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    “Although I have known national security journalist Ken Timmerman for over twenty years, he only told me how he barely escaped execution by radical Islamists in a Beirut cellar a few years ago. His professionalism, modesty, and faith are qualities seen far too rarely in today’s ego-driven field of journalism.”


    —Fred Fleitz, Former National Security Council Chief of Staff under President Trump


    


    “Ken Timmerman is a superb investigative reporter—and old school—which means he does his research. His behind-the-scenes adventures in Iraq, Syria, Egypt, Israel, and even France are a terrific read for those of us who share his passion for tracking down the facts, not molding the facts to a ‘narrative.’”


    —Peter Schweizer, president of the Government Accountability Institute and NY Times bestselling author of Clinton Cash and Profiles in Corruption


    


    “And the Rest Is History is a memoir that reads like a rollicking, page-turning novel. From the cold war through the war on terror and beyond, Ken takes us on the wild adventure that has been his life as a global-trotting reporter: we enter war zones and the halls of power, eavesdrop on conversations with world leaders, terrorists, arms dealers, and spies, and become witnesses to extraordinary history. Dripping in vivid detail, his unforgettable story will have you riveted from page one.”


    —Monica Crowley, Ph.D., Former Assistant Secretary of the Treasury


    


    “Real reporters don’t follow the pack. Ken Timmerman takes us down roads where few reporters have managed to go before and knows how to evoke people and places with remarkable grace.”


    —Walid Phares, FoxNews National Security and Foreign Policy expert
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    “In peace we can make many of them ignore good and evil entirely; in danger, the issue is forced upon them in a guise to which even we cannot blind them.”
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    Foreword


    By Rabbi Abraham Cooper, Associate Dean,
    Simon Wiesenthal Center


    In 2008, I was approached by Kurdish and Iraqi diplomats1 with a request to create a UN exhibition commemorating the twentieth anniversary of Saddam Hussein’s gassing of five thousand of his Kurdish citizens.


    To prepare for the exhibition, my colleague, Liebe Geft, the director of our Museum of Tolerance, and I traveled to Kurdistan to hear from survivors of that horrific day in 1988.


    This orthodox rabbi had one request: to pray at the site of the mass grave of five thousand innocent Muslims.


    As I grappled to find the appropriate words for a prayer, I remembered a conversation I had with the namesake of our institution, Nazi hunter Simon Wiesenthal, one of the few world leaders to denounce Saddam’s crimes against humanity. He warned that the silence and apathy greeting the atrocity would be interpreted as a green light by other tyrants for future atrocities. He was to be proven right over and over again.


    Standing in that windswept cemetery, the souls of the innocents seemed to be silently screaming, “How could the world let this happen? Why the silence and apathy from the world?”


    


    


    I knew the answers. They were supplied by a courageous investigative journalist, Kenneth Timmerman, years before. He could detail where the poison gas came from, who sold the helicopters, and so on.


    I first learned about Ken Timmerman years before from my colleague Shimon Samuels, who was the Paris-based European director of the Simon Wiesenthal Center and who alerted me to alarming news that Ken had published about the German connections to Saddam Hussein’s poison gas programs.


    Poison gas is a sensitive subject for the Simon Wiesenthal Center, whose mission is to teach the lessons of the Nazi Holocaust and to help the world avoid repeating the horrors of the past. The idea that Saddam Hussein might be getting poison gas technology from Germany to use against Israel was beyond horrifying.


    The founder of the Simon Wiesenthal Center, Rabbi Marvin Hier, and I decided to commission Ken to do additional research. We released his Poison Gas Report in late 1990. It identified eighty-six West German companies as major supplies of Saddam Hussein’s burgeoning WMD programs. It was the first of several collaborative projects we did together.


    As I got to know Ken and his wife, Christina, better, I realized he was no ordinary reporter. His energy was prodigious. One week he was in Paris, the next in Washington, then he flew to Israel and Jordan and onward to tour machine-tool plants in Germany, always meeting sources who were willing to compare notes because he actually had notes to compare.


    But his uniqueness went way beyond this extraordinary ability to drill down into complex subjects. It was Ken’s story.


    As you will read in this book, Ken started his career as a young American liberal, went to Beirut, and promptly got taken hostage by terrorists. It’s the classic American story of a transformation. He came out of that experience a changed person, born again to his Christian faith and with an unshakeable devotion to the cause of freedom.


    That devotion led him to do things many journalists would not consider, including helping his own government and that of Israel.


    Ken went on to dedicate his life to exposing terrorists, or as Simon Wiesenthal put it, “the murderers of tomorrow.” His many books are full of them.


    You will find this book a good place to understand yesteryear’s crises and today’s challenges. I can only hope that Ken Timmerman’s dedication will inspire a new generation of journalists who will pursue their stories the old-fashioned way—seeking out the truth—wherever that journey takes you.


    G-d bless you Ken for always taking that journey.


    


    Rabbi Abraham Cooper


    Simon Wiesenthal Center


    Los Angeles

  


  
    Preface


    I never wanted to be a journalist. In fact, as a young aspiring novelist, I held the profession in contempt. It was for lesser mortals, I argued, drawing on my Gauloises-stained beard in the book-lined parlor above Shakespeare and Company in Paris, where I edited an expatriate literary review. Journalists wrote short sentences and shunned ambiguity, I declaimed. Journalists couldn’t write dialogue or create landscape. A journalist would never dream of writing an entire book just to evoke a color, as Flaubert claimed he had done with Salammbô, his ode to ancient Carthage and the color ochre. At best, journalism was a pastime that a “real” writer only engaged in to “blunt the instrument” of his talent, as Ernest Hemingway famously wrote. Journalism was—well, just boring.


    I certainly had a lot to learn.


    If there is one thing my life as a journalist over the past thirty-five years has not been, it’s boring.


    I have covered war, espionage, and intrigue for major news organizations in the United States and around the world, including the New York Times, Newsweek, Time magazine, Reader’s Digest, CBS News, ABC News, Le Monde, L’Express, Le Point, and many others. That was when these organizations still tried to be “mainstream” and did not pull punches, obfuscate, self-censor, and lie to protect their political allies.


    Only when I was fired from Time magazine in 1994 for investigating a story that threatened President Bill Clinton and many senior officials in his administration did I begin to understand that the mainstream media was dead. Like many other countries in Europe and the Western world, we now have a politicized media in the United States. But unlike other countries, in all but a few cases our media refuses to acknowledge its ideological affiliation. So added to bias, you have hypocrisy.


    But this book is not a diatribe about the media. Instead, it tells the backstory of a very rich period of recent history from one reporter’s perspective as that perspective broadened and deepened with time. As a product of the late 1960s and early 1970s, I questioned authority and was a fierce individualist, making me a natural leftist. By the mid-1990s, I discovered to my surprise that those same values now made me a conservative. History would be nothing without irony.


    Some of my friends have urged me to write a memoir of sex, Paris, and the expatriate literary set that gathered around Shakespeare and Company. It was riotous and raucous, sinful and fun. But they will have to wait.


    This book will take readers on a traveling circus from Paris to Prague to Beirut, Damascus, Baghdad, and beyond. It will introduce you to spies and terrorists, arms dealers and crooks, and along the way reveal a few surprises about the secret underbelly of public events in ways I guarantee you never would have expected.


    All the rest, as they say, is history.
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    1: Illusions2


    On the border between Germany and Czechoslovakia


    The border guard marched right out of my dreams and into the harsh, metallic corridor outside our compartment, banging on the glass door.


    “Papers!” he said in German, Czech, and then French. “Papiers!”


    The train had come to a halt during the night in a pine forest at the edge of West Germany. Now the sun was beginning to turn the patches of sky between the trees a sullen grey, and I watched the border guards outside, shuffling between military trucks parked parallel to the train tracks. It was dark, dreary, and cold. In the sodium lights, you could see swamps of mud from melting snow.


    Suddenly, the door to our compartment slammed open, and a giant beard in a uniform filled the entire space. I was holding out my American passport, and his eye caught it right away.


    “Get up!” he said brusquely. “Who are you hiding behind your seat?”


    I got up obediently, turning to look behind me. Then the guard burst into laughter, and several of the other passengers in the compartment joined him.


    “Welcome to Czechoslovakia,” he said.


    I was teaching English in Paris at the time, and had just launched an expatriate literary journal called Paris Voices. This was my first foray behind the Iron Curtain, and I had no real-world guidance of what to expect.


    My girlfriend’s parents had given me the Prague address of a family friend named Olga, who had worked for them as an au pair in the early 1960s. Olga was now in her mid-thirties and was married to a signatory of Charter 77, the civic movement led by Václav Havel that called for an end to Communist rule.


    Solange, my girlfriend’s mother, had given me presents for Olga and Jiri: a washable tablecloth, paper napkins, stockings, chocolate, and an inexpensive French pullover. When I arrived at their large apartment and saw the polished antiques, the telephone, the hand-blown crystal goblets, and the dark bookshelves crammed with books and records, I felt foolish.


    


    “Sshh!” she said when I started to ask her about Charter 77. “Not here.”


    She pointed to the walls and then to her ears. “The walls have ears, even for silly things like chocolate and stockings,” she said.


    A thick haze of coal smoke choked the streets. It entered your lungs like a fist that opened and closed against your will. Olga took me down to a local tavern just off the Staroměstské náměstí, the Old Town Square, not far from the Charles Bridge. At 4:00 PM on a Saturday afternoon, it was absolutely packed. People were eating sausages, drinking beer and slivovic, and talking at volumes that rivaled those of a Washington, DC, bar at happy hour. I could barely hear Olga, let alone what anyone at the next table was saying. I got it. Even if the walls had ears, all they could hear here would be gobbledygook.


    A while later, her husband joined us.


    “In 1968, we all believed,” Jiri said. “Soviet Communism was like an old coat we had outgrown. It was springtime, we were young, all we saw were possibilities. Just the thought of freedom was a drug that loosened our tongues.”


    “After the crackdown,” Olga continued, “we were just waiting for the police to show up at our door. The Soviet tanks were everywhere. I wondered if I would ever smell the sea again.”


    An army colonel came in through the door, and the wave of cold air he brought with him seemed to chill the entire room. For a few moments, as he approached the bar and ordered a beer, no one spoke. He exchanged a few pleasantries with the barman, echoing off the walls like broken crystal. Then he downed his beer quickly, dropping a large bill. The barman returned the change. When the colonel tried to leave it as a tip, the barman pushed it back at him, queen’s pawn to QP4.


    “Things are different now,” Jiri said once the colonel left. “It’s only a matter of time. They think they are winning, but they have lost.”


    “But we will get a call later on, asking us what we were speaking to you about,” Olga added.


    Later, I met a young music teacher, who, unlike Olga and Jiri, had made his peace with the regime. He claimed to have studied the West and found our system wanting.


    “Here I have everything I need,” he told me. “I have a job, an apartment, even a house in the country. I have economic security but have to watch what I say. In the West, you can say what you wish but you have to struggle to live. Which is better?”


    In the magazine article I eventually wrote about this trip for Paris Metro, a new expat magazine, I compared the vision of these two, as if they represented a fair choice.


    How wrong I was. And how little did I understand the sweetness of freedom or its cost.


    But I would learn.


    2: There Are Only Good Drivers in Lebanon


    On the Mediterranean between Cyprus and Lebanon


    “Siroco, Siroco, this is Israeli navy ship. Do you read me, over?”


    It was nine o’clock at night, beginning week six of another war in Lebanon. The sea was calm, and our Greek captain was used to dealing with the Israeli gunboats.


    “Israeli navy ship, this is Siroco. I wait your instructions, over.”


    He cut the engines, and an eerie quiet engulfed us, stretching like a caged tiger into the night. In the distance we could see the running lights of several other ships also waiting for clearance to approach Jounieh. Once the shelling had closed the Beirut airport weeks earlier, this small fishing and pleasure port had become Lebanon’s main window onto the world.


    I joined a small group of Lebanese men who had crowded up at the bow, talking excitedly, seemingly oblivious to the low-slung gunboat circling us silently in the darkness. One man, bald on the top, his white dress shirt open halfway to his waist, wore a heavy gold cross. He offered me a beer from a cooler at his feet.


    “You see that?” he said, pointing to an orange glow on the distant shore. “That is the Palestinians finally getting their due.”


    The Israeli gunboat hailed us again with a staccato burst of sound, falling like a saucer into the dull emptiness of the sea. Almost simultaneously, a bomb burst over Beirut, illuminating the mountains beyond.


    “Oh, yeah!” a short, stocky man cheered. “That is just below my village in the Djebel Druse.”


    The Druse were Muslims, and I must have looked confused because the bald man with the cross started to laugh.


    “You probably think we Muslims and Christians hate each other,” he said.


    I shrugged evasively.


    “Ask Ali here what he thinks of the Palestinians,” the bald man went on. “Ali, tell the American how much you love the Palestinians,” he said, prodding him with his beer.


    Ali was a Shiite from a village called Bint Jbeil in South Lebanon, not far from the Israeli border. He turned toward me and spat on the deck.


    “They invaded our country,” he said.


    “Didn’t they lose theirs?” I said naively.


    “What theirs? Some rocks in Palestine you can’t even wipe your rear end with. Let the Arabs take them if they care so much.”


    I was excited and apprehensive, not knowing what to expect. After seven years of holding forth at Shakespeare and Company and leading a thoroughly frivolous life of poetry and prose, of drinking bouts and easy girls, I knew I had to start listening, following the facts. It was scary, in a way, because it meant entering someone else’s reality you couldn’t control.


    In a matter of weeks, I would come to doubt everything I thought I knew and to believe things I never thought I could.


    It was the beginning of a long career.


    +++


    I wrote my first dispatch later that night, a sixty-second piece on war profiteering for the English service of Radio Holland International. I don’t think it ever aired, but I remember describing the crowd of refugees in Larnaca, most of them poor Christians, pleading with the deckhands to let them sneak on board the ferry so they could return to their families. The indifferent Greek captain was charging $180 for one-way passage, close to twenty times the normal fare. Only a handful of the wealthy—or the reporters—could afford to pay.


    I shared a taxi with Associated Press feature writer Mort Rosenblum to the Alexander Hotel, which towered above the twisting streets of Ashrafieh like a tacky monument of aluminum and glass. The run-down lobby was the swollen heart of Christian East Beirut. People were crammed into overstuffed chairs, hanging on sofas, slumped against the walls by the teletype machine. Shrapnel had pockmarked the dingy marble floor tiles, and the walls had turned yellowish brown from cigarette smoke. The AP had superstar status because of the size of its weekly bill, and Mort offered to use his pull to get me a room. But when the manager told me it would cost $150 per night, cash up front, I politely demurred. At that rate, I could only afford to stay in Beirut for a week—without eating.


    An M113 armored personnel carrier struck with a blue Star of David was parked out front—not exactly the BMWs you might expect. The Israel Defense Force (IDF) had converted the chintzy coffee shop overlooking the empty parking lot into a press office. I could see the officers through the glass in their relaxed military fatigues and felt like I was about to enter the belly of the beast, the heart of enemy territory. At least, that is what I had been taught from the screaming anti-Israel headlines in the French press.


    I bumped into a cameraman I had met during the crossing from Larnaca. We shared a beer at the bar.


    “How do you get across to the West?” I asked him.


    “Wait for a ceasefire. And avoid the Israeli checkpoints. They know they can’t stop us, but they always try.”


    +++


    I found a room with a Christian family for twenty dollars a night not far from the Alexander. After walking around for a day, getting the feel of the city, I decided to phone the father of one my students from Paris. He was a surgeon at St. George’s hospital in East Beirut. They were Christians—Greek Catholic, I learned later, although the distinction meant nothing to me at the time. Dr. Riachi invited me to visit his home that evening to meet some friends. I figured it was a good way to bide the time until I could cross into West Beirut, which, of course, was the real story.


    The houses in their neighborhood along the southern rim of East Beirut looked like enormous blockhouses, a far cry from the dilapidated structures crumbling on top of each other where I was now staying. As I got closer, I noticed huge circles of fresh cement in virtually every house along the street. Most of the windows were crisscrossed with tape to prevent them from shattering.


    A Bangladeshi servant in a white coat ushered me inside to a living room where dense clusters of bodies were talking and sipping on drinks.


    “Nadia told me to be expecting you,” Dr. Riachi said. “Excuse us for the cramped conditions.”


    He explained that three other families were temporarily staying at his house because they had been bombed out of their homes in West Beirut.


    “The Israelis have made them refugees?”


    “Oh no,” he said. “The Palestinians.”


    One of his houseguests was a member of parliament from Nabatieh, a heavily Shiite district in South Lebanon. He was a distinguished older gentleman accustomed to power with a large, expressive forehead who had no reason in the world to spend a minute on an insignificant visitor like me. And yet he did, eager and I think amused to watch the scales drop from my eyes.


    “First, the Israelis forced us out of our home in Nabatieh,” the deputy said. “We were the last ones to leave when they invaded; we had to be. And so we moved up to our apartment in Ras Beirut, and then the Palestinians put an RPG-7 through the living room window, setting everything on fire. They said we had been collaborating with the Israelis.”


    Somewhere an angel was fluttering its wings, driving away the stereotypes I had learned in Paris.


    Dr. Riachi invited me to join them up in the mountains for dinner. Once our small convoy got out of the city, we drove up twisting roads, hugging the steep ravines, then emerged onto a ridge with a spectacular view of the sea. The lights of the city stretched below us like a river of diamonds toward the distant port and abruptly ended in a jagged line just to the west, cutting the city in two. Half the city was bathed in light and activity, the other half plunged in the outer darkness.


    We were shown to a large table at the edge of the stone terrace perched over the cliff. The entire back wall of the restaurant was covered with bright red Bougainvillea. Bunches of bright flowers spilled onto a long table that was crowded with hors d’oeuvres and fruits. Many Americans today are familiar with Lebanese food and would find nothing extraordinary in the lavish plates of hummus, baba ghanoush and fresh yoghurt decorated with swirls of red pepper, the giant platters of spring onions and hearts of lettuce, the bowls of dark green tabouleh sprinkled with grains of barley, the grilled liver brochettes, the skewers of frog legs, and the mountain of fresh strawberries, cherries, plums, and grapes that dominated the far end. But this was my first encounter with the extravagance of Lebanon. I felt I had been magically transported to a Roman saturnalia, where the revelers ate until they burst, then emptied their stomachs in some hidden vomitorium so they could return to the feast. We ate and drank arak, the anisette beverage that was so similar to French pastis, and the war seemed far away. Strings of clear Christmas lights peeped out of the forest of grapevines that formed a natural pergola over our heads, and people were laughing and talking loudly in a babel of languages. As I learned from the Riachis, our fellow revelers were Christians and Muslims and Drusis, about equally apportioned, and normally lived in both the Christian east and the Muslim western sectors of Beirut. This mountain restaurant, and many others like it, was neutral territory, a secret haven where ordinary people—or at least the noncombatants—could make their separate peace and pretend to live the dream of Lebanon as the Switzerland of the Middle East, which otherwise had been extinguished by seven years of feudal bloodletting.


    Suddenly, we heard a loud whooshing and saw the bright orange tailpipes of two Israeli fighter jets plunging into the darkness below, streaking down toward the city. It was too dark to identify them, but there could be no doubt where they had come from or what their mission was. In that instant, the restaurant fell quiet. People eating at distant tables jumped up and joined us at the parapet, staring into the dark half of the city below as if to divine the target of these beasts of prey. We saw tracer bullets arc up into the sky from a dozen points on the ground, and then we saw the Israeli jets pull sharply upwards, afterburners lit, and stand out against the clear night sky, like rockets rising almost vertically into the heavens. In the next instant we saw the red-orange blooms where their bombs hit the darkened city, eerily silent, and the entire restaurant erupted into raucous applause and catcalls before the distant rumbling of the explosions and the jet noise poured over us.


    “Isn’t it your city, too?” I asked Dr. Riachi.


    “You mean, why is everybody so happy to see the Palestinians get bombed?”


    He nodded toward his friend, the Shiite deputy from South Lebanon. “Why don’t you ask him?”


    The deputy had risen with the others, not applauding but smiling wistfully, gently shaking his head as if in approval. When he rejoined us at the table, he gestured to the crowd at the parapet.


    “People have memories,” he said. “For seven years, most of the people you see here were getting bombed day and night by the Palestinians. Many of them, like our host, lost their homes and had to rebuild them, sometimes two or three times. Where was your international media when Christians or Drusis or even Shia in the South were the victims? The Hotel Alexander was empty for seven long years. No one dared walk the streets of Ashrafieh. Many didn’t even dare go to work.”


    “You asked me why I drove an American car,” Dr. Riachi added. “Well, it’s very simple: it’s the biggest and heaviest vehicle I could find. I had to drive an open stretch of road on my way to and from work every day, about three hundred meters each way. When I left the last Kataeb checkpoint at the Qarantina I had to step on the gas and get down below the steering wheel and pray that I could hold it straight and go fast enough not to get hit by the Palestinian snipers along the river. Every day I had to do that. I wound up spending quite a bit on body work—but just on the car, not on me.” He laughed. “We have a saying that in Lebanon, there are only good drivers. All the bad ones are dead.”


    3: Crossing the Green Line


    Beirut


    The next morning, they announced a ceasefire over the radio, and I resolved to make my way into West Beirut. While I was beginning to doubt the sympathies I had brought with me from Paris, I just couldn’t see a story that any Western media would publish based on what I had heard and seen over the past few days.


    The narrow streets winding down to the avenue by the museum crossing were choked with traffic and exhaust fumes, which I took as a good sign. An Israeli M113 was parked alongside the road in front of a tank, its cannon muzzle covered with a cloth bag. I presented my passport to the Israeli soldier at the oil drums barring the road. He looked like he had stepped out of a Hollywood audition with an M-16 slung casually below his waist, shirt untucked, and Foster Grant shades.


    “Why do you want to go in there? Everybody else is trying to get out.”


    “I’m a reporter.”


    “It’s closed,” he said with a shrug.


    “What do you mean? They just announced on the radio that it was open.”


    He ignored me and waved his arm lazily at a taxi driver who had left his car in the line and was approaching him on foot, apparently trying to pick up fares from the people crossing over from West Beirut. The man threw up his arms in exasperation and turned around.


    I decided to hang around. A few Lebanese families were anxiously peering across the Green Line, waiting for relatives to emerge from the besieged West. I took the lens cap off my Leicaflex, snapped a few pictures, and mentally noted the place and the caption. A plainclothes Lebanese security officer came over to me and shouted in English, “No photographs. Move along.” I hurriedly stowed the camera in my shoulder bag and fell back into the crowd.


    After a bit of wandering, I stumbled on a smaller roadblock in the midst of a dense network of streets farther up. There was a wall of sandbags and no Israelis, just a guy in a Bob Marley T-shirt and sunglasses, sitting on an oil drum in front of a bombed-out doorway, an M-16 propped lazily against his jeans. I asked if I could pass.


    He held up his hand. “Wait a few minutes.”


    Soon, an old man carrying a leather pouch with his identity papers came up to the guard and whispered a few words. The militiaman nodded and pointed the two of us down an alley. On the crumbling wall of an abandoned building someone had painted an arrow in white, so we entered and made our way down a long hallway, stumbling over the rubble in the darkness until we turned a corner, and the hallway ended in bright sunlight, where a man-sized hole had been blown out of the wall.


    Suddenly we were on a wide, abandoned avenue, and the little man I had followed headed off at a martial pace, just like the rabbit in Alice in Wonderland. The buildings on either side looked like once-elegant sandcastles eaten away by the tide. Seven years of almost constant shooting and artillery fire had blown out all the windows and turned the street to chunky dust, except for masses of green vines sprouting up everywhere—hence the name of this no-man’s land, the Green Line. Up ahead, a huge mound of red earth blocked the road. As we approached, I saw several guerilla fighters—I assumed they were Palestinians, though they wore no insignia—milling about, smoking cigarettes and drinking tea. One of them tipped his fingers to an imaginary cap as we approached their position. He waved us through.


    I turned onto the main boulevard along the hippodrome and the residential neighborhood of Mazra’a. Despite the ceasefire, not a single car was visible. Bags of rotting garbage were everywhere. They sat in platoon-like ranks in companies, a whole regiment of grey garbage bags lining the shuttered shops along this once-elegant street, many of them gnawed open by rats and others looking for food. The stench was overpowering, a mix of rotting olives, rancid meat, and sun-baked diapers. A few children ran in and out of a building down the street. As I was about to get my camera, a bald-headed man in a neat safari suit came out of nowhere and gently grabbed my arm. I was sweating in the heat, but his touch was dry.


    “Your papers, please,” he said. “Where are you going?”


    I told him the name of the humanitarian organization I intended to visit and write about.


    “Okay, but first you have to go to the Foreign Press Office for a pass. Just ask anyone for the Jamia Arabiya.”


    A pair of Israeli fighters descended out of the clear blue sky and roared past us. I turned to look for cover but noticed that the man was not paying them any attention. He was staring at me.


    “What about them?” I said, indicating the retreating planes.


    “They’re just practicing. Maybe like you.”


    He handed me back my passport and sent me on my way before I could say a word.


    +++


    When I finally reached the Jamia Arabiya, I was directed to the PLO’s chief flak, Mahmoud Labadi, who was giving a tour of bombed-out areas to a pair of British reporters. Labadi had become a familiar face to Western television viewers that summer. With his large designer glasses, fashionable haircut, and casual jacket, he could have stepped off a college campus, not a refugee camp. I found him a few blocks away, explaining the ordnance the Israelis had been dropping on the civilians of West Beirut. At the end of a sidewalk display of what purported to be cluster bomblets, exploding dolls, and other evil wizardry was a brass shell casing filled with a yellowish powder. He dipped a piece of cardboard into it, lit it, and set it on the ground, where it gave off a huge amount of smoke.


    “White phosphorus,” Labadi explained. “You can identify it by the smell. Also by the burns, because it penetrates beneath the skin. This is what the Israelis are dropping on our homes. You call them incendiary bombs.”


    I had read stories about these PLO allegations but never imagined I would be looking at the actual chemical used in illegal incendiary bombs. Somehow it seemed not very threatening, like a high school chemistry experiment. And maybe it was. Labadi had obviously performed this demonstration many times and had no fear of getting burned.


    “Now let me show you where the Israelis are dropping these,” he said, setting a course for the Arab University. The two Brits hung back for an instant, watching the sky for Israeli planes. The street was deserted, except for us.


    “This is a city of death,” Labadi said. “You should say that in your columns. People are afraid to come out into the streets, thanks to the Israelis and their American helpers.”


    The tall reporter with the paunch wrote down the phrase in his notebook, but the shorter reporter was looking at me instead.


    “Say,” he said. “Who are you with, anyway?”


    I told him I was working as a stringer for the English-language service of Radio Netherlands.


    “Well, we arranged for a private briefing and don’t appreciate you barging in on us,” he said.


    “Seriously,” I said. “It’s not like this is a scoop.”


    That was obvious even to me, after what I had learned over the past few days. Then it occurred to me that the two Brits were slothfully taking dictation from Labadi and that I had just rubbed their noses in it. Dumb!


    “Mr. Labadi,” the British reporter called out. “This man isn’t with us. I consider his presence an intrusion.”


    Labadi apologetically asked me to wait for him back at his office. So I left the three of them at the university and headed back.


    One of his aides gave me a form to fill out for my press pass while I waited for the chief flak to return. I filled it out and handed it to him, along with my letter of accreditation.


    “You need two identity photos,” he said.


    “Identity photos?”


    “One goes on the pass, the other is for file.”


    I hadn’t thought to bring photos. Nobody had told me I needed them until now.


    “Don’t you have a photo machine around here? Somewhere at the university? We’ve got them in Paris in the metro.”


    The aide laughed. “This isn’t Paris. The only machines that still work are in East Beirut.”


    “But I just walked here from East Beirut.”


    “Then you can walk back.”


    I was furious with myself. How stupid! I had studied hard to learn about Lebanon, the seven years of the civil war. I had followed the events since the June 6 invasion very closely, memorizing names and dates and places. I had identified several aid organizations in West Beirut I was hoping to use as a base to report on the lives of ordinary people trapped in war and had made contact with the PLO in Paris and in Athens en route. They enthusiastically approved my request to visit the city as a novelist-cum-writer-cum-radio stringer, and each time they said I would be greeted with “open arms.” No one had ever mentioned the need for ID photos. I felt like a dunce.


    I started walking back toward the museum, wondering if the ceasefire would last long enough for me to get photos made and return across the Green Line before nightfall, when a mud-smeared Mercedes came out of nowhere and pulled up alongside me. The bald-headed man who had checked my papers earlier was at the wheel. Thinking he was offering me a ride, I told him I had to go back to the museum to get ID photos.


    “Get in,” he said.


    We were the only car on the street, and the bald-headed man drove quickly. He turned a corner and we headed away from the museum, and I began to get nervous. I said something about Labadi being busy and asking me to meet him back at his office as soon as I got the photos, but he just raced through the back streets, ignoring me. A few minutes later, we pulled up at a roadblock in front of a heavily guarded villa. The guards recognized him and let us pass. The last thing I noticed was long sections of garden hose spliced together in the middle of the street. This, I would learn, was the PLO’s alternative water system hooked up to West Beirut’s numerous private wells. It was the only water I would drink for several weeks.


    4: Interrogation


    A pair of guerilla fighters in dusty green fatigues escorted me into the villa, where a civilian interrogator was waiting. He had sallow skin and several days of dirty beard. His stomach hung over the trousers of his light green safari suit, and his fingernails were long. He sat at a large glass desk flanked by ornate glass-enclosed bookcases packed with ancient pottery and artifacts. I was guessing that the PLO had seized the villa from a wealthy Lebanese family.


    He was holding my passport, which the soldiers had taken from me once we got out of the car.


    “You are American,” he said.


    “Yes.”


    “Born in New York.”


    “Yes.”


    “You have a Jewish name.”


    “Actually, it’s not,” I said. “My family is—”


    “Shut up!” he slammed my passport onto the desk. “You have a Jewish name. You look Jewish. You were born in New York, the city of the Jews. You have a camera. You are an Israeli spy. Sharmouta!”3


    He jumped up and cocked his fist but then thought better of it and said something in Arabic to the two soldiers and waved me out of his presence.


    I was in a state of shock. I had come to Beirut thinking that the Palestinians were the powerless victims of a massively well-armed nation state, the Arab David fighting a Jewish Goliath. After all, that was the story the Western media was putting out. And I was sure that would be the story the two British reporters I had met earlier would write. But suddenly, I had slammed into reality in the form of a PLO political cadre who had real power over me, and he was convinced I was a spy.


    The two guerilla fighters took me outside and herded me back into the dilapidated Mercedes. We drove for a few minutes in the shadows of bomb-nibbled apartment blocks, then arrived at what looked like a military complex. We left the car by a roadblock and went through a large gate into a courtyard, then up a flight of steps and through a series of corridors. Guerilla fighters were sleeping in rooms on both sides; others were drinking tea or playing cards. At the end was an office, where an older man in crisp military fatigues was seated at a desk looking at a file.


    “You speak to the Colonel,” one of the guards said.


    “Sit down,” the Colonel said in perfect English. He went over the same questions as the political cadre, carefully writing down my answers without comment. His businesslike manner was reassuring, and I began to hope that this was all just a huge mistake. He asked who I had spoken to at the PLO, wrote down their names, and then asked how I had crossed over to West Beirut. When I told him that I had followed an old man through an abandoned building, he stopped writing and stared at me.


    “You mean you just walked in here?”


    “Yes.”


    “My soldiers are jittery. They could have shot you, and there’s nothing I could have done about it. Don’t you realize this is a war zone?”


    Israeli warplanes passed overhead, and he pointed to the darkened window behind him. “Do you think I have these shutters closed because I like to sit in the dark? It’s to conceal our position. You think you can just walk the streets and nothing will happen?”


    I felt dumb but a bit relieved. I was thinking that it must be harder to shoot somebody you think is just plain dumb, rather than a brilliant spy.


    He began thumbing through my address book, and my worry returned. I had the names and phone numbers of political contacts in East Beirut, people whose names he undoubtedly would recognize.


    “Who is Adib Yitshack?” he asked. I drew a blank. It sounded ominously Jewish the way he pronounced it.


    “Can I see?”


    He slid the address book over to me, and I understood.


    “That’s the name of the street of the Hotel Alexander, where I thought I would stay.”


    A large map of Beirut occupied an entire wall of his office. He stared at it for a moment, seemingly lost in thought, then shook his head again, exasperated.


    “I spent ten years in the United States. You have a saying: the best defense is a good offense. Do you know who said that?”


    “We use it in football.”


    “Yeah, it was Notre Dame, I think. Look, if you want to get out of this, you’d better stick to that story.”


    “What story?”


    He slapped the folder with my information onto the desk angrily. “You just walk in here with no papers and say you want to write about the war. I might be inclined to believe you. But other people are going to think you’re a spy. We’ve had people come in here with airtight credentials who turned out to be spies.”


    “What are you saying?”


    “I’m just saying, stick to your story. Having no credentials, nothing in writing besides a letter from some radio no one has heard of, might be what finally saves you.”


    He made a final annotation in Arabic at the bottom of the paper he had been writing on, then waved me off, shaking his head. “Goddamn stupid Americans!”


    +++


    The guards ushered me down another long hallway overlooking a courtyard, then up a flight of stairs to a bare office, where a man was waiting. He was closer to my age, wore a pistol in his belt, and spoke broken English. He offered me tea from a pot on his desk, then indicated that I should empty my shoulder bag: Leicaflex, a few notebooks, rolls of film, address book, wallet, and identity papers all wound up on his desk, where he inventoried them in Arabic on a plain sheet of paper. Then he opened my wallet.


    “Money,” he said. “How much money?”


    I didn’t know whether this was a joke, since he could see for himself, or whether he was asking for a bribe.


    “Around five hundred pounds,” I said.4


    I was curious whether he would pocket the cash, but instead, he wrote down the sum and put the money and my passport into a plain white envelope on the desk.


    “Belt,” he said next.


    I tried to make him understand that my belt had a practical function, but when he offered to assist me in taking it off, I rolled it up and placed it with the rest of the things he had stuffed in my bag, hoping he wouldn’t see the zipper. Inside, I had stashed enough cash to last me several weeks.


    “Write name,” he said. I looked at the lines of Arabic writing, wrote “for contents of bag,” and signed. My mind raced over the events of the past few hours, but I could find no order, no logic, no reason why this was happening. The man ushered me politely into the next room, where a few fighters in uniform sat around, cleaning their rifles, smoking, drinking tea. One of them had a fresh bandage wrapped around his left foot. He smiled, extended a pack of cigarettes. Another soldier stood on the balcony. I pointed to the sky.


    “More planes?”


    “W’allah,” the man with the bandaged foot shrugged. “They come, they not come. What we do?”


    After a few minutes, we heard footsteps in the corridor, and a guard came in and motioned with his AK-47 for me to get up.


    “Where are you taking me?”


    “Someplace safe,” he said with a grin.


    We went down two flights and headed across the courtyard to a much taller building, perhaps seven or eight floors, on the far side of the compound. It looked like so many seaside apartment buildings in Beirut, with small balconies at each floor and a pale yellow façade. The only access from the courtyard that I could see was a basement door, its metal covers folded back. We went down a half-dozen steps and through another metal door, entering a darkened room, where half a dozen fighters lounged about a cheap metal desk and chairs. They laughed as I came in, then one of them got up and went to a metal door at the far side of the room and inserted a key, pushing it open.


    For an instant, my mind froze, unable to comprehend what was happening. It was pitch black inside, but the smell of human sweat and excrement and cigarette smoke was overwhelming. As they pushed me into that pit, I could feel densely packed bodies shift slightly so I could pass, like a carpet of squid. All I could see were a pair of orange coals floating in the darkness, too faint to illuminate what had to be faces bathed in smoke. And then the door snapped shut behind me, forever closing me off from the world I had known for twenty-eight years.


    I wanted to shut my mind and block it all out, but the darkness was thick and palpable, and it sucked me inside like Jonah into the whale.
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    5: Cellmates


    “You have cigarette?” a voice in English whispered. For some reason, they hadn’t emptied my shirt pocket upstairs, so I had a pack of Gauloises, a disposable lighter, and a piece of candy a six-year-old Lebanese boy had given me for good luck before I crossed the Green Line into West Beirut. I grabbed the cigarettes and felt around in the darkness until I found the man’s arm.


    “Somali!” someone jeered.


    He sang at them in Arabic, and the room broke into muffled laughter.


    Someone lit the stub of a candle behind me and placed it on the metal frame of a cot. My body threw weird shadows onto the mass of flesh before me, warping the distinctions between human and darkness like a Rembrandt painted on water. In the heat, most of the men had stripped to their underwear. Some lay on filthy foam mattresses on the floor, clothes bunched into pillows beneath their heads. Others sat or lay on cots at either end of the cell. You couldn’t move without bumping into something you couldn’t see. Bare backs and chests glistened with clammy sweat that exuded an indescribable odor I soon identified as hopelessness, resignation, and fear.


    “Sit,” Somali told me.


    I saw the newcomer space near the corner and wrapped my bare arm across my nose, hoping to filter the stench from the plastic bucket that served as the latrine. Now it was time for the cell leader to conduct his interrogation of me.


    Ali was Palestinian. He was fit and clean, compared to the rest of them, with an almost military bearing. His eyes sparkled with humor as Somali transmitted the outline of my story. I gestured to show the size of my two small children.


    “You, six months,” Ali started to laugh. “Six months talk Arabi very good!”


    I tried to laugh with him, but the thought of staying in this place one day, let alone six months, was a shock. Six months! It couldn’t be. I had come here as their friend. And now I was their prisoner.


    “The Colonel said he’d be coming for me later,” I ventured.


    “Oh, the Colonel,” Somali said. “Boukra. Boukra, inch’allah!” Tomorrow, God willing. My heart sank.


    Those first hours underground were the longest in my life. There were fifteen of us in the cell, which couldn’t have measured more than sixteen by ten feet. They all smoked to hide the kerosene-fringed stench of the latrine bucket and their own clothes, and I smoked with them, but it just made the air thicker and more fetid. Relying on Somali’s English, I tried to learn something about them.


    Fouad announced that he was a Palestinian Liberation Army soldier, thumping his chest, perhaps thinking to impress or scare me, since I was, after all, an Israeli spy. He was the only one in the cell who had a cot to himself, and he seemed to have special privileges—extra cigarettes, candle stubs, a lighter. His dark hair fell in a greasy lock over a low forehead. Beneath his dirty white shirt, you could see ripples of fat. He was not just a bully, but, I soon learned, he was also our dedicated snitch, a greasy informer. The others feared him and held him in contempt. “He once murdered someone—with a knife!” Somali whispered, rolling his eyes in terror so that even in the dim light they showed white in his deep black face.


    Ramadan and Anwar were Egyptian laborers who were arrested at a checkpoint trying to leave West Beirut during a lull in the fighting. They looked like they were born dumb, carrying loads of sticks on their backs, peasants in dirty dish-dash dresses. But they constantly smiled and made the best of things. Whenever Ramadan said something, Anwar repeated it as if it were the smartest thing he had ever heard. “No bombing today,” Ramadan remarked. “No bombing today!” Anwar shouted out to the rest of us, and they both laughed. Ramadan liked to crack his knuckles. Anwar did the same.


    “The Fatah people, they keep them for a week or two, slap them around, then let them go,” Somali said as we discussed our cellmates. “That’s how they tell Beirut, you not leave.”


    “So everybody is a hostage,” I whispered. “The entire city!”


    He nodded.


    Two of the men were Drusis, soldiers in Walid Jumblatt’s People’s Socialist Party, PSP. Both had been here more than a week; one of them had scoops of flesh missing from both thighs. They, too, had been taken at a checkpoint trying to leave.


    Perhaps the strangest was a skeletal-looking Palestinian whose name nobody knew, who was lying face-down on a thin foam mattress. Two years ago, someone had thrown him through a window, and according to Somali, he hadn’t uttered a word since. On his back was a large crimson patch, raised from the skin like hot wax, cross-hatched with a web of thick lines. It was as if he had been branded with a waffle iron.


    Suddenly, there was noise out in the guard room: scuffling feet. My heart leapt—perhaps it was the Colonel, coming down to tell me it was all a mistake.


    “Hot, khobès,” Ali the cell leader said.


    A guard banged on the door and slid open the judas, and Somali went over and took a bag of flat Lebanese bread. The cell erupted into frenzied activity. Someone opened the door and handed in a pan of stewed tomatoes and two bottles of water, our dinner. Even the man with the crimson brand managed to sit up and move to the floor, where the rest of us were crouching like animals in the light of a candle stub. We scarfed up the tomatoes with stale bread and passed the water bottles hand to hand. Someone burped. Fouad hawked up phlegm, then lit a cigarette. My first meal as a captive was over in less than three minutes. I returned to the sour-smelling blanket I had found on the floor.


    That night, as I lay awake listening to the other men trying to sleep, with Fouad coughing richly, Somali nervously smoking, Ramadan and Anwar cracking their knuckles, and someone else moaning, I learned not to let my mind wander. Because when I did, I wanted to moan just like my invisible cellmate across the room. I thought of Julian and Clio, my infant children, and how I would get down on all fours and they would crawl all over me, like the statue of Zeus and his infants in the Tuileries Gardens. They probably wouldn’t even remember me in ten years, and all of it, for what? What had I possibly hoped to achieve by coming here? To report on what? How stupid had I been! What could possibly be more important than running with them in the park, reading them stories at night? It soon became obvious that such thoughts led directly down to the pit, so I learned to train my mind. I focused on visualizing the courtyard outside. How many sandbags had there been? How many soldiers? Where was the gate that led to the street and to freedom? I tried to remember everyone’s name. I focused on remembering the Arabic words I was learning, and I kept hearing a voice: Your story doesn’t end here, over and over, like the snippet of a song you repeat when you walk. Your story doesn’t end here.


    Eventually, I fell asleep.


    +++


    Finally it was morning, and the short bald Syrian who headed the guard detail shone his flashlight through the judas, blinding us purposefully one by one. Everyone crowded to the door. This was roll call, PLO style. Each of us spoke his name and the date he was taken. The Syrian wrote carefully in his dirty notebook: Ali, Fouad, Somali, Salih, Omar, Ramadan, Anwar, Nasser, Mahmoud, Hassan, Fa’ad, Saleem, Nayef, Rahsan. As the new arrival, I was last. He couldn’t pronounce my name and was writing something with a scowl.


    “Herrr-mani?” he said. He was so short he had to stretch up to reach the judas.


    “No, Timm-merrr-man,” I said again, insisting on each syllable.


    “OK, OK, Herr-man-man,” he said, waving me away.


    I returned to my place by the latrine jug, sunk in a gloom as foul and insidious as the vapors of the piss pot next to me. I was locked in an underground cell somewhere in West Beirut. My captors alone were aware of who and where I was, and they didn’t even know my name. I felt like the tree in Wittgenstein’s forest that fell with no one to hear. What difference did a life make without witnesses? The voice inside me screamed the answer: every difference!


    Over the next three and a half weeks, I would lose most of my illusions and learn hard lessons that have stayed with me ever since. I would learn that I could bear physical pain and hopelessness beyond anything I had ever imagined and that I could forgive those who inflicted it. I would learn that I was ready to take another man’s life in order to gain my freedom or lose my life in the attempt. I would learn again to pray, and most important of all, that I was not alone: I had a Savior who had endured far worse than anything I could imagine, and he was very real and would stay by my side when I most needed him.


    +++


    “Quickly! Yallah! Quickly!” the guard shouted as he herded me back to the cell. Before he could get the door open, another explosion made the floor tilt, throwing us against the wall.


    I had been at the hammam down the hall, where they let us out one by one to wash and use the toilet. This was a ritual accomplished in the morning after Karaki, the resident cook, banged on the judas and brought glasses of sweet tea to accompany the dry bread and olives he gave us for breakfast. For hammam, one of the guards dipped a plastic urn into an oil drum and scooped up a half-liter of water, our daily ration for washing. The urn had a handle and a long spout and was normally kept in toilets to perform the ablutions that replaced toilet paper in much of the Muslim world.


    “Yallah!” the guard shouted again as the hollow sucking roar of the Israeli aircraft died away. He was the small older one called the Syrian, and his small dark eyes darted frantically from pillar to duct, trying to figure which posed the greatest danger. He was scared.


    Out in the guard room, everything was in confusion. The air smelled of cordite, people were coughing, and the fighters were shouting at each other as the Palestinian anti-aircraft guns rattled away, chasing the departing aircraft. In the dim light from a Sterno lamp on the desk I could see white smoke billowing down the steps from outside. Then somebody shouted “Tehran!” again and the Syrian wrestled the door open and nearly threw me into the cell. He slammed the door shut just as the plane dove toward us, sucking all the air out of the building like a giant pair of lungs, and then the bomb hit and popped me like a cork me into a mass of bodies, sweating, tense, and afraid.


    Most of my cellmates were crouching on the floor, hiding their heads between their knees. Some muttered prayers, begging Allah to keep the roof from collapsing and burying us alive. Even Fouad started cracking his knuckles, huge cartilage snappers my grandmother always warned would make your bones ache when you got old, filling the silence between bombs. Two or three were smoking nervously. By the glow of their cigarettes, I waded through Jell-O to the far corner of the cell, where I pressed my back into what I hoped was a supporting column. I figured if we took a direct hit, I had a better chance of surviving there. Each time the bombs hit, I could feel the walls shake. All of a sudden, I really wanted to grow old. When I was a spoiled teenager reading Dostoyevsky, I thought it was romantic to pretend I wouldn’t live past thirty. Now I desperately wanted to see my grandchildren grow up.


    Rahsan the Syrian was sitting across from me. “We’re all going to die,” he said, looking up to his god. Like the others, he was a fatalist who believed everything was in Allah’s hands and that he was powerless to assert any control over what happened to him. But because in real life he was a Shakespearean actor, he added some theatrics to the mix. He was small and fine-featured, and when the sucking began again, he tucked his head between his legs and waved like a scarecrow at the emptiness. Then the bomb hit and toppled him over, and in the aftermath, we could hear the sharp crack of automatic rifles nearby and the crazed popping of mortars and rockets and the rapid bursts from the anti-aircraft guns out in the street, and Rahsan looked up from the ground, rolled his eyes, and smiled. We had survived, al-hamdulillah.


    I was queasy and weak from lack of food. My stomach was empty of everything but fear, and the fear seemed to be devouring everything. “Ken!” Rahsan shrieked, just before another bomb hit. I crossed myself and began to pray out loud, something I hadn’t done for years. I started by asking God to forgive me for shouting out his name in vain when the bombs hit, for not praying in ordinary times, for turning to him only in weakness and danger. Then I started to make him promises. I promised to baptize my children if I survived, I promised to light candles in churches, I promised to go to Mass, finding in the mysteries of the Catholic Church with its miracles and martyrs greater power than the purely rational Presbyterianism I had been brought up with. I prayed with confidence that only he was powerful enough to get me out of this darkness, out of Death’s strong grip. And then I begged him to accept my prayers and to forgive me again for not praying before and to hold me to my promises, and then the bombing stopped, and I knew he was listening and he was real.


    I began praying every day, not just during the bombardments, but at ordinary moments, trying to trick my mind into making time disappear. One morning, I skied an entire mountain I knew as a teenager in Vermont, and that was a form of prayer, too. With infinite slowness, I left the Antelope and entered the woods, stopping to feel His presence in the silence between the trees. How good it was to feel the deep, soft snow beneath my skis, to shift my weight for a quick turn, to float on top of it and sit backwards and sink down to a stop. I tugged on a pine branch and felt the snow fall on my face, cool and refreshing like angel dust.


    A bang on the door interrupted my descent, calling us to the judas to take a bag of dried khobès, a plate of olives, and a pan of a sludge that might once have been brown beans. Thanks to him, I spent a whole morning on that mountain, not in this pit.


    6: Bang, Bang. You Dead.


    The bombardments continued intermittently for more than a week. They came without warning and followed no discernable pattern, day or night. Sometimes they lasted for hours, sometimes just a few quick passes of the jets, like a matador performing a series of veronicas on a bleeding bull. One morning that felt like a lull, I had a shock while visiting the hammam.


    “Vous parlez français?” a voice hissed from somewhere in the darkness behind me. Karaki, the chief cook, part-time guard, and hammam attendant, had just handed me the urn with my half-liter of water and was pretending not to notice. I hissed back, “Oui.”


    “Si jamais vous sortez d’ici, contactez l’ambassade française. Dites leurs qu’il y a deux français ici.”


    “Comment tu t’appelles?” I asked. Karaki still pretended not
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