




Praise forBabylon by Bus
“Captivating.”
—Los Angeles Times
“Powerful…While their insights into bureaucracy are telling, their portrayals of everyday Iraq are particularly vivid…. This is a report from the civilian front lines, bulletins from the belly of the beast that continues to roar. It’s funny, provocative, maddening—and largely riveting. Its tone spans the tongue-in-cheek and the elegiac, and it’s ultimately serious. While it isn’t anti-military, it’s anti-spin and anti-opportunist, photo and otherwise. I wouldn’t want to take the trip LeMoine and Neumann did, but I’m glad they returned to tell their tale.”
—Chicago Sun-Times
“This delightful book is Innocents Abroad meets Fear and Loathing. The story of Jeff and Ray, two Valium-popping, hard-drinking, Red Sox-loving, twentysomething do-gooders on their own buddy trip inside the mess of post-liberation Iraq is compulsively readable, hilariously irreverent, very sad, and very real, all at once, and, for all the right reasons, it could well become a cult phenomenon.”
—Jon Lee Anderson, author of Che Guevara and The Fall of Baghdad
“The boys’ position of being both outsiders and insiders provides a unique perspective on the war that is miles away from anything found through the ‘normal’ news channels. It is a complex, harrowing, frustrating, and heartbreaking account of the American occupation in Iraq.”
—Booklist
“Weird, dumb, hilarious, wise—a book that makes you think, What the hell? And then you realize that’s exactly the point. When the apocalypse comes, I want these guys to be my tour guides.”
—Sean Wilsey, author of Oh the Glory of It All
“Some of the war madness is reminiscent of Catch-22; some of the sorrow and tragedy is, too.”
—Kirkus Reviews
“Their observations from the bottom of the CPA hierarchy and from the streets of the city add a considerable degree of texture to the reporting of the period after major combat…. More memoir and travelogue than history, this book provides a gritty look at the people who actually make a career of helping out in war zones and the ways in which they manage to keep some shred of sanity.”
—Library Journal
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Authors’ Note

THIS BOOK IS TOLD from one person’s point of view, Ray’s, for the sake of readability, but we pooled our writing, insights, and recollections during its creation. It began as a magazine piece written in Ray’s voice, and we decided to keep it that way. Nonetheless, everything we say here happened as we say it here.
—Ray LeMoine and Jeff Neumann
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BABYLON * BY * BUS

Prologue
“I’ve heard Judea is nice this time of year….”

THE BUS BROKE DOWN again near Fallujah. This time it was only for a few hours, but other engine and mechanical troubles had already turned the advertised ten-hour ride from Amman to Baghdad into a nearly twenty-four-hour epic. It was morning, just after sunrise, and my companion, Jeff Neumann, and I jumped out to stretch our legs and take a leak.
It was January 17, 2004. Nine days earlier, I had celebrated my twenty-fifth birthday. Jeff was twenty-eight. During this time, Iraq was experiencing a period of relative calm.
Jeff gestured up the road. “Look at that,” he said, “a burned-out tank.”
A few miles ahead, the Sunni Arab city of three hundred thousand hunkered low; a mud-brick skyline. Columns of thick black smoke rose from somewhere inside the city, like spires punctuating the view and adding a wispy counterpoint to the mosque minarets that spiked heavenward across the horizon. Fallujah is known as the “City of Mosques,” and the Army’s 82nd Airborne was now working the city’s perimeter, with Fallujah’s interior festering under insurgent reign. By the time we left Iraq, under threat of assassination, Fallujah would be at open war with the Americans, with heavily armed foreign jihadist and ex-Baathist guerrilla insurgents fighting the 1st Marines in bloody urban combat.
Baghdad was our ultimate goal. We’d entered Iraq on Highway 10 from Jordan, a super-slab across the desert—not unlike I-15 between Los Angeles and Las Vegas—that cuts east-west across the featureless heart of Iraq’s western al Anbar province, an area about the size of Connecticut. Due to the number of roadside ambushes and bombings taking place there, Highway 10 had recently become one of the most dangerous stretches of pavement on earth.
But if Anbar and Fallujah were in a state of anarchy, it was being benignly overseen by the encircling 82nd Airborne troops, who were keeping their distance and avoiding civilian interactions at nearly all costs. Both sides understood that Fallujah was set to explode, and even a small interaction gone wrong could escalate into violence with deadly speed.
Anbar was a no-man’s-land, and anyone traveling there was assumed to be aware of its dangers: It was definitely a “travel at your own risk” situation. Back in Amman, as we’d boarded the bullet-pocked bus, everyone had been watching everyone else from the corners of their eyes.
At the Jordanian-Iraqi border, there hadn’t even been security: No tanks, concertina wire, or armed guards were visible to imply Iraq was at low-intensity conflict. Nobody even came out to inspect our bus. Inside a grim blockhouse, a pair of tired and bored-looking Passport Control clerks, Arab men in full-length, dark-gray dishdashas, moved through their fluorescent-lit room as if underwater.
They stamped our passports without looking up.

AT THE TIME, in January 2004, American government statements out of Iraq contained news of “terrorists on the run,” overlaid by images of happy Iraqis, gentle breezes, and warm sunshine. In this version of occupied Iraq, democracy and freedom were flowering in the land of the Tigris and Euphrates. This Golden Age was being underwritten by a nation-building effort run by the American-led Coalition Provisional Authority (CPA), whose noble work was being slowed only slightly by a few foreign jihadists and Baath Party “dead-ender” guerrillas, lonely fighters who were losing resolve as their support in Iraq continued to evaporate.
Across the past months, though, this picture hadn’t seemed in sync with the daily news out of Iraq. With a steady frequency, bombs were going off, killing Americans in Baghdad and beyond. And any time the Iraqis announced they would expand training for the Iraqi police or military, those registration drives were being met with gunfire or suicide and car bombers. So, in late 2003, we decided to go to Baghdad and see for ourselves. Had we known Iraq was set to collapse into all-out war, we might not have gone at all. But that’s irrelevant now.

FOR THE TWO OF US—Red Sox fans to the point of painful cliché—the road to Baghdad started in the South Bronx; more specifically in Section 336 of Yankee Stadium on the night of October 17, 2003: Game 7 of the American League Championship Series, or ALCS. “The Stadium,” as Yankee fans call it, is known as “The Toilet” by Red Sox fans, since, seen from above, it resembles a giant commode. On this night, the usual antipathy between these two sets of fans was amplified by a tied-up series: Both the Red Sox and the Yankees had won three games. After the Red Sox won Game 6 to tie and force a decisive Game 7, the team had their best hope for a World Series in seventeen years.
Compounding the anticipation, Game 7 was to showcase the greatest postseason pitching duel in decades: current Red Sox ace Pedro Martinez versus former Red Sox ace Roger Clemens. From New Jersey to Maine, every media outlet hyped Game 7 as more than a mere athletic event. In New York, the headlines read things like “Showdown in the Bronx” and “Do or Die.” On that day, across the Northeast Corridor, regular life simply stopped for millions of people, including us. All everyone cared about was the 8: 17 P.M. game time. After a few hours of trying, we scored tickets at the last minute. Nothing beats October baseball in the Northeast. The traditional red-white-and-blue bunting was unfurled around the mezzanine and box seats. Then the sun slipped from the Bronx sky, and the night grew cold. We could see our breath as Yankee Stadium began to fill, and everybody in the place remained standing as Pedro and Roger walked out of their bullpens to do long-toss warm-ups in the outfield. By the time of the National Anthem, with its F-16 flyover, we had butterflies in our stomachs, which we were trying to quell with several seven-dollar beers. As we mingled among the New York faithful, it didn’t take long for us to start getting harassed by Yankee SuperFans, with their wind-suited, satin-jacketed bada-bing humor—“Hey Bos-tuuun? What’s Bos-tunnn eva won…eh-oooohhhhh.” Life was great.
The Red Sox took an early lead, knocking Clemens out of the game and holding their edge behind a steady Pedro on the mound. Soon, we became magnets for showers of tristate saliva and thrown beers, and we were celebrating and high-fiving with any Red Sox fans we could find. Talk was already circulating between us about who would be driving the first leg of the trip to Miami for Game 1 of the 2003 World Series against the Marlins. “Sticky Van,” our trusted old friend—a classic white Ford F-150 cargo van that we often slept in, only to awaken stuck to the floor—was our ride of choice, as it had been on so many cross-country adventures before. In anticipation of victory, we gathered with our friends and other Red Sox fans on the left field lower deck, where we were provided our own (somewhat abusive) police detail.
Then things went wobbly. Not long after our route to Miami was planned (a hard charge down I-95, as the World Series would start in two days), the Yankees rallied to tie the game. And the rest, well…sucks. In the bottom of the eleventh, Aaron Boone blasted a game-winning home run into the left-field stands only a few yards from us. We didn’t even stick around long enough to see Cap’n Jeetz emerge from the Yankee dugout to do his patented “victory chop.”
On our ride home down the FDR, tears were flowing. We were broken. Drowning our sorrows with bourbon at a bar in the East Village, we contemplated our future—or fresh lack thereof. We had no regular jobs, nor were we looking for any; we weren’t done with school, and we weren’t getting any younger. At about 3:00 A.M. I turned to Jeff and said, “Bad as this feels, it isn’t bad at all. It’s an opportunity to make some decisions. Make some new plans.”
“I had no plans beyond the World Series. You know I hate thinking ahead.”

THE NEXT AFTERNOON we woke up in our Brooklyn loft and retreated to our rooftop refuge. Our building’s old, unused water tower had been converted by an artist into a sitting area with two comfy wooden benches, and it offered the best view of Manhattan for miles. Below us was a major sanitation depot, and the sweet smell of garbage in transit filled the air. A scrawny, crackhead hooker trolled the street below. Despite the benches and the views, at the moment our loft seemed to rank among the most unlivable places in America. The nearby stores were often out of everything that hadn’t been canned or bottled by Goya. A twenty-minute walk would get you to the nearest health food store. We sat on the roof, nursing our hangovers with a few beers.
“Must we endure another painful winter?” Jeff said. “I can’t. I have to leave.”
“New York?”
“The whole East Coast. America even. I’m over it. I don’t know. Maybe go to the Middle East.”
“It’s pretty boring there right now.”
Jeff liked to live in a place, be it Boston, New York, or California, for a few months only to fail at whatever he was trying to do, and then pack his bags for an international destination. The prior winter, a humbled Jeff had retreated from the city after dropping out of the School of Visual Arts in midsemester. Now I planned on joining him as a New York failure.
“Another retreat, huh? I think I’ll be joining you on this one,” I said.
“Fuck you, the Middle East was my idea.” It was common for us to argue about who thought of what first.
“Asshole, I’ve been saying I wanted to go to the Middle East all summer and you know it.”
Neither of us spoke. We stared at the endlessly interesting Manhattan skyline. Airplanes were cruising above the city.
“I can’t believe the Sox lost.”
“Imagine how many shirts we’d have sold and cars we’d have flipped if the World Series was in Boston.”
“No shit.”

SINCE 1999, the Red Sox had provided me with a decent income, not to mention a lot of Jeff’s.
Back in the summer of ’99, I’d been a vendor inside Fenway Park, selling Cokes in the stands during games. That October, the Red Sox had faced the Yankees in their first-ever ALCS matchup when, just hours after the series was set, a friend and I silk-screened the words “Yankees Suck” on a white T-shirt in a blue athletic-bold font. The night before Game 1, we sold three hundred shirts between the hours of 1:00 A.M. and 3:00 A.M. to fans camped out at Fenway awaiting the sale of tickets. From that night on, “Yankees Suck” T-shirts have been sold outside Fenway after every home game, along with later iterations that read things like: “WWJDD?” (“What Would Johnny Damon Do?”), “Yankees Suck, Jeter Swallows,” “Jeter Sucks A Rod,” or other similarly pithy phrases we could generate. Beyond all the other T-shirts, though, the “Yankees Suck” shirts have become, in their way, famous: gaining mention in Sports Illustrated, The New York Times, The New Yorker, and dozens of other national publications.
Most games, we had roughly twenty people selling shirts on the sidewalks and street corners around Fenway. Generally, they were old friends or younger brothers of old friends. “Work” consisted of standing and hocking shirts for an hour after games. The T-shirt operation wasn’t a normal business, with profit as the bottom line. For us, the bottom line was fun, with a nightly “suck” of our gross profit going toward collective good times. The money gave us the freedom to do things like traveling on a whim or attending big playoff games.
I’d actually met Jeff in 1996, outside Wetlands, a now-shuttered bar and club downtown in New York City, back when I was still in high school. Then I would see him around at music shows up and down the East Coast. Growing up, Jeff mostly lived in the greater Washington, D.C., area, including Arlington and farther south in Richmond, Virginia. When we met, he was living in northwest Washington, D.C., working as a bicycle messenger and playing guitar in a few bands. He picked up his global travel habit with these bands; touring gave him a chance to see Europe, South America, and the Pacific Rim, plus a good chunk of North America. In 1998, he moved to Boston to make a new start and remove himself from what had become a negative environment: a situation that culminated with a long jail sentence for his best friend and his longtime girlfriend leaving him for a guy who loved penny loafers and had greaser hair. In Boston, he promptly enrolled in—then dropped out of—Northeastern University, where I was also enrolled as a student.
College kids in Boston have two major enclaves, the Mission Hill area of Roxbury, near Northeastern, and Lower Allston near Boston University. Neither of these neighborhoods can be described as nice, though the Hill is the slightly more dangerous of the two. I’d moved to Boston as a student from my family’s home north of the city in 1997, the year before Jeff arrived permanently. We lived in similar Mission Hill triple-decker apartments. Our circle of friends was drawn from the various colleges in town, as well as from the music scene we’d both grown up in.
Over the next five years, we lived in a succession of houses on the Hill, the most notable of which we called the “38 Calumet Street Gentlemen’s Club.” The GC was part imperial England, part Tijuana backstreet strip club, part Explorer’s Club, and part bookie desk. It also functioned as a sometime casino and—for one pleasant, fuzzily memorable February—an opium den. A black stripper named Cookie lived with us for a time. It was at 38 Calumet Street that many of our worst ideas—parties and debacles too humiliating to mention—came to fruition. But it was also at the GC, even more than in college, that our true education began, generally over our card games. GC poker nights would attract a collection of the city’s young entrepreneurs, drug dealers, writers, musicians, college dropouts, yuppies, couch surfers, real surfers, skaters, Sullys, designers, artists, middle-aged street hustlers, day traders, and the occasional MIT or Harvard students.
With all the T-shirt cash funneling through the house, these games were huge for the college crowd. This was before anyone with ESPN and the Internet had made poker their own, and our game was one of the few in town. It was during these events that we learned to calculate risk, appreciate the power of the individual, and develop the nerve to face failure and financial defeat. The 38 Home Game also gave many of us the opportunity to take money from a pair of Oxy-Contin dealers/sniffers—the pills sold for eighty dollars apiece—who joined the game from time to time.

BACK ON THE ROOF in Brooklyn, Jeff said, “Hey, at least we don’t have to go back to Boston.”
I nodded and recalled my hatred for Boston’s postcollege scene. Once you turn twenty-two in Boston, everybody leaves, and those left behind are either younger than you or establishing their careers in fields that neither Jeff nor I had any interest in. We’d done everything we could in Boston, and now we’d outgrown it. We were in a phase in which we were too young to be taken completely seriously in New York, but too old to be hanging out with the students in Boston. The Red Sox loss aside, our life situation in October 2003 was as bleak as it had ever been. Our friends and families knew it, and they wanted little to do with our problems. And we didn’t ask them for help. Our girlfriends—frustrated by our drifting and traveling—had moved on to what they believed were greener pastures. “Let’s get out of here. We haven’t paid rent in three months,” I said. Our Brooklyn loft was a scam. The elevator didn’t work and the place wasn’t legally habitable. Our landlord knew he’d broken the law, and he’d stopped trying to collect rent weeks before the playoffs. “It’s time to plan another trip.”
For the past few years, Jeff and I had been using the baseball off-season to travel. We’d been to some sixty-odd countries each: everything from a weekend in London to multimonth trips to Latin America, Europe, and Asia. We’d grown tired of the Lonely Planet scene, though, and never wanted to meet another Dutchman who liked “Goa Trance” and Ecstasy. There’s this stupid romance with Thailand’s fake exoticism, or Guatemala’s “culture,” or Prague’s cheap prices that really aren’t cheap. At the moment, nothing sounded less appealing than sitting on a beach in some backpacker hotspot.
We also didn’t want to go somewhere “untapped” like Rangoon or Patagonia, which didn’t figure into prominent current events. We had grown up in D.C. and Massachusetts respectively, politics were in our blood, and since 9/11 foreign affairs had come to the forefront of American politics. We wanted to go somewhere that mattered, someplace where we could see firsthand that concept called the Global War on Terror.
The T-shirt thing showed us that anything is possible and we figured: Why not try and work in humanitarian aid? Help people dig wells, build infrastructure, or distribute food and medicine—anything, really—and, lately, we’d been looking for these jobs in the hottest of spots: Gaza, Baghdad, Kandahar, Peshawar…any place that would have us. We combed humanitarian and Non-Governmental Organization (NGO) websites, searching for jobs, but they only wanted Ph.D.s. Instead of applying online for a job half a world away, we decided to apply in person.
It’s not accurate to pretend Jeff and I were simply two do-gooders trying to help babies in the third world. We also enjoyed the world’s sleazy side. Ever since high school, when I’d first gone to Tijuana (always Jeff’s favorite city after New York), I’ve had an attraction to the darkest corners of the world. During Iraq’s looting, the thought of loading up a stolen Lamborghini with Persian rugs and Baathist booty had crossed our minds. Stupid, I know.
When I say we were stupid I don’t mean that we didn’t know anything. With all our free time we had the chance to read and read and read. Our stupidity lay not in a lack of knowledge, but rather in our application of that knowledge toward dumb ideas, like buying stolen sports cars in Iraq to transport rugs, or selling offensive T-shirts on the sidewalk, or going to Gaza to get a job.
So it was a combination of political curiosity, a willingness to work for free, and a love for bad schemes that made us set off for the Middle East, with Iraq looming largest in our sights. I said to Jeff, “We can stay home and do nothing. Blow money at bars and sleep till noon. Or we can go see what interests us most. Seems like an easy choice to me.”
“You’re right. Hemingway didn’t stay home. Orwell didn’t…”
“Hey, it’s what we have to gain—though in Iraq we’ve probably already missed the looting. And I’ve heard Judea is nice this time of year.”
A date was set: We’d spend New Year’s 2004 in Tel Aviv; then we’d press on for Baghdad.
As a Jew, the idea of going to Israel also seemed a rite of passage. I felt that I had to see the Holy Land at least once if I was going to call myself Jewish. The Second Intifada was raging and now seemed as good a time as ever to confront the land of Zion and its discontents.
For us, in order to understand America and her growing entanglement in the Middle East, we had to see the conflict firsthand. Watching Middle Eastern events on the news and reading about them in newspapers and books suddenly seemed too remote and antiseptic. The money was there. So we went.
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BOOK * ONE
“And there’s a chance things’ll get weird…”



1

WHEN I SHOWED UP to meet Jeff in Tel Aviv on New Year’s Eve, I hadn’t seen him since just after Game 7 back in October. Jeff had been in the Middle East for three weeks. For the last few days he’d been traveling in Israel with his grandmother and her church group, assisting them and providing a little youthful energy, and at the same time experiencing a version of the Holy Land that’s been well scripted by American religio-tourism companies, commercial entities that guide the faithful to all the Old and New Testament photo ops while avoiding the intractable present-day troubles wherever possible.
There Jeff was, up the sidewalk. As I got closer, I could also see he was wearing the same shoes as me. Two friends, who haven’t seen each other in months, now on a sidewalk half a world away from where they last saw each other, and both wearing the same brand-new sneakers.
TEL AVIV is one of those places that feels familiar, even if you’ve never been there before. It’s a Bauhaus version of Art Deco Miami or classicist-modern Sydney. The beaches are great, the sun is hot, and the architecture is excellent. The girls are beautiful, too. In fact, Tel Aviv may have some of the best-looking women on earth, but many of them have been in the Israeli Defense Forces (IDF), and they’re a bit guarded.
Both Jeff and I really wanted to like Tel Aviv. It wasn’t easy. There is a ferocity in even the garden-variety Israeli: a streak of individualistic self-importance that often leaves them seeming not only unhelpful but flat-out mean. Even their dogs are vicious. And then there’s the expensive food. A pizza costs twenty dollars. A cup of coffee is three dollars. Even the simplest foods are ridiculously expensive, especially considering that all over Israel are kibbutzes where people farm for no wage at all, so shouldn’t food cost less there?
The same bars you find from New York to Barcelona to Hong Kong also exist in Tel Aviv. It’s a bar that now circles the globe like the Tropic of Cancer—a minimalist, sleek lounge. Even the music is the same: minimalist techno and ironic dance punk.
We saw and found some funny things while urban lurking in Tel Aviv. There was a place called Chinky Beach where you could eat bagels and smoke weed. Our hotel sat on Dizengoff Square, home to Tel Aviv’s crust punk community. Aside from doing heroin and drinking canned beer, Dizengoff Square’s crusties could be counted on to pick a fight with virtually anyone who walked by. One day, we watched two punks in black leather jackets as they pummeled each other for an hour.
What made Tel Aviv unique was all the weaponry. The Apache attack helicopters that flew south down the beachfront toward Gaza. Or the assault rifles everyone seems to carry. Israel is always at war. That’s one of the things we realized as we walked the streets of Tel Aviv. Israel/Palestine is a conflict, where the two sides are fighting for two different things: Security versus Land. The Israelis want their national and personal security, while the Palestinians want their land back. Both sides have their sets of solid arguments.
Both sides have extremists, too, people who—when peace shimmers for a rare moment—step in to ruin it. Both sides also have leaders who are married to the conflict.
In the Holy Land, the one thing you cannot sugarcoat, polarize, or politicize is the bloody, guts-strewing reality of the violence there. Underneath the propaganda on both sides sits certain wrenching truths, and these realities are reinforced every day by another new tide of death. But we didn’t go to Israel to pick sides.
In the case of Israel, occupation is never an easy business. The IDF are definitely brutal in their military dominance over 3.5 million Palestinians whom they have effectively trapped inside the Palestinian Territories. The IDF are among the world’s greatest human rights violators. And yet they’re faced by Islamic militants who have no problem using children as suicide bombers, often against other children. Both sides engage in acts that all human beings—no matter their nationality or religion—should condemn.
In Tel Aviv, New Year’s Eve was dead because they operate on the Jewish calendar. There was nobody in the bars and nightclubs; there was no celebration. Everywhere we searched for fun was deserted. One of the only people we saw on the street, in fact, was a heroin addict lying against a wall in a downtown underpass, with a needle jammed into his left forearm. We took our pictures with him, just to immortalize the moment as a low point for the three of us. But we were pretty let down. Our grand plan for New Year’s in Tel Aviv was a bust.
Things got a little better when we stumbled upon a group of teenage Arab rappers down by the beach. We told them we were Americans and they broke out a bottle of absinthe. “Now listen to our rhymes,” one said before breaking into a verse. “Israelis keep us down/they actin’like clown/we gonna take them down…I love 2Pac!”
We told them that 2Pac sucked and Biggie was God, before continuing down the esplanade.
AFTER NEW YEAR’S EVE, we headed to Jerusalem to see the sights and figure out how to see the West Bank. Staying at the run-down Faisal Hostel, where Jeff had stayed the week before, just opposite the Old City’s Damascus Gate, we began talking with some members of the International Solidarity Movement (ISM) about the current situation in the West Bank. After the recent suicide bombing of a bus stop near Tel Aviv, the IDF had encircled and cut off the city of Nablus, the home of the suicide bomber. We found a couple of ISM girls, Sara and Samantha, who knew of a way to sneak in and were leaving the next morning, and they invited us along.
Around noon the next day, we went from the Old City to the West Bank border in a couple of minibuses, the vehicles most commonly used for travel between West Bank cities, then switched to a service taxi, which dropped us off at the Huwwara checkpoint just south of Nablus. Since the city had been closed off by the IDF, after wasting about an hour in line at the checkpoint we headed back about a quarter mile to the taxi waiting area. Luckily Sara spoke fluent Arabic and found a man willing to drive us on back roads over the mountains and into the West Bank in his van. So we set off with these two ISM activists and three Palestinians we’d met at the taxi area who were trying to get home.
A partially blocked tunnel ran under an Israeli-only highway between West Bank settlements, and as soon as we’d shut the van’s doors the driver took off, tearing through the tunnel at high speed. We headed up a steep hill, only to be confronted head-on by an IDF jeep carrying three paratroopers. At gunpoint, we were told to get out of the van and were given a mild interrogation: “What are you doing here?…Can we see your passports, please?” Jeff and I were getting laughs from the soldiers more than anything else. We told them we were on our way to Iraq, which they found equally maddening and confusing. One soldier asked, “What do you want to see there? Or here?”
“We have no idea what we’re going to see in either place,” Jeff said.
Then the paratroopers turned to the Palestinians—and they really gave it to them. They stuck guns in the Palestinians’ faces and gave them what seemed like very serious warnings, accompanied by a few extra threatening gestures. In English, the paratroopers told us how dangerous it was to be inside Nablus. He told us to get out of there. Backtracking in the van, we were relieved we hadn’t been detained.
This experience was about as far away as a person could get from the Israel Jeff had recently experienced with his grandmother and her church tour group. His three days with them in Jerusalem and over to Qum’Ran and Ein Gedi hid many truths about this place and its always roiling conflict. In the American Church Tour Version of Israel, a strange fusion of evangelical Christianity and Zionism, all Arabs are reduced to being street peddlers, friendly waiters, and the smiling face of “Holy Land” souvenir shops.
After hanging around for a half hour back at the taxi area, we headed up the same road again, because, according to the driver, the IDF had a “shift change” at 4:00 P.M. We kept saying this was the dumbest thing either of us had done, and we were right. But this time we passed safely through the tunnel, then hung a hard left onto a dirt and stone trail, with another van carrying a Palestinian family hoping to get home following close behind us. The road was so rutted, the terrain so rough, we couldn’t believe this shitty van was actually making it. Then we were in plain view of the highway below. Above us, not two hundred yards up a steep hill, we also saw we were in plain view of an otherwise hidden IDF outpost.
It was getting dark now. But what a sunset. The sun was dipping behind the mountains across the road: red and orange, with visible individual beams of light shooting everywhere. “Biblical,” we kept saying and laughing. It was like something you might see signaling a monumental event in the Bible.
A green jeep with blue lights spinning on top suddenly began to tear down the hill toward us. Luckily there was a barbed-wire fence separating them from us, and, fortunately, it looked like their road veered off into another direction through some rough terrain just ahead. Still, fear tingled my spine. Our van sped up through an olive grove and climbed, back tires bouncing and spinning, up another mountain. Everyone inside kept looking frantically in all directions for any sign of the Israeli troops.
Shortly after crossing the mountain, we arrived at a small West Bank village called Tell, where we all let out a huge sigh of relief, even though “safety” for us was a sealed-off combat zone that had been averaging a few Palestinian deaths a day for the last two weeks. Just down the road from Tell, Nablus remained encircled and under siege by the IDF. As we drove into the city, we let Samantha, the activist from Sweden who’d hitched a ride with us, off at an ISM safe house, then we kept on toward the city center.
Nablus, a city of two hundred thousand, the largest in the West Bank, had an eerie feeling. There wasn’t a soul on the streets. Clouds of black smoke billowed from the burning tires of street blockades. An M1 Abrams tank spotted us and followed us with its turret cannon until we were out of sight.
Just past the tank and to the right was the hotel where Sara suggested we stay, which also happened to be the only one still open in the whole city. Actually, it was a nice hotel, but empty and really quiet.
We talked the guy at the front desk into letting us split a single room three ways, for thirty dollars. The only sign of the fighting was a single bullet hole in a hallway window. We threw down our small packs in the room and headed outside. It was now dusk and a little drizzly. There were three or four Palestinians hanging around in the narrow alleyways that led into the city’s central market square, which was only a couple of blocks from our place. Also in the central square were the tank and some burning/smoldering tires.
Tank treads had shredded the pavement, and the fountain at the square’s center had been repeatedly crushed and smashed beneath the tanks, which had left their tread marks across it. We started walking directly for the tank and its gun slowly turned in our direction with that mechanical “grrrrrrr” sound you imagine it making. There was also a Humvee-type vehicle parked nearby. We stopped for a minute to talk to a guy named Lloyd, who turned out to be from San Francisco and who was there as some sort of witness for a Christian aid group.
In the alleys of Nablus’s Old City we got tea from some really friendly guys, talked with them a little, high-fived them all, then walked farther in. Minutes later, two Humvees started shooting large-caliber bullets down the street, red tracers slashing the dusk over our heads. We ran and hid behind a dumpster. A few more bursts of gunfire erupted, and then it was dead silent again. The Palestinians we’d been talking to had coolly split up the side streets and away from the Israelis.
Twenty minutes passed before one of us decided it was a good idea to head back for the central square, where the tank had been and the gunfire had come from, because that was the way back to the hotel. As we got back to the city’s center, we spotted two Red Crescent ambulances parked where we had been talking to Lloyd an hour or so earlier. One of the drivers from the ambulance crew said a seventeen-year-old boy, Naji Sayeef, had been shot dead, bullet wounds to the neck and head. We lied and told the drivers we were journalists (Sara once interned at the Cairo Times) and the guys let us ride along to the site, the Balata refugee camp.
The clinic we pulled up to was riddled with huge bullet holes—from an IDF drive-by. We spent about twenty minutes inside and got all of the details on the killing: Supposedly Naji Sayeef was in the wrong place at the wrong time and the IDF soldiers had shot his head off. The bullets exploded his head and neck. Earlier that day, another Palestinian kid had also been shot, but he’d survived. According to the clinic workers, neither kid was doing anything wrong. With the story told, the two guys in the clinic offered to take us into the camp.
Balata, founded in 1948, was one of the first Palestinian refugee camps. Its entrance had a huge Hamas banner strung across the road. A huge metal loudspeaker bolted to the exterior of the camp’s mosque was blaring a pissed-off-sounding voice in Arabic. A group of guys with megaphones walked around the corner, yelling Naji’s name and saying all kinds of stuff in Arabic.
We lurked around in the narrow streets, passing Hamas and PFLP graffiti, and ended up at the home of the ambulance driver’s friend. The building was run-down. It looked more like a shrunken public-housing project than a refugee camp. Our host was a young man with a beard. Inside, just past the apartment door, was a huge, floor-to-ceiling painting of our host’s dead brother, fronted by a pair of crossed AK-47s. The man told us his brother had been killed several years earlier during the Intifada’s worst fighting, at thirty-one years old. He’d been killed defending the camp’s gates from invading IDF troops. On the opposing wall was a cap-and-gown graduation photograph of his other brother, a lawyer, who was in jail and hadn’t been heard from for a long time. We listened to stories of Israeli injustice for over an hour. The whole thing had a staged feel, as if the same litany had been told in the same way to many foreign observers before us. Finally, we said our good-byes. Back in the hotel we watched bad Egyptian pop videos on satellite TV in the lobby, trying to register all that we’d seen in the past seven or eight hours.
The next morning we awoke to the sounds of bustling street life: horns honking, people yelling and moving. The Israelis had gone, the hotel concierge told us as we checked out. Jeff and I decided to walk the roughly three miles from
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