. It had never worked when he was well, and it certainly wasn’t going to have much of an impact now.

The monologue finished, Arafat embraced and kissed me, and I left. Within a week Arafat was flown to Paris for medical treatment. Within two weeks he was dead.

As I traveled back to Jerusalem from Ramallah that afternoon, I couldn’t get Arafat’s focus on America out of my mind. I had heard variations on this rap many times before. I never bought them, and more than likely Arafat, the consummate actor, didn’t buy them either. America was certainly not the main cause of his problems, let alone the source of his salvation. And Arafat, and anyone else who followed this issue seriously, knew it.

Still, this eleventh-hour appeal directed at the United States by a dying Arafat started me thinking again about the American role in Arab-Israeli negotiations and peacemaking. I had resigned from the Department of State almost two years earlier, having spent more than two decades under both Republican and Democratic administrations trying to help Arabs and Israelis negotiate an end to their conflict. I left government not because I had lost faith in the power of American diplomacy but because the timeline for serious negotiations, let alone a settlement, seemed to have been pushed well into the future. By late 2004 everything we had hoped to achieve in Oslo and Camp David lay broken or bloodied somewhere. Now I wondered whether I’d been wrong all those years and what our legacy would be. In my blackest moments I thought about the words of the British governor of Aden who quipped that when Britannia fell beneath the waves, the British Empire would leave only two enduring monuments—the game of Association Football and the expression “fuck off.”1 Was this to be America’s legacy in brokering Arab-Israeli peace? Was the conflict beyond resolution, the differences too great, and the hatreds too deep to be overcome even with American help?

For better than half a century American presidents, secretaries of state, and special envoys had wrestled with the same questions. And to what end? The promise of peace, harmony, and reconciliation in the promised land remains just that. The more I thought about it, the more it seemed that this land had been promised too many times to too many people. Those conflicting promises have haunted this troubled region for generations.

I figured historic Palestine was promised four times, at least, to its inhabitants: first by a Jewish, Christian, and Muslim God who offered an exclusive, even triumphal claim to the same land and its holy sites to those souls who were willing to follow; a second time by the British, who in an effort to protect an empire that stretched from Suez to India made conflicting commitments during the First World War to Zionists and to Arab nationalists; and third by the United Nations General Assembly, whose 1947 partition resolution proposed splitting Palestine into an Arab and a Jewish state.

But this book focuses on the fourth promise. That promise was made by America. I don’t think we were cynical or duplicitous in making it, although perhaps we were naïve. We didn’t strike secret covenants or political deals with the Arabs or Israelis. But in its policies and pronouncements America offered a more alluring prospect: a promise that over time, through negotiation, dialogue, and compromise, the needs of Arabs and Israelis could be somehow reconciled and that Americans could help deliver what God, the British, and the United Nations couldn’t. The embodiment of the American promise was the passage in November 1967, largely through American diplomacy, of UN Security Council Resolution 242. It might have been a UN resolution, but for all practical purposes it became the prime directive of American diplomacy. Its language was ambiguous, but its main message was clear: land for peace was possible, but only through negotiations, in which the United States and others pledged to assist.

America’s promise came with no guarantee; indeed, it was made with the clear understanding that Arabs and Israelis must bear the primary responsibility for negotiating their future. At the same time, America maintained that it would stand with the parties ready to help, and that American pragmatism, idealism, and power could assist them in ending their conflict and securing a comprehensive and lasting peace. With very few exceptions, every major statement or speech made by an American president or secretary of state on Arab-Israeli issues, from Richard Nixon through George W. Bush, contains a commitment to help the Arabs and Israelis negotiate their differences and reach peace.

On the rhetorical level, that promise was regularly made. But as the Israeli Prime Minister Levi Eshkol reportedly said: “I made a promise; I didn’t say I’d keep it.” In practice, whether and how the American commitment played out was driven by various administrations’ perceptions of their interests, the crises and opportunities of the moment, the personalities and preferences of America’s leaders, and of course, those of the Arabs and Israelis in the region. But one thing was clear. When success came, it resulted from America’s leaders recognizing that the United States had a key national interest in advancing Arab-Israeli peace, and that they needed to make it a top priority.

Today many would argue that a comprehensive peace is more remote than ever and may not even be attainable. How come? What role have we played, for good or ill? And can we make a difference in helping to produce a solution? I wrestled with these questions when I left government, and they are the same ones that I grapple with today. This book, based on twenty years of participating in Arab-Israeli diplomacy and 160 new interviews with former presidents, secretaries of state, national security advisors, politicians, and diplomats, is my effort to answer them.

Two centuries ago the renowned British historian Edward Gibbon wrote that the word I was the vainest and most disgusting of pronouns. He’s probably right. But this book—in the main, a story of why America succeeded and failed in Arab-Israeli peacemaking—is also, in a very real sense, my personal journey. It is a story of how a kid from Cleveland—with an ambition to become a history professor—got caught up in a rare piece of history himself, working for and advising (and not always wisely) six secretaries of state. I had the honor and privilege of working as a member of a talented negotiating team that spanned three administrations and of participating in most of the diplomacy around the Arab-Israeli issue for almost two decades.

This story is less about what I did than about what I heard and saw, and the impressions I gained from those experiences. Like Fitzgerald’s Nick Carraway in The Great Gatsby, I was both in the story and outside it. I believed deeply in what we were doing at the time, maybe too deeply. Yet at the same time I had real doubts about some of our policies, particularly during the last two years of the Clinton administration and the two years I worked in the George W. Bush administration. I was often reluctant or unable to express those doubts. This book isn’t intended as an “I told you so.” I was as much a cheerleader for unworkable policies as anyone else. But in the past several years I have thought long and hard about what we did and, more important, about what we failed to do. We need to learn from both experiences. Honesty and clarity—minus any self-indulgent need to blame and recriminate—are important here. And I hope I can measure up to the task.

To maintain a broader perspective and gain some thematic altitude, I have covered not only the period in which I was involved but have looked briefly at the earlier years of the 1970s, specifically the diplomacy of Henry Kissinger and Jimmy Carter. These years were critical. They laid the foundation for much of the diplomacy that followed. And more important, both Kissinger and Carter, together with James Baker, for whom I did work, succeeded and in doing so became the three most consequential American figures in Arab-Israeli peacemaking. While these three squared off against issues and circumstances far less daunting than those their successors faced, we still have much to learn from their experiences. And we must learn, even with all the downsides of history’s comparisons.

Finally, a word or two about Arabs, Israelis, and objectivity. The day after I landed in Israel in November 2001 on what was to be my last diplomatic mission, this time as an advisor to General Anthony Zinni, charged by the Bush administration with brokering a cease-fire between two guys (Ariel Sharon and Yasser Arafat) who didn’t want one, we met with Shimon Peres, who was then foreign minister, in his Tel Aviv office.

Zinni, who knew the Middle East well, needed a refresher course on the Israeli-Palestinian conflict. And Peres, a master at distilled wisdom, was just the guy to give it to him. It was Peres, after all, who upon meeting the foreign minister of Iceland had once remarked what an honor it was for the representative of the chosen people to be meeting a representative of the frozen people.

Peres was in rare form that day, even against the backdrop of a bloody Israeli-Palestinian conflict. Like an old master preparing his charge for a dangerous journey, he told Zinni he would encounter three kinds of Arabs and Israelis on his mission: the righteous, the collectors of arguments, and the problem solvers. Zinni was instructed to ignore the first two and concentrate on the third.

I realized that Peres was right, but with one critical distinction. Most of the Arabs and Israelis I worked with had all three characteristics rolled into one. In varying proportions they all believed deeply in the rightness of their cause, and they all advocated that cause sometimes with an intensity that could drive you to distraction; and yet they could all come up with practical ways to solve problems. What made them so compelling wasn’t that they had escaped the conflict that ground them down—they couldn’t—but that, hardened by conflict and by their own natural prejudices and biases, they managed to struggle on, preserving a sense of humor, fairness, and, most important, hope for the future. In the end this struggle was about good people caught up in a nasty conflict who managed, however imperfectly, to preserve their humanity and faith in the future. As an American, I was glad I didn’t live in their neighborhood, but I admired and respected their struggle.

Years ago it became painfully clear to me that when it comes to objectivity and the Arab-Israeli issue, there is no gold standard. Anyone who is seriously involved in these matters for any length of time is marked, typed, and cubbyholed by both sides—pro- or anti-Israeli, Jewish or non-Jewish, Arab or Israeli, and so forth. The amount of misinformation would have been comic had it not reflected such preconceived bias. A Palestinian asked me once if it was true that I was a rabbi; an Israeli wrongly assumed I was an observant Jew who sent my kids to an Orthodox school. And in perhaps one of the most laughable preconceptions of all, a high-ranking Egyptian official asked me if I was the heir to the Häagen-Dazs ice cream fortune, which he assumed—rightly, I later found out—had been started by Jews. My wife, Lindsay, used to maintain a file we jokingly called “fan mail”—essentially a collection of letters and news articles with the worst personal invective imaginable directed at those of us who worked on the negotiations. The fan mail was truly nonpartisan, coming from Jews, non-Jews, Israelis, Arabs, Americans, Christians, and Muslims. (One guy even sent a pack of matches with a note that read: “Go burn yourself.”) Such responses are a sad but unavoidable fact of life in this business. For Arabs and Israelis caught up in the conflict, and I suspect for their partisans here at home, it is a deadly serious business. The desire to try to divine who is a friend and who is an adversary and to treat them accordingly is irrepressible.

Perhaps this sorting is inevitable. After all, we are nothing if not the sum of our experiences, biases, prejudices, and ethnic and religious backgrounds. As an American who happens to be Jewish, I had collected my own fair share of biases over a long period of time. Concern for Israel’s well-being had become part of me, like some sort of ethnic DNA. Maybe the best we can do is to recognize those biases, make allowances for them, and set them aside in an effort to understand others’ perspectives and do what we believe is right. In my case, this meant trying to further the best interests of the United States in the pursuit of Arab-Israeli peace. I have tried to do that throughout my career, and I have tried to bring the same honesty to this book as well. In those cases where I’ve failed, I’ve tried to point out my biases and prejudices. The story and what’s at stake for America demand no less.



Part One

AMERICA’S PROMISE CHALLENGED

I was uneasy about the assignment, but there was no getting out of it. As part of our marathon negotiations over Israeli withdrawal from Hebron in 1996 and 1997, the United States had promised Arafat improvements in the Shuhada Road, a street that ran adjacent to neighborhoods and an important Palestinian market where hundreds of Israeli settlers bumped up against thousands of Palestinians.

My boss and the lead American negotiator, Dennis Ross, had with some relish volunteered me for the job. So one dark, threatening rainy day in January 1997 Jake Walles, our deputy consul general in Jerusalem, together with a civil engineer from USAID and a lot of security guys and I, traveled to Hebron. Our purpose was to survey the street and look for ways to create something of a buffer between Israelis and Palestinians, and to do it in such a way that it wouldn’t feel like a wall between them—which, I might add, was probably exactly what they needed. I had barely broken 500 on my math SAT and knew nothing about roads. But that hardly mattered. There I was on my hands and knees with a tape measure calculating width differentials for a small street that had become a central sticking point in Israeli-Palestinian negotiations.

Hebron, to say the least, was never a friendly place. We worked quickly, under the suspicious and angry eyes of armed ultra-Orthodox Jewish settlers and dour and curious Palestinians. This was one of only two moments in two decades of diplomatic service when I felt threatened by being in a potential Israeli-Palestinian crossfire. But apart from heckling by the Israelis, we left without incident. The road was eventually finished, but today, in an ironic tribute to our efforts, the road is closed and has become a pedestrian mall for the Israelis. The shop fronts that USAID had restored for the Palestinians are now covered with anti-Arab graffiti.

Down on my knees that afternoon in Hebron measuring a road, I felt small and ridiculous, certainly as a representative of the world’s only superpower. I should have realized a couple things. Once out in their neighborhood, powerful America wasn’t so powerful. Regardless of what we wanted, the locals had timetables, agendas, and interests of their own. We could press them, cajole them, even threaten to walk away, but if we wanted to broker agreements, we had to get their cooperation. And sometimes to do so, we had to put up with indignities and the machinations of small powers that really were quite adept at manipulating big ones.

The other realization was more painful. When you’re in a small world, you tend to become small, and when you’re in the conflict-ridden world in which Israelis and Palestinians live, you tend to take on the concern for minutiae and the obsessiveness that can define that world. I’m sure it pleased Arafat to no end to have the world’s biggest power groping around the streets of Hebron. In an odd sort of way our focus on his problems cut us down to size and brought us directly into his world. “They like you big,” Fouad Ajami, one of the wisest and most honest observers of the contemporary Middle East, once said, “but they want to send you back small; they like you a virgin, but they want to send you back a whore.”1

Looking back now, I understand more clearly what I didn’t then. America’s road to helping Arabs and Israelis move toward peace is strewn with two kinds of obstacles: those that come from Arab and Israeli politics and those that come from our own at home. For America, that journey brings both risk and possibility. Along the way, success of any kind—negotiating an agreement small, medium, or large—means being tough, smart, and sensitive to both challenges.

My early exposure to and experience in Middle East matters made me skeptical about our chances of overcoming these challenges. But as I got caught up in the heady Arab-Israeli diplomacy of the 1990s, I put a great deal of faith, perhaps too much, in America’s power to manage them. America, I thought, really could drive the diplomatic train and pull the locals along according to its own agenda. Unfortunately, as we’ll soon see, far too much of the time it turned out to be the other way around.



Chapter One

A Negotiator’s Tale

The room was packed. Secretary Baker’s press secretary and close advisor, Margaret Tutwiler, had seen to that. Late Friday afternoon in Jerusalem—usually a time of quiet preparation for the Jewish Sabbath—had suddenly seen a frenzy of excitement. As scores of journalists had gathered in the banquet hall of the King David Hotel to await the arrival of the American secretary of state and the Russian foreign minister, anticipation was high.

The two men now entering the hall could not have represented a greater contrast in style or power. Boris Pankin, clad in a dark boxy Soviet-era suit out of the 1950s, embodied a once great empire in decline. Hungry for prestige and respectability, the Russians seemed not to care that they were being used as a decorative ornament in a ceremony orchestrated by the United States. And if they did care, they weren’t complaining.

By contrast, Secretary of State James Addison Baker III was riding high. Tall and self-assured, he wore a dark suit, a crisp white shirt, and a trademark boldly colored tie. He had reason to be confident. Baker represented a country that was enjoying unprecedented influence in a region still shaken by America’s lightning military victory over Iraq’s Saddam Hussein.

On that late Friday afternoon, October 18, 1991, Baker and Pankin, on behalf of their presidents, Bush and Gorbachev, announced that formal invitations would be sent to Israel and to the Arabs to attend a historic peace conference in Madrid. That fall the United States was the only great power in an arc of small ones that stretched from Rabat to Karachi. If there was to be an American moment in the Middle East, this was surely it. And Baker knew that the moment might not last long. Later that day in Jerusalem he would quip with characteristic caution, “Boys, if you want to get off the train, now might be a good time because it could all be downhill from here.”

I had no intention of getting off the train. For me the ride was only just beginning. The nine-month period of nonstop diplomacy in the run-up to the Madrid conference had been the most exciting time of my professional life. A dozen years had passed since Jimmy Carter’s heroic success in bringing Anwar Sadat and Menachem Begin to a peace agreement. And while holding a peace conference of procedures like Madrid was certainly not the same as achieving a peace treaty of consequence between Egypt and Israel, it was still the most important breakthrough in Arab-Israeli peacemaking in more than a decade. To me, Madrid was reason enough to believe that with enough will and determination, American diplomacy could fashion something positive and hopeful from the raw material of a turbulent and changing region. And I could become part of it. I had become a believer.

Banking on No

As I look back now, it astonishes me that I ever got into the business of negotiations and diplomacy. Changing the world was definitely part of my family’s history, but while I was growing up, it wasn’t part of my personal temperament or interest. Born into an affluent Cleveland real estate family, I had parents and grandparents who were leaders in both the secular and Jewish worlds. During the 1950s my grandfather Leonard Ratner had been active in Zionist politics and philanthropy and would count Israel’s first prime minister, David Ben-Gurion, and its fourth, Golda Meir, as personal friends. Leonard was an extraordinary man, an immigrant from Poland, one of nine brothers and sisters, who with piety, love of family, and an uncanny business acumen had sought his fortune in America, made one in the lumber and later the real estate business. My grandfather’s love of Judaism and family was rivaled only by his passion for service to the community. He would talk to me endlessly about the importance of the Talmudic concept of tikkun olam, or “fixing the world.” I’d listen respectfully, wondering most of the time what it had to do with me.

My father, Sam, a brilliant, driven man, was as tough, smart, and intimidating as anyone I’d ever known. Born to Russian immigrant parents, he’d served in the navy at Guadalcanal, then went to Harvard, married my mother, and entered the family real estate business, where his toughness and smarts made him an indispensable asset in dealing with the unions and zoning boards. Like so many second-generation American Jews, he was captivated by Israel’s stunning military victory in 1967. Unlike most, he struck up close personal ties with Israeli prime ministers Begin and Rabin. A masterful fund-raiser for Cleveland’s Jewish community and for Israel, he used persuasion, and, when needed, pressure. According to one story, he camped all night long outside the hotel room of a reluctant donor until the guy came up with an appropriate pledge for the United Jewish Appeal.

My father’s view of the world was a grim one. And while he was tied deeply to America and its promise of success, his Jewish identity also ran deep. For him, the dark cloud of anti-Semitism and the Holocaust were ever present. He once challenged my brothers, sister, and me to name three of our non-Jewish friends who would hide us in the event the Nazis took over America. No matter how hard we tried, we could never win this game. To my father, Israel and the Jews were constantly in jeopardy, and in the end they could rely only on themselves. That in his later years he has emerged as a key philanthropist in both the Catholic and the black communities is a testament to a broader worldview not evident then. But growing up I remember him as a guy for whom the glass, at least when it came to what non-Jews would do for Jews, was half empty at best.

If my father’s view of the world was based on what was probable, my mother Ruth’s was based on its possibilities. She was a remarkable woman, way ahead of her time. Having never finished college, she went back for a Ph.D. in educational psychology. Active in Cleveland city politics as health director and community development director, she ran unsuccessfully for Congress in 1980 and was active at the national level in Republican Party politics, representing the United States abroad on women’s issues and serving on the United States Holocaust Memorial Council. She later went on to represent the family’s real estate interests in Washington and to lead its development of downtown Cleveland.

For my mother, nothing was impossible. She saw life as a glass neither half full nor half empty, but filling every day with new challenges, setbacks, and opportunities. What mattered in life, according to my mother, was how you handled these challenges. She taught me to look for the good in people, to accept their imperfections, and to believe in the capacity of human beings to change for the better.

Since I had powerful parents and grandparents who had a history of doing something about the world’s problems rather than just talking about them, I of course shied away from anything to do with such aims. When I was thirteen, I made an obligatory bar mitzvah trip to Israel, and I made another with friends as part of a European excursion at twenty-one. My parents even created opportunities for me to meet important Israelis. During that second trip to Israel I attended a Druze wedding party in the hills near Haifa as the guest of my parents’ friend Avraham Yoffe, one of Israel’s storied military heroes in the 1956 Suez campaign. One of the other invitees was a slim and energetic Ariel Sharon, then commander of Israel’s Southern Front, who arrived by jeep and within minutes was hugging and kissing the relatives as if he were a member of the family. At lunch I watched our Druze hosts crack the skull of a young lamb and offer its brains to the special guests. Sharon and Yoffe were eating and appeared to be enjoying themselves, so I had no choice. It was my first but not my last culinary adventure in the Holy Land.

Nonetheless I steered clear of anything that was either serious or political in nature, or that required a commitment. In fact, my parents nicknamed me Hamlet because they saw me as indecisive, contemplative, and rarely engaged. Growing up, I cared about only two things: playing tennis and reading history—in that order. Instead of doing something useful or educational during the summers, I played tournaments, taught tennis, or just goofed off. When my hope to compete in tennis at the college level went bust, I fell back on academics, specifically the pursuit of a Ph.D. in American history.

To this day, the exact reason for my professional interest in the Middle East is still not clear. I was Jewish and had been to Israel a couple of times, but I was by no means active or interested in Jewish or Zionist politics. My entry point into the Middle East was undoubtedly my Jewish upbringing and family connections. But I knew that mine was a narrow view of the region, seen from a highly skewed perspective. When it came to Israel, I had never been all that comfortable with the insular and exclusive Jewish vantage points of much of the Jewish community and of my parents. I saw myself as an American who happened to be Jewish, not the other way around. Nor did I like the tendency to divide the world into Jews and non-Jews and to assume the worst about the latter. Intellectually and emotionally pulled by the secular non-Jewish world, I was open to a vantage point that was broader and more complex. A fair amount of my discontent was the natural rebellious soul-searching of a twenty-something acting out against parental controls and values. But it felt good, and it was something I owned.

As an undergraduate at the University of Michigan, I had taken a couple of Middle East history courses from Richard Mitchell, a former Foreign Service officer who had written the authoritative study on the Egyptian Muslim Brotherhood. I’m sure it’s still true for college kids today: there are people whom you meet along the way, outside friends and family, who can have a real impact on you and who, at the risk of sounding dramatic, can change your life. Dick Mitchell was one of those people. He was a real character—a goateed, chain-smoking, sandal-wearing, sheikhlike figure who attracted both Arab students and controversy. His office in Haven Hall was like a Middle East hooka or shisha bar. A soft-spoken, gentle man, Dick was open to new ideas and steeped in very old traditions. With his stooped posture and furrowed brow, he seemed at times literally burdened and bent by the weight of the Middle East history that he loved to pass on to his captivated students. To me, with my Jewish background, he became a kind of Pied Piper, telling stories that led me down the dim and narrow alleyways, through the bazaars and coffeehouses of Cairo, Damascus, and Baghdad, all the while never leaving Ann Arbor. Dick Mitchell pushed me out of my comfort zone into a virtual world of danger and possibility.

Well into work on a master’s degree in American Civil War history, I began to have doubts about whether I wanted to teach American history, or even to teach at all. Frankly, I was bored. Studying Appomattox was fine but, as I thought about it, not nearly as alluring as the worlds of Arabia and Arafat. Moreover, the two professors at Michigan who influenced me most, Mitchell and Gerald Linderman, a historian of Americans at war, had both been foreign service officers before entering academia. Linderman, like Mitchell, was soft-spoken and thoughtful, possessed of the quiet confidence born only from years of practical and difficult experience. Gerry had been part of the American team that had opened the consulate in Kaduna, Nigeria. Both of these guys taught not merely from lecture notes and libraries but from recollections of their experiences and adventures abroad. The more I considered their pathway, the more sense it made to me. Why not offer students something more than book knowledge? I decided then that I needed to have some of those adventures.

In negotiations with the history department, represented by Mitchell and Bradford Perkins, a well-known historian of American diplomacy, we cut the following deal: if I could learn two Near Eastern languages (choosing from Arabic, Turkish, Farsi, or Hebrew) and pass preliminary exams in three fields of Middle Eastern study, the potentates would allow me to earn a Ph.D. in Middle Eastern history. What initially seemed to me like a well-thought-out plan was really a leap into the unknown.

The truth is, I really had no idea what I was doing, or what I was getting myself into. How I thought I’d manage this transition—the new languages and fields of study—without any structure or guidance, I don’t know. Staying in Ann Arbor, taking courses, and studying languages would have made more sense. But that would have been too rational. Risk-averse by nature, I pushed myself to become risk-ready. In 1973 there was only one place in the world where Arabic and Hebrew (my two choices) were spoken and studied seriously, and that was Jerusalem. I was married that May, and a week later my wife, Lindsay, and I, together with two footlockers containing two hundred books, moved to Jerusalem.

That year transformed us and pushed me in unanticipated directions. The Arab-Israeli conflict, I discovered, really did have two sides. It’s hard to imagine now, but in 1973 you could still take a rickety blue bus from the central Arab bus station in East Jerusalem to Nablus, Ramallah, and Hebron in relative safety. And we rode that bus, meeting Palestinians from the West Bank. These encounters—one in particular with a young man from the village of Battier south of Bethlehem—weren’t political but personal. We took long walks with Salih, whose tanned leathery skin made him appear much older than he was. Salih had soft brown eyes and a high-pitched voice, and when he laughed, which he did constantly, his entire wiry frame seemed to shake to its core. He made sure to keep our conversations far from politics, and we were only too happy to oblige him. We ventured to his village and got to know his large family, who greeted us with a warmth and hospitality we never forgot. Later that year we brought Lindsay’s parents and grandfather to Battier—quite an adventure for the three of them.

Through these encounters I became familiar with at least part of the Palestinian story, which took its place alongside the Israeli narrative that was already fairly well ingrained in my consciousness. And I began to understand that whether by circumstance or design, Israel was an occupying power. That occupation was then only six years old, in its infancy really. In 1973 no more than several thousand Israelis lived in the West Bank and Gaza, and the Israelis had built few checkpoints, guard towers, bypass roads, or military installations. Even then Palestinians were hardening in response. As Salih’s older brother, a teacher, made clear in a quiet but determined manner, “The Israelis will not be able to stay on our land.”

But that year also taught me on a very personal level that Israel was a threatened nation. Five months after we arrived, the 1973 war broke out. As we sat in our Jerusalem apartment on the afternoon of Yom Kippur, Saturday, October 6, sirens shattered the stillness of the Jews’ holiest day in their holiest of cities. Every apartment building was supposed to have a bomb shelter, and we were ordered to ours by a tough Israeli woman who headed up the apartment building’s security committee. We sat on wooden benches, along with several older members of our apartment building, in a shelter that was in reality a garden shed. I felt ridiculous—this place wasn’t going to provide much protection if we took a direct hit. We didn’t know it then, but Egyptian forces had crossed the Suez Canal, overrunning Israeli positions on the canal’s east bank, while Syrian troops attempted to push the Israelis off the Golan Heights.

We had never been in the middle of a society mobilized for war. Our parents pressed us to come home or at least go to Europe. But the thought of leaving made both of us uneasy. One reason was that we were committed to staying and helping in any way we could. We worked on a kibbutz through most of the war; afterward Lindsay would volunteer to help mothers whose husbands were still mobilized months later. But the other reason for not wanting to leave was that I was having the very experience and adventure I’d sought out; a piece of history might even be playing out before our eyes.

While Israelis in their late twenties had already endured wartime conditions in 1956 and 1967, for us the situation felt bizarre. We had experienced nothing like this in America. There had never been a national mobilization or moment of crisis to focus the national will or spirit. The closest thing I had lived through was the collective shock of President John F. Kennedy’s assassination. I vaguely recall drills in elementary school in which we were asked to take cover under our desks in the event of a Soviet attack and a brief premonition of disaster during the October 1962 Cuban missile crisis. But until 9/11, most Americans my age felt no sense of impending or real threat.

Since the actual fighting was confined to the borders, Jerusalem displayed an eerie normalcy. But the nightly blackouts grimly maintained by the same woman who had ordered us to the shelter, the absence of many goods on supermarket shelves, and the disappearance of just about every male between the ages of eighteen and fifty-five were far from normal. After the cease-fire three weeks later, I went on a tour of the front lines in Sinai. What I encountered horrified me: a vast sandy moonscape, littered with the human and mechanical remains of one of the largest conventional land battles since the end of the Second World War. Everywhere I saw burnt-out tanks, half-tracks, gun emplacements, minefields, and bodies. Did this twilight zone represent the last great Arab-Israeli war, I wondered, or just the battle of the decade?

I thought the worst, returning to the United States older, wiser, and at the same time more confused. Arabs and Jews, I was convinced, had little chance for coexistence, let alone reconciliation. The prospects of reconciling the interests of an occupied nation with those of a threatened one seemed slim to none. To make matters worse, Dick Mitchell, with whom I had corresponded during the war, was having a meltdown. His views on the Middle East during the war had created such intense anger toward him from Jewish faculty and the Ann Arbor Jewish community, he informed me, that he would no longer accept Jewish graduate students. I left his office that day in tears, somewhere between shock, anger, and sadness that a man of such intellectual power and reason could get to such a point. His crisis was my first exposure to the domestic political realities of the Arab-Israeli issue and the absurd marking and typecasting that go along with a conflict that is being played out thousands of miles away. If Mitchell, a man whom I admired and respected, could not overcome these pressures, what hope did the rest of us have? Mitchell eventually agreed to cochair my doctoral committee. And Anwar Sadat’s historic visit to Jerusalem in November 1977 (the year I received my Ph.D.) briefly raised my hopes. But I left Ann Arbor deeply pessimistic about the future and persuaded that while I could analyze this conflict up, down, and around, neither I nor anyone else could do much to resolve it.

Ironically, given all my doubts, my skepticism, and my “no can do” mentality, I ended up in Washington—the city, at least from the perspective of those who live there, of the “can do” or, to be more precise, of those who think they can do. My dissertation research on the origins of America’s special relationship with Saudi Arabia had brought me into contact with the Historical Office, which was housed in the Department of State’s Bureau of Public Affairs. This place seemed ideal for me. I could use my skills as a historian to edit recently declassified documents from the 1940s and 1950s. It was a pretty cushy first job, removed as it was from the pressures of what I imagined the real State Department to be. That was fine with me. What I knew about Middle Eastern history, combined with my midwestern skepticism and my experience of the year in Jerusalem, made me cynical about the use of diplomacy for pretty much anything of real value.

Unfortunately, within a year or so I was bored being a documentary editor but not at all sure I wanted to be part of the real State Department. So when Joe Montville, a brilliant but un-orthodox Foreign Service officer, took a risk and offered me a position as the analyst for Lebanon and the Palestinians in the Bureau of Intelligence and Research (INR), I agonized for weeks about taking the job. Could I do it? Did I really want to? Hamlet would have been proud.

My experience at INR—I took the job—opened my eyes to the real-time world of diplomacy and policy but served only to deepen my skepticism about what America could accomplish. No longer did my professional life involve studying the past, where everyone was dead and nothing changed. It was now tied to analyzing the present, and a phone call from the State Department operations center could ruin my weekend, keep me up all night, and challenge me to provide a short but accurate analysis of events I couldn’t predict or control.

My job was to follow Lebanon and the Palestinians—two hopeless basket cases that produced an endless stream of bad news. More often than not my mandate was to bring that bad news to busy policymakers who, in my ever-negative view of the world, still needed to be reminded that nothing hopeful was ever going to occur in the Middle East. Still, I soon grew to love the job.

My time at INR occurred during the years of America’s fateful involvement in Lebanon, when the Reagan administration, perhaps with the best of intentions, got caught up in the politics of small tribes—Israeli, Syrian, Lebanese, and Palestinian—with disastrous consequences. Beginning with Israel’s June 1982 invasion of Lebanon, the situation went from bad to worse. That summer I worked ninety days straight monitoring the tortuous and deadly tangle of an Israeli-PLO war, the PLO’s evacuation from Beirut, the assassination of the newly elected Maronite president Bashir Gemayel, and the Phalangist massacre of hundreds of Palestinians in the refugee camps of Sabra and Shatila. For America the stakes were increasingly perilous. In the early morning hours of October 23, 1983, an unforgettable call from State Ops informed me of a suicide attack on American Marines sleeping in barracks at Beirut’s airport: that attack, which killed 241 Marine peacekeepers, presaged the extremist Shia confrontation with America decades later. To me an American policy that was designed to use Israel and the Christian militias to defeat Syria and its Muslim allies reflected bad analysis and provided few opportunities for peace. The glass of opportunity in Lebanon was neither half full nor half empty; it was empty, bone dry.

I laugh now when I recall my 1983 briefing of Donald Rumsfeld, then President Reagan’s special envoy to Lebanon. Rumsfeld wanted me to show him on a map a specific “gap” or pass, through the mountains east of Beirut, through which Druze and Sunni forces might move to threaten U.S.-backed Christian militias. Already persuaded that the American policy of backing the Lebanese Christians invited certain failure, I could barely contain myself in the face of Rumsfeld’s misunderstanding of the situation on the ground. Rumsfeld was one of the smartest people I’d ever met, but as he asked me to point out the gap, I thought to myself that the only “gap” I saw was the one between the envoy’s ears.

Dan Kurtzer, my friend at State who would go on to have a brilliant career as ambassador to both Egypt and Israel, was the first to dub me “Dr. No.” The title was richly deserved, and I was proud of it. I was always negative, ever cynical that American diplomacy could overcome the dead weight of generations of conflict. Diplomacy, particularly Middle East diplomacy, seemed to be for dreamers, for people who didn’t understand the way the world really worked. A summer stint at our embassy in Amman, Jordan, only reinforced my conviction that the Jordanian option, or any other option to address the Arab-Israeli problem, was doomed to fail. Afterward I accepted a position on the secretary of state’s policy planning staff, where I continued my dark forecasts and negative ways. I spent a good part of the mid-1980s attacking any proposal from State’s Near Eastern Affairs (NEA) Bureau to involve the United States in the Arab-Israeli conflict, and I warned Secretary George Shultz that the Middle East was not a promised land of opportunity but a trap to be avoided, if possible—something he already knew from Lebanon and the failed September 1982 Reagan initiative.

But even George Shultz, a man of uncommon wisdom and judgment, believed with some justification that America at least had to try to manage the problem. In late 1987 the first Palestinian intifada broke out, and the next year the secretary traveled to the Middle East four times to try to produce an Israeli-Palestinian dialogue.

On the secretary’s last foray to the Middle East, in June 1988, I had my most memorable undiplomatic moment but also perhaps my greatest impact on a secretary of state in a decade of service. Shultz was an avid tennis player, and while I was packing for the June trip, Lindsay persuaded me to take my racket. Sure enough, one night when we were in Cairo, I got a call from the secretary’s staff summoning me to a doubles match early the next morning. It was a dramatic sight, date palms around the court, beautiful blue sky, and a real opportunity to demonstrate my tennis prowess. Whether I was nervous or just jet-lagged, I don’t know. But one of my first serves caught my partner—the secretary of state—squarely in the back, just above the elastic brace he was wearing for support. My first trip with a secretary of state, I thought that morning, might also be my last. As the secretary grimaced in pain, yelling at me to hit my second serve, and the diplomatic security agents protecting him laughed themselves silly, I worried about my next assignment.

Getting to Yes

Being Dr. No is fine for a historian and may even be an added advantage for an intelligence analyst, but it was neither smart nor appropriate for someone charged with providing honest advice to the secretary of state. No matter how dubious the chances for success in Middle East diplomacy, the boss deserved a fair set of options, uncoated with either honey or vinegar.

There’s no other way to say it: during the months of diplomacy that led to the Madrid peace conference, my views changed profoundly. On reflection, it was a good thing Jim Baker had given up tennis for golf. As I watched him announce invitations to Madrid that afternoon in Jerusalem, I couldn’t believe the extent to which my fortunes and my own views had been transformed. Part of it was personal. An old government maxim has it that there’s never a bad idea or meeting if you’re somehow a part of it. Suddenly “being there” as part of a small, elite group had become extremely elating and important.

Two weeks later, at the end of October, I sat in Madrid’s Palacio Real, stunned by the historic conference unfolding around me. As I listened to the speeches, filled with bitterness and some hope, the gaps separating Arabs and Israelis made me shudder. Certainly life in the negotiations wouldn’t be easy, but if America could put this conference together, why not aspire to do even more? In fact, with a tough negotiator like Baker, backed up by a president like George H. W. Bush, who understood the importance of Arab-Israeli peace to American national interests, why not reach for agreements or even peace treaties that would end the Arab-Israeli conflict once and for all?

Why not, indeed? For almost fifteen years thereafter, under Democratic and Republican administrations alike, I was part of a small group of diplomats and negotiators who tried to do precisely that, admittedly with very mixed results. Baker called us the peace processors or, when he was in an irreverent mood, the food processors. He’d order up some formulation or fix, and we’d mix it up in our diplomatic blender, usually with pretty good results. Mike McCurry, Secretary of State Madeleine Albright’s and later President Clinton’s spokesman, described our small team in a different way. Not since the Indiana Pacers basketball teams of the 1980s, he quipped, had a bunch of guys worked so well together. Even Colin Powell, who’d later roll his eyes at the thought of Bill Clinton playing host to Yasser Arafat for two weeks in the woods at Camp David, genuinely admired our dedication and creativity.

Looking back on those years now, I realize how special, even unique, they were. Rarely in the history of modern American diplomacy has such a small group of midlevel advisors worked on such an important issue over such a long period of time, with as much access to presidents and secretaries of state of both parties. That longevity had its downsides, but these years were certainly the most extraordinary and challenging of my professional life. Sometimes the Americans were able to rise to the occasion, at other times not. Negotiations demand a certain kind of personality. To be effective, you need to believe that things can change but have extraordinary patience if they don’t. You need to be tough but empathetic, firm but practical. And above all, you need to be ready to endure the endless maneuvering and machinations of Arabs and Israelis for whom this conflict has sadly become a way of life, but still be able to threaten to walk away if circumstances require it. Robert Strauss, the former head of the Democratic National Committee who served as Jimmy Carter’s special envoy to the autonomy talks in 1979 and 1980, laid out the frustrations best for me—even if you do everything right: “Working the peace process is like trying to wipe your ass with a wagon wheel. It goes round and round and nothing happens.”

Settling for Maybe

I certainly felt that way many times. But in hindsight, I can see that for me working on the negotiations wasn’t circular at all. Instead, the arc of my career as an analyst and a negotiator followed a clear progression. And my journey reflected the roller coaster–like ups and downs of the peace process itself. I began my career as Dr. No, a skeptic, an unbeliever really, in diplomacy and peacemaking; along the road to Madrid and in the Oslo years that followed, I underwent something of a conversion into Dr. Yes, a missionary spreading the word about the power of negotiations; and when, in the wake of the second intifada, everything we’d worked on collapsed, I fell back to something in between.

These transitions were not easy passages. They were very personal and complicated because a great deal was at stake for my country and for me. That I’m suspended now somewhere between despair and hope is not all that surprising given the turn of events; it’s probably where I should have been all along. But as anyone who has ever been in the middle of a storm (and who’s honest about it) will tell you, it’s not always so easy to see things clearly.

In January 2003, after almost twenty-five years of working at the Department of State, I resigned from government. Since then I have come to question much about our policy and certainly the two principal articles of faith that kept me going all those years: first, that the Arab-Israeli conflict could be resolved as quickly as we imagined, or at all for that matter, and second, that America, working closely with Arabs and Israelis, could play a leading role in that effort.

In December 1998 I was sent to Israel to monitor the first phase of the recently concluded Wye River agreement. President Clinton had succeeded, against the odds, in getting Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu and PLO Chairman Yasser Arafat to take another step in the Oslo process. Having worked on achieving this unlikely success for over a year, I was on one hell of negotiator’s high.

During that trip I gave a public talk in Jerusalem, in which I argued that the Arab-Israeli peace process had reached a point of no return. There would be setbacks, to be sure, but the process had achieved a kind of irreversibility that over time would allow us to move toward ending the conflict. It was as bold (and naïve) an argument as I had ever made. Four months later I received a highly unusual letter from Efraim Halevy, then the deputy director (and later director) of Israel’s Mossad. Halevy questioned my assumptions and said he feared that the future held only confrontation. The current rivers of change flowing between Arabs and Israelis did appear positive, he admitted, but what would happen, he asked, “if the flow leaves more of the fish behind?”

The fact is that Halevy was right. No amount of “process,” no feel-good signing ceremonies or interim agreements, can ever mask persistent, underlying grievances, traumas, and wounds. Nor can they transform a psychology of confrontation quickly or easily. Too complex and too nasty, the Arab-Israeli conflict has resisted any linear, speedy march toward peace. Having evolved in phases over time, it can only be resolved in phases over time. I knew this all along. But as caught up as I became in the diplomacy and desire to see conflict resolved, I focused too much on the possible and not enough on the probable.

As an American, however, the other core article of faith concerns and intrigues me more. Is America—as I came to believe—capable of helping Arabs and Israelis reach lasting solutions to the problem of the much too promised land? Can we really make good on our well-meaning pledge that, through negotiation, give-and-take, and compromise, we can help them achieve what God, the British, and the United Nations could not?

After more than thirty years of studying, analyzing, and negotiating the Arab-Israeli conflict, I believe the answer is still yes. We can’t produce peace and reconciliation, but we can help to diminish conflict, defuse crises, and broker political agreements that might give Arabs and Israelis a chance to achieve these long-sought goals. Who are you going to believe, Groucho once said, me or your lying eyes? Just look at the historical record. With the exception of Oslo’s Declaration of Principles (negotiated secretly between Israel and the PLO in 1993) and the Israeli-Jordanian peace treaty (negotiated directly between the two in 1994), the United States has been involved at some stage in every successful Arab-Israeli accord, and sadly it has participated in too many efforts that have failed.

But my yes is now a much more highly qualified one than it once was. The primary responsibility for peacemaking rests with the Arabs and Israelis, not with the Americans. The Middle East is their neighborhood, and its history and future is theirs. No matter how hard they or we may try, the conditions for Arab-Israeli breakthroughs will never grow in an American bell jar.

But a region in ferment needs American leadership. “To succeed in Arab-Israeli peacemaking,” a senior American diplomat once told me, “you need balls this big.” He put his hands into a circle roughly the size of a basketball. Even if the sun, moon, and stars are properly aligned, the chances for real and sustainable progress remain slight without a tough, forceful American role. And that’s because the journey toward Arab-Israeli peace is littered with challenges and obstacles much greater than I imagined when I began. Commitment will get you started on that road. How far you get, however, is another matter. That depends on toughness and smarts, and on how well you can cope with Arab and Israeli politics, and on how well you manage your own.



Chapter Two

Gulliver’s Troubles*1 : A Great Power in a World of Small Ones

The Secretary and the Tailor

On a diplomatic mission to Britain, Russia, and Israel, the American secretary of state decided to take a break and look for some new clothes. “For one hundred dollars, what can you make me?” the secretary asked the English tailor at a fine haberdashery near Piccadilly. “Not much, sir. Perhaps a vest.” In Moscow the secretary put the same question to the Russian clothier. “Maybe a sweater” came the reply. Later in Tel Aviv, undaunted in his quest, the secretary asked the identical question of an old Jewish tailor in a small shop off Diezengoff Street. “For one hundred dollars, I can make you a vest, a sweater, a sport coat, and I’ll throw in a pair of pants,” he replied. Stunned, the secretary asked how the same money could buy so much more in Israel. “It’s very simple,” the old man explained. “Out here you’re not so big.”

The first time I heard this story it was attributed to James Baker. Later I asked him whether it was his yarn. Baker laughed and said no, but he wished it was. The story makes a powerful point that American diplomats and negotiators often forget or learn the hard way: for all their military and political muscle, great powers aren’t always so great when they get mixed up in the affairs of small tribes.

I often thought about the secretary and the tailor—and the underlying paradox of who was big and who was small—as we flew out of Andrews Air Force Base, headed east into the Byzantine maze of Arab-Israeli diplomacy.

Here we were, on board the secretary of state’s aircraft representing the most powerful nation on earth. We were traveling to tiny nations like Israel, no bigger than New Jersey. Then we would go to Syria, which Don Rumsfeld dismissed as “that peanut country,” with an annual GDP smaller than that of Chicago. The exception was Egypt, with its population of nearly eighty million and an area more than twice that of California. But our ability to get Arabs and Israelis to agree on anything, let alone resolve the really tough issues such as Jerusalem, proved quite limited even when they asked for our help.

It wasn’t that I expected quick or easy results. As a historian of the modern Middle East, I knew this was the Cadillac of conflicts—entrenched, bitter, and complicated. One conflict was bad enough, but this was really two rolled into one. An established state, Israel, and a Palestinian national movement that was seeking to become a state were fighting a historic and existential struggle over land, holy places, and identity. One side’s gain was almost always seen as the other’s loss. On a different level, states confronted one another. Essentially, it was Israel against its immediate neighbors (Egypt, Syria, Jordan, and Lebanon) and the broader Arab world, all acutely concerned by the Palestinian cause. And those kinds of struggles driven by memory, history, and national trauma are never resolved quickly or easily. They are generational.

As an analyst, I also knew that while Israel had signed peace treaties with Egypt and Jordan, and other interim and disengagement accords with the Palestinians and Syria, comprehensive or meaningful peace remained elusive. American diplomacy in the Middle East appeared to resemble baseball (a game rooted in failure), a realization that was driven home to me as I sat through yet another losing Baltimore Orioles season at Camden Yards. After all, batting .400 in a major-league season, a feat achieved only once in the game’s last seventy-five years, still means failing to hit safely six out of every ten times at bat. The odds really were not much better in America’s Arab-Israeli diplomacy.

The gap between our power on paper and our lack of success on the ground always fascinated me. Our presence and our power at the plate were really impressive. In most cases we headed out on our diplomatic road trips at the urging of the Arabs and Israelis, with the support of the president and the backing of Congress, and with real leverage derived from the economic, security, and political support we provided to our friends in the region. At times we possessed an additional advantage: a crisis atmosphere that lent real urgency to making a deal.

But crises out there were a way of life. What often seemed urgent to us seemed more routine to them. And once we were out in what I dubbed “the neighborhood,” our reach and influence could be quite deceptive.

In September 1996 Israel’s opening of the Hasmonean tunnel in Jerusalem triggered a major crisis. That act resulted in the worst Israeli-Palestinian violence since Oslo, triggering confrontations that left eighty-five Palestinians and sixteen Israelis dead. It also triggered a negotiation. A summit hosted by President Clinton in Washington and attended by Jordan’s King Hussein, Prime Minister Netanyahu, and Chairman Arafat launched our mission, which was to get Israeli-Palestinian negotiations back on track. With such a high-profile send-off and the worst crisis since Oslo, our mission, I figured, would be intense but short. What planet was I living on? Once in the neighborhood we were sucked into a three-month game of “gotcha” in which each side tried to demonstrate it could be more unreasonable than the other. I think Arafat won, but Netanyahu ran a very close second. Four months later Israelis and Palestinians signed the Hebron Protocol agreement that kept the Oslo process alive, but just barely.

The three-month negotiation made me feel at times like I was on the set of the Bill Murray movie Groundhog Day; every day was the same. We spent daylight hours negotiating with the Israelis in Tel Aviv or Jerusalem; our nights were devoted to meetings in Gaza with Arafat, including postmidnight suppers of fried food while the chairman ate nothing but skinless chicken, cooked vegetables, and yogurt. We were in bed by four A.M. and up by nine A.M. to start the whole routine over again. That New Year’s Eve we celebrated at an Israeli truck stop near Gaza wondering whether we’d ever make it home again.

To continue the baseball metaphor, our hitting often proved no match for their pitching. Arabs and Israelis—even when they themselves seemed interested in reaching an agreement—threw curves, sliders, screwballs, spitballs, beanballs, knucklers, and a variety of junk pitches that you couldn’t and didn’t want to hit. The rare pitch that actually produced solid contact resulted from a combination of enormous patience, determination, and a good eye for what was possible.

Every trip reminded me of the long odds of reaching an agreement, let alone implementing one. We’d land, let’s say, at Ben-Gurion Airport in Israel. The secretary would be met planeside by the foreign minister (or some lesser light) and stroll down a carpet (it really was red), with loads of press and security monitoring their every move. It really was a sight. Since I was usually one of the last staff off the plane, I’d take a minute to soak up the scene (delay any longer, and I’d miss the motorcade, an unforgivable offense), which was particularly impressive at night. The floodlights illuminated the blue-and-white 737 embossed with the State Department seal, American flags on the tail, and the words “United States of America” running the length of the fuselage. Anytime, day or night, Cairo, Amman, or Damascus, an arriving secretary of state created real buzz and an impressive display of American presence.

The secretary and his “party” (a word I always found pretentious, particularly when invoked by a self-important staffer, as in the “party wants this or that”) would be whisked away in a motorcade with sirens screaming, surrounded by every type of police vehicle imaginable. The ride to the Jerusalem hotel was always a wild one. Any veteran of these road trips will tell you that the most likely threat to American diplomats abroad is not a terrorist attack but an overanxious embassy driver behind the wheel of an armor-plated SUV doing seventy miles an hour, convinced he must remain within two feet of the vehicle in front of him. During one of these wild rides, in a motorcade in Alexandria, Egypt, my friend, the veteran Arabic interpreter and advisor Gamal Helal, badly fractured his ankle when he was thrown against the door of our van. Such motorcades, themselves symbols of American power, invariably annoyed thousands of Arabs and Israelis by tying up traffic anytime the secretary left the hotel.

At the hotel the controlled chaos continued as agents from our diplomatic security and from Shin Bet (Israel’s FBI) ushered the secretary and a few lucky others through another throng of press and well-wishers in the lobby. Invariably an issue over some security procedure would arise between their guys and ours, the discussion leading, at least on one occasion I witnessed, to a pushing and shoving match. On another, a Shin Bet agent unholstered his weapon after one of the secretary’s agents exiting his suite pushed him. Shin Bet was incredibly turf conscious and was one of only a handful of security agencies in the world that were allowed to position agents on the secretary’s floor beyond the Marine guard. I always thought the Israelis should have been a bit more understanding since the same Shin Bet that was protecting the secretary was also bugging his and our hotel rooms. Out in the neighborhood we had no expectation of privacy, and none was given. Richard Shinnick, who ran trips for both Warren Christopher and Madeleine Albright, described life at these hotels in Israel and the Arab world as “living in a microphone.” We learned to live with all kinds of indignities. On one trip our bomb dog who did luggage checks got sick, so we borrowed a small spaniel from the Israelis. That dog must have been really nervous because he proceeded to get on top of the luggage and piss his way up and down all over our bags.

Even with the bugs and dogs, though, we felt we were in control. These trips were akin to military invasions. The party would take over at least two complete floors of a five-star hotel, in addition to appropriating space for security, drivers, and admin, along with traveling
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