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INTRODUCTION



THE TANK SHELL THAT SMASHED into the Palestine Hotel sent bits of concrete pouring down onto the roof of a tent, where I’d been sitting, urgently discussing with my friend Ismail how we could stay safe on this, the heaviest day of the fighting we’d seen in Baghdad.


“We’ve been hit,” I thought when I heard the explosion above me. It was so loud that I instinctively bent over and covered my head with my hands. I had no idea who had fired on us, or with what. More important, I didn’t know if there was more of it on the way.


I ran out of the tent onto the grassy lawn in the shadow of the Palestine, craning my neck to see what had slammed into the upper floors of the hotel. I struggled to snap on my black helmet as I ran to record what was going on around me with my handheld digital video (DV) camera. The video was very shaky. I was breathing hard.


When I first saw the destruction, I was sure it had been caused by a relatively small weapon, perhaps a rocket-propelled grenade. The explosive had hit the tower of the hotel where the guest rooms were located. The Palestine consisted of a large rectangular base, which housed the lobby, the restaurant, a coffee shop, several conference rooms and a boutique that sold Iraqi souvenirs, including Bedouin clothing, checkered headscarves and stuffed camels. The eighteen-story tower grew out of the middle of the base. The tank shell had shorn off the corner of the tower’s fourteenth and fifteenth floors. The damage also appeared to have been made by something fired from the ground and not by the many fighter jets and helicopters that had been ferociously attacking Baghdad all morning. I noted these observations in my head as I ran around the hotel holding my little DV camera—my flak jacket thumping against me with each stride and my helmet slipping off my head—trying to figure out if the time had finally come to flee the hotel for one of the safe houses I had established.


From where I stood staring up at the building, I could hear a female journalist screaming in panic. She was one floor above me, standing on the roof over the hotel’s lobby and conference rooms. It was effectively a balcony where most of the broadcast journalists did our transmissions. She was yelling, “We’re all going to die! We’re all going to die!” She’d snapped. The strike on the Palestine was the critical moment of what had already been a harrowing day.


I’d woken that morning to the sound of US fighter jets tearing through the sky over the hotel. It sounded like a giant zipper. The jets were buzzing so low that the glass balcony door in my room trembled like the top of a snare drum. I rolled out of my bed, belly to the floor, and inched over to the balcony, where I watched the jets swoop over Baghdad like birds of prey, releasing bombs from their talons. I saw those bombs crumple the buildings they hit, turning the concrete and glass structures into what looked like heaps of freshly tilled topsoil out of which sprouted mushroom clouds of pure white smoke.


A journalist had already been killed that day in Baghdad. American forces had destroyed the office of the Arab television network al-Jazeera in the early-morning hours, killing a reporter. Al-Jazeera’s office—along with the bureau of the rival Arabic-language satellite television network Abu Dhabi—was across the Tigris River from the Palestine in a much more dangerous part of the city. Thus far, Baghdad’s western bank had been attacked by US forces every day of the war. It was clearly the best place in the city to take pictures—some of the images the two Arab networks broadcast were nothing less than extraordinary—but the location was far too risky. They were killing themselves to compete with each other. I’d offered the Abu Dhabi team a chance to stay with me at the Palestine. I told them that I thought the two networks had been pushing their luck too far throughout the war. “You’re too close,” I said.


This is not to justify what happened. I’ve been told that both al-Jazeera and Abu Dhabi had given the Pentagon the global positioning system (GPS) coordinates of their bureaus in Baghdad. The Americans, therefore, should have known where they were. The US military’s attitude, however, was that anyone who wasn’t embedded with them was in Iraq at his or her own risk.


That day—April 8, 2003—I also witnessed what was for me the most terrifying air attack carried out by what I suspect may be the most frightening plane in the US arsenal: the A-10 Thunderbolt II, more commonly called the A-10 Warthog because of its stubby, inelegant shape and the grunting noise it makes when it fires its anti-tank machine gun. From my balcony I’d watched the stocky little plane fly low and slow over the city, dropping rows of flares to divert heat-seeking anti-aircraft rockets fired at it; none were. The pilot also performed acrobatics to protect the plane, swooping up and down and from side to side as if in an air show. The A-10 Warthog is armed with a Gatling gun in its nose that fires huge 30mm bullets hardened with depleted uranium that penetrate tank armor. The spinning gun fires bullets so quickly that it’s impossible to distinguish the sound of the individual shots, and the rapid firing blends together to make a low-pitch grinding sound like an upstairs neighbor dragging a heavy sofa across the floor. I watched the plane unleash its Gatling gun on the Iraqi ministry of planning, which like all ministries at this stage in the war was empty. The barrage of bullets made it look as if someone were cutting the ministry in half with a giant chain saw. I wondered at the time why a plane designed to destroy tanks was firing on an empty building. I cynically suspected the pilot of testing out the Warthog’s capabilities, “letting her rip,” so to speak.


The Warthog wasn’t the only American hunter prowling the sky and providing close air support to the advancing troops that day. I also watched a pair of US attack helicopters in action a few miles to the south of the Palestine. I’d filmed them circling each other like bees over a flower, their noses pointing down toward the streets. They were occasionally firing into the city, destroying anyone and anything that threatened the tanks and armored personnel carriers (APCs) filled with marines advancing below them.


Throughout the day, I’d heard gunfire crackling around the hotel and Iraqi artillery being launched from behind a row of nearby buildings. The artillery shells had been whizzing overhead on their way to the western bank, where the US Army had taken up position one day earlier. I suspected many of the artillery shells were probably landing on Iraqi homes in the area.


Earlier, I’d still had the feeling that the Palestine was in the calm eye of the hurricane, albeit an eye that was shrinking by the minute. That changed when the hotel itself was shelled.


I rushed back to the tent to see what Ismail thought about the attack on the Palestine. Ismail—a stocky Turk in his forties with a crew cut, a thick neck and round sensitive eyes—was in charge of the Turkish satellite uplink service I’d been using for my live shots, a company called IHA. The tent we were in was IHA’s makeshift office, equipped with a television set, a satellite telephone, a bed, a small refrigerator and an area with a carpet for Ismail and his team of five cameramen and satellite-uplink engineers to pray; they were all Muslims. All of his equipment was powered by several generators that Ismail had rigged with auxiliary gas tanks so they could run twenty-four hours a day. Ismail had once been an officer in the Turkish military and still acted the part. He was firm, always spoke his mind and thought of his team before himself. His crew ate together and relied on Ismail to settle all disputes. If the team had only three pieces of bread, they were given to Ismail to divide equally.


I told Ismail that I suspected Iraqi fedayeen, officially known as Fedayeen Saddam or the Saddam Commandos, had fired a shoulder-launched rocket at the hotel from one of the nearby buildings, but I wasn’t satisfied with this explanation. I couldn’t understand why they’d bother to shoot at a hotel full mostly of Western reporters. We weren’t a threat to them. “Could it be an eye for an eye for killing the al-Jazeera reporter?” I wondered.


Ismail had another, more ominous theory. He suspected that the director general of the Iraqi Information Ministry and press center, Uday al-Ta’e, was responsible for the attack. Ismail had seen Uday lingering below the part of the hotel that had been hit a few minutes before the attack. Uday had been searching for a camera that had been providing pictures to the Fox cable news network. Uday had kicked Fox out of Iraq before the start of the war, apparently for being too supportive of US military action, and had specifically ordered journalists not to film from their hotel rooms. But Fox had managed to continue broadcasting live pictures from Baghdad, even though the network didn’t have a correspondent in the city. There had been a camera on the balcony of one of the rooms that had been hit. Ismail believed that if Uday suspected the camera on the balcony belonged to Fox, he was capable of ordering the attack to shut it down and send a message to other journalists to follow his dictates or else. It was a chilling thought. Even though I’d always had an amiable relationship with Uday and he didn’t seem to be a sinister combination of evil and lazy, like some other Iraqi government officials, Ismail’s theory did seem plausible. Since the start of the war, I’d been haunted by thoughts of what Iraqi officials might do to Western reporters during the final stages of the war when it became clear that the Saddam regime was fighting for its life. Now that we had clearly arrived at that critical stage, I was especially concerned, as one of less than a dozen American reporters still in Baghdad. I’d also noticed Uday looking despondent over the last twenty-four hours, sitting alone at night in his office in the lobby of the Palestine. I feared that Uday had realized that soon he would be an outlaw. I worried Uday might have become a desperate man.


Shouts from the hotel lobby interrupted my discussion with Ismail. Journalists were bringing down our colleagues who’d been injured by the shelling. I saw a cameraman rushed out of the hotel and loaded into a waiting car. He was wrapped in a bloody bedsheet. His eyes were expressionless and his face was blank. Other reporters came out, several splattered with blood. It was hard to tell who was injured and who was offering relief. This was the image I had in my mind when I walked in front of the live camera to do a report for Good Morning America. The editors told me in my earpiece that General Buford Blount of the Army’s Third Infantry Division had announced that one of his tanks had fired the shell at the Palestine Hotel in response to shots coming from there.


“But that’s not true,” I said.


“That’s what the general is saying,” I was told. “He said the tank crew responded to sniper and RPG [rocket-propelled grenade] fire from the hotel.


“After the tank fired,” they told me the general said, “the shooting stopped.”


I hadn’t heard a single shot come from the hotel. None of the journalists had. That’s what I said on air.


After the broadcast I climbed the stairs to the fourteenth floor to see the damage. The power had been out for several days and emergency generators were operating the elevators, but I didn’t want to risk getting stuck. I walked into the damaged room and onto the balcony, where I saw my colleagues’ blood amid the shattered glass and broken concrete. From the balcony I could also see the tank that had fired at us.


That night we held a candlelight vigil on the lawn for our colleagues who died of their wounds. Many of the journalists were crying. An Iraqi man stood up to make a speech during the vigil. Everyone fell silent. He started shouting, banging his fists on the table we’d set up for the candles and calling us mercenaries who were only interested in making money off the blood of the Iraqi people. I went upstairs to my room bitter at the world and wrote in my journal:




April 8:




I watched US tanks and APCs rolling on the other side of the river today. They were moving back and forth, kicking up dust and smoke. Then I saw two tanks take up positions on the bridge.


Then I heard about the al-Jazeera reporter. I’d just spoken yesterday to the Abu Dhabi correspondent, telling him that I thought his office was no longer safe. He said, “but al-Jazeera is there.”


That poor reporter, he’d just gotten here a few days ago.


Then the hotel itself was hit. I was down in the IHA tent. I ran outside. There didn’t seem to be too much damage. I thought it was probably an RPG fired by the Iraqis. Ismail suspected foul play from Uday.


I went up to the room on the 14th floor. The glass balcony door was shattered. The balcony itself was crumbling. There was a pool of blood and blood on the shards of glass. There were long sweeping tracks of bloodstains on the carpet where the injured reporter had evidently been dragged. It was the blood of a Spanish guy from Telecinco. His blood was also on the sheets that the others had used to help him. His leg had nearly been blown off. His bone was broken, his leg hanging on by a piece of flesh. The Reuters guy in the room on the 15th floor was wounded in the belly. His guts were hanging out. He died after that.


US General Blount said there was sniper and RPG fire coming from the hotel. This is nothing less than total bullshit. There was no fire and I’ve been here all day. Then a general at the [US Central Command] briefing in Doha said there had been “hostile intent” from the hotel and that the army does not “target” journalists. If it was not “targeted” then why was the army taking “wild shots” at a hotel full of journalists? The tank commander probably thought the camera was a Stinger missile or some type of shoulder-launched rocket. The stinger has a lens similar to a TV Betacam. But didn’t he know this hotel is full of reporters with TV cameras?


War, life and death are too important to be put in the hands of some 19-year-old who has never left the States. It’s too important to be left to children. The soldier who fired the shell probably isn’t old enough to have a beer in a bar, but he can fire a tank!





I put down my pen and tried to catch a few hours of sleep. I thought about the reporters who had died. They were not my friends, though I’d seen them around. But I did know that I could just as easily have been one of the casualties. I wondered how I’d come to be in Iraq and how we as a country had arrived here too.







CHAPTER ONE



THE JOURNEY THAT BROUGHT me to Iraq started in Egypt. I moved to Cairo after graduating from college in 1996 with a Bachelor of Arts in international relations and no real clue what I was getting into. I didn’t speak a word of Arabic or have any contacts in the Middle East. I’d set off with a thousand dollars in cash wallpapering my pockets and tucked into a money belt around my waist, and landed at Cairo International Airport armed with two suitcases of clothing destined to be ruined by Cairo’s all-penetrating filth, a worn copy of Nikos Kazantzakis’s inspiring book Zorba The Greek and a hope that I’d be able to make myself into a foreign correspondent. I’ve long believed that opportunities must be made and that if proverbial “doors” don’t open, it’s best to kick them down. That’s been my philosophy since I was a young boy struggling with dyslexia, which often left me frustrated and demoralized. Well-intentioned but somewhat patronizing teachers and school administrators had told my parents at the time that private school would have been too difficult for me and that I would never learn a foreign language. It annoyed me so much I had to prove them wrong.


I had no real experience in journalism before arriving in Cairo. I’d spent one summer as an unpaid intern at CNN Business News (now CNNfn) in New York City, and banged out a handful of insignificant articles for The Stanford Daily. These brief forays into journalism had nonetheless been enough to whet my appetite for the field. The prospect of learning about new subjects and having the privilege of riding the train of history rather than watching it pass me had tremendous appeal. I didn’t want to break into journalism in the traditional way. At twenty-two, I was impatient and restless. So I vagabonded off to Cairo. The logic was the same as starting my career in a small market: There would be fewer journalists competing for stories. I figured if my Arab escapade didn’t work out, I could always return home and try to find employment as a business consultant. It was 1996 after all. There were plenty of jobs.


My choice of the Middle East was strategic. I guessed that the Middle East would be a hot story in the post-Cold War world. I’d also considered setting up shop in China, but my impression at the time was that many of the stories Americans were interested in from Asia were economic and financial. I didn’t want to be a business reporter, which I would unscientifically classify as no fun at all. As the years passed in Cairo, however, what I had initially assumed would be a way to make a break developed into a fascination with the Middle East and the cultures, splendors and horrors that make the region such a pivotal part of our world.


After taking a few Arabic lessons in Cairo without making the progress I’d hoped for, I moved into a poor neighborhood, ironically named Sahafiyeen, which means in Arabic the “journalists’ district.” I rented an apartment on the seventh floor of a plain, prison-like cement building that looked like it might have been designed by a graduate of the Stalin school of architecture. It had no elevator; almost no water pressure (often no water at all); foul-smelling, 1960s-vintage furniture (if I slapped a cushion, clouds of dust filled the air); and a live-in colony of fearless, scarab-sized cockroaches. I once saw one so huge I could actually hear it walking across the hardwood floors. The giant bug shuffled slowly and looked at me haughtily when I confronted it armed with a slipper. Air-conditioning was an impossible dream. The lobby of the building was often splattered with sheep or goat’s blood courtesy of a nearby butcher who killed the animals for customers on demand. Every year during the Eid al-Adha, or feast of the sacrifice, when Muslims traditionally sacrifice an animal to commemorate the Biblical and Koranic accounts of God commanding Abraham to slaughter his son Isaac, it looked like there’d been a multiple homicide in my building.


Within a week in Sahafiyeen I became—no exaggeration—the most popular person in the neighborhood. My apartment was always vibrating with activity. Locals came in droves to drink tea, smoke cheap Cleopatra cigarettes (I supplied both gratis), stomp out hordes of my live-in cockroaches and check out the new young American who’d landed in their neighborhood like a Martian. Many people asked me to help them obtain visas to the United States, assuming I had diplomatic privileges and a direct line to the president. One time I jokingly told a new acquaintance that I’d call President Clinton and see what I could arrange for him. The man looked excited and asked me several times if I’d followed up on it. Sarcasm is little understood in the Arab world. Other people in the neighborhood offered their services as guides, dragomen, electricians, plumbers, teachers and handymen of all sorts. I learned after receiving a few offended glances that my untrained tutors liked to be called professors, and that anyone who knew which end of a screwdriver to hold liked to be called an engineer. Surrounded by so many “engineers,” it was a wonder I lived in such a dump. The majority of the people in the neighborhood—who would drop by my apartment unannounced and stay for hours smoking cigarettes and drinking tea loaded with sugar—were both curious and somewhat flattered that an American had chosen to live among them instead of the wealthier Cairenes, whom they deeply resented. Egypt’s nouveau riche not only stood out in stark contrast from the impoverished majority of the population, but they often made the disparity far more noticeable with their garish tastes for Mercedes with tinted windows, gold-leaf-encrusted reproductions of Louis XIV love seats and throne-like chairs (dubbed the Louie Farouq style by local expatriates) and condescending behavior.


I felt accepted in my new neighborhood, although I had some trouble getting accustomed to the squalor. My street was paved, but many of the narrow alleys in the warren-like area were merely packed dirt that would turn to sticky mud during the midwinter rains. The municipality never picked up the trash, forcing locals to set it on fire, giving the neighborhood a unique acrid smell that clung to the insides of the nostrils. I also had to accept the fact that I no longer had any personal space or privacy. My army of “engineers” talked to me at breath-smelling range and held my hand when we spoke or walked in the streets, which were littered with empty silverlined bags of potato chips, rotten vegetables and thousands of cigarette butts and patrolled by two-foot-tall stray dogs with bent ears. My friends, advisors, bodyguards, tutors (everyone carved out a role) also demanded to know everything about my life and movements. If I went to a coffee shop that I didn’t normally go to, everyone wanted to know why and if I’d do it again. I felt very looked after.


Unlike poor districts in the United States, which tend to be centers of crime and drugs, underprivileged areas in the Arab world are known as Shaabi neighborhoods, or “of the people.” The name describes them perfectly. The English translation would be “popular” neighborhoods, although I’ve never found American slums to be especially popular. Shaabi areas in Egypt, on the other hand, generally have fewer social problems than the wealthy neighborhoods. Society in places like Sahafiyeen was tightly knit, devoutly Islamic and thoroughly safe. I firmly believe that if I’d been robbed, assaulted or harassed in any way, the locals would have hunted down those responsible and beaten them severely. I once saw a mob pummel a man of about thirty a few blocks from my building. The man had tied a wire coat hanger to a string, which he’d been swinging up to people’s balconies to yank down their galabeyas (the flowing pajama-like suits commonly worn mainly in rural and poor parts of Egypt) from clotheslines as they were drying. Evidently the man had been plaguing the neighborhood for quite some time. They let him have it, fists flying. Perhaps because of reactions like this, theft was extremely rare.


There was also a brotherhood among men in Egypt that astounded me. I saw it for the first time when I was in a taxi, a decrepit dented Lada with windows that didn’t roll up and oilstained seats that weren’t secured to the floor. It was an infernal summer day and I was sitting next to the driver. (Men always ride in the front with the driver so as not to make him feel like a driver. Drivers prefer to be called chauffeurs.) My “chauffeur” was eating an ice cream—two scoops on a biscuit cone—with obvious pride and delight. He noticed me looking at it and offered me a lick, which I declined. I thought he was merely being polite. It’s rude in Egypt (and across the Arab world) to eat in front of other people without offering to share. Shortly afterward, however, we stopped at a busy intersection manned by a traffic policeman in a tattered white uniform. He’d obviously been on the street all day sipping exhaust fumes. He looked completely spent. My chauffeur leaned out the car window and handed the policeman his ice cream. The policeman smiled, took a modest lick, passed back the cone and waved us on our way. It was typical of the generosity I witnessed from people, most of whom couldn’t even afford shoes. Instead, they wore plastic flip-flops, known in colloquial Egyptian, as in English, by an onomatopoeia, pronounced ship-ship. I was often invited for home-style meals that gave me explosive diarrhea, taken to meet sheikhs who tried to convert me to Islam and dragged to even more fetid neighborhoods than Sahafiyeen to smile in front of people I didn’t know (always distant relatives of friends and neighbors), who fed me stewed fava beans straight from dented aluminum pots, mountains of lentils, grilled livers, and sausages stuffed with meat and rice, much of which made me run for the toilet only to gag in horror at what I found there. But I consoled myself with the cliche “It’s the thought that counts.”


After about eight months in Sahafiyeen the fog in my head began to clear and my stomach started to settle. I could even drink water straight from the tap. All the drinking water in Cairo comes straight from the Nile River, which is so polluted by local industries that it shimmers like oil along certain stretches close to the banks, and it tastes like swimming-pool water because of all the chlorine the government adds to kill germs. There’s a local joke that Egyptians can digest rocks. After eight months, I could have at least digested pebbles. And I had begun to speak reasonable Arabic.


Once I began to learn the language, however, I discovered that much of what the people around me were saying was quite disturbing. At the time, there was a scandal widely publicized in the local newspapers involving a group of boys and girls who’d been discovered in the countryside having a wild party that bordered on a mass orgy. The police, local sheikhs and many furious parents had demanded an explanation for the debauchery. It became a shocking national indignity in a country that prides itself on the piety of its people, especially in rural areas. The families of the boys and girls involved in the sex romp concluded that the lapse in morals was brought about because the youngsters had allegedly been chewing bubble gum made in Israel. The newspapers said it had been a plot by the Mossad, Israel’s equivalent of the CIA. The newspapers postulated that the Mossad had impregnated the gum with an aphrodisiac as part of an Israeli mission to corrupt Egyptian morals, destroy the fabric of society and thereby weaken the enemy. I found it difficult to believe that everyone I knew accepted the story, but most of them did.


“That’s typical of how Jews operate,” one of them explained. “Haven’t you seen what they’re doing in Palestine?”


I thought that I was living in a pocket of ignorance and gullibility. Over the years, however, hardly a day has gone by when I am not presented with a Jewish conspiracy, including the widespread belief that Jews were responsible for the attacks against the Pentagon and World Trade Center in September 2001. After a while, I could start to predict how people in Egypt would explain events through this paranoid paradigm. Conspiracy-driven philosophies are so convincing because they can explain everything without offering any evidence.


I have since had many discussions with Muslim intellectuals who emphatically deny that anti-Semitism is as pervasive in the Arab world as it appeared to me. The most common answer has been that Muslim tradition respects Jews and reveres Moses as a prophet. While this is true, it doesn’t explain the complete obsession and mistrust, not only of Israelis but of Jews in general, that is so prominent in Arab society.


As I talked to my friends and neighbors in Cairo, I became regularly involved in discussions about Iraq. The UN sanctions and “double standard” regarding US policy toward Israel were always brought up. People simply couldn’t understand why the United States failed to rebuke Israel for what they believed was its clear violation of UN Security Council resolutions, but punished Iraq when it did the same. They had a point. I never heard any blame cast at Saddam Hussein’s feet, however. People in Egypt told me they didn’t especially like Saddam, but that the main problem Iraq faced came from the United States, not the Iraqi government.


“Millions of Iraqi children are starving every year because of the sanctions!” I remember an impassioned man telling me as I sat in an open-air cafe in Cairo sipping sahlab, a hot milky drink flavored with dried coconut flakes and ground roasted peanuts, and smoking apple-flavored tobacco in a loudly bubbling water pipe. He was furious and slammed his fist on the small, square metal-topped table where we sat. “The Iraqi people can barely eat! They don’t have pencils for their schools or medicine in their hospitals! The United States wants Iraq’s oil, and if they can’t have it they’ll punish the Iraqi people!” This was in 1997.


But all my sahlab and apple-flavored tobacco cost money—as much as 60 cents for both. After six months in Cairo, I was running low on cash and not moving quickly down the journalist’s path. I approached the Middle East Times, a local Englishlanguage newspaper, and begged for work. The weekly was small, feisty, and like the Washington Times, owned by the Moonies, although the group didn’t interfere editorially. The paper had earned a reputation for pursuing hard-hitting local stories about corruption, nepotism, vote rigging and police brutality. Opportunity struck when the newspaper’s publisher sacked the editor in chief without warning or preamble. The newspaper’s entire staff, quite nobly I must say, walked out in solidarity. Although I was uncomfortable about being a scab, I stepped into the newspaper’s office in a residential apartment in Cairo and assumed the roles of editor in chief, sole reporter, copy editor and layout designer. The weekly’s quality inevitably dipped under my inexperienced stewardship, but I never missed an issue. There were ample spelling errors and factual mistakes, but I did my best and slowly rebuilt the staff, settling into the role of news editor.


During this period, I also found myself drawn to write about the Muslim Brotherhood, an influential Egypt-based Islamic group, and the more violent Muslim fundamentalist organizations al-Jamaa al-Islamiya (“the Islamic Group”) and al-Jihad, led by Ayman al-Zawahiri, deputy to al-Qaeda leader Osama bin Laden. The Muslim Brotherhood, founded in 1928, is officially banned in Egypt. The government, however, tolerates the group while keeping a watchful eye on the group’s leaders (perhaps not coincidentally, the symbol of Egypt’s intelligence agency is an open, all-seeing Pharaonic-style eye), frequently imprisoning them. The Muslim Brotherhood is arguably the most important Islamic political organization in the Middle East, and many militant Islamic fundamentalist groups have links (usually indirect) or historical ties to the Brotherhood.


Over the next few years, I branched out and began writing articles for various newspapers and magazines and I was able to eke out a tolerable income by Egyptian standards. I was about to discover, however, that the Egyptian government was uncomfortable with my deepening interest in Islamic militant groups. I learned that my telephone was tapped, albeit crudely. One day I picked up the receiver and could hear a conversation in the background. Several men were laughing and coughing. I could also hear a clinking sound. As soon as I began to speak, the conversation went silent and I was given a dial tone. I didn’t think much of it until I started consistently hearing the same voices, the same hacking coughs and, more often, that same clinking sound. A few weeks later, while at a coffee shop drinking tea, it became clear to me what the sound was. The men were stirring sugar in their glasses of tea.


Soon after suspecting my phone was bugged, I was followed. I’d just returned from a weekend trip to Alexandria and was buying a magazine from a vendor displaying dozens of week-old foreign periodicals spread out on the sidewalk when a security agent (obvious in the black leather trench coat he wore) approached me and asked me if I’d enjoyed my lunch at Alexandria’s Greek Club and the whisky I’d swilled at the Havana Bistro, two restaurants I’d visited in the Mediterranean city. I told him that I had and jokingly suggested that he join me on my next weekend jaunt. I told the agent that I’d stayed at the Metropole Hotel, a wonderfully renovated establishment near Alexandria’s old train station. He could get an adjacent room, I suggested. The agent said coldly that he was fully aware of where I’d stayed. This was petty intimidation and it didn’t bother me much at the time.


The government’s interference only turned menacing when I wrote an article in 1997 for Reuters describing how Muslim militants were extorting money from Coptic Christians in southern Egypt by demanding that they pay jizia, an ancient tax Muslim rulers once extracted from non-Muslims in lieu of military service. The article hit a nerve. The Egyptian government is highly sensitive about relations between Muslims and Christians in the country. The government denies accusations that it discriminates against Christians and fears any press reports that might provide fuel to Egypt’s detractors. My story provoked a string of similar articles, including one in the Los Angeles Times. The article was also used by Coptic lobby groups in the United States as evidence of prejudice against Christians. Christian interest groups reprinted the story in their brochures and posted it on the Internet. A friend of mine in Egypt’s powerful Amm al-Dowla, or State Security Service, told me that US congressmen raised the issue of discrimination against Christians and referred directly to my article in a meeting with Egypt’s President Hosni Mubarak during a visit to Washington. According to my source, Mubarak ordered the security agencies to find out who I was. The Egyptian security services suspected that I might have been a CIA agent and that the article I wrote was designed to undercut Mubarak during his trip to Washington. Shortly after Mubarak’s return, an Egyptian tabloid, al-Hakika—”The Truth”—which, like all newspapers in Egypt, was heavily influenced by the government, printed a front-page article denouncing me as a spy. RICHARD ENGEL, THE DIRECTOR OF THE CIA STATION IN EGYPT, HAS BEEN ARRESTED BY THE SECURITY SERVICES! ran the banner headline, printed in red to make sure nobody missed it. I called a senior official at the US embassy and indicated that the article was a problem for me. My radical Muslim confidants were already excruciatingly paranoid and apt to see conspiracy theories everywhere. It had taken me more than two years to build their trust and dismiss initial assumptions that I worked for the CIA and/or the Mossad. This stupid article put my life in danger! The US embassy official, in typical fashion, said he could do nothing for me unless I was arrested. Over the years I’ve noticed a consistent reluctance on the part of US embassy staff in the Middle East to leave their fortress-like compounds and dirty their hands by mingling with locals or local politics. I can understand their desire to stay above the confusing fray, but the embassy’s self-imposed isolation contributes to the fact that American policy in the Middle East has often come across as disconnected from the realities and prevalent sentiments in the region.


Despite the article, I continued to work. I tried to reassure one of my best contacts, a lawyer for the Jamaa Islamiya, a group that has killed scores of tourists in Egypt in very unpleasant ways, that the accusation was baseless slander. I defended myself by arguing that al-Hakika had often printed lies about the Jamaa Islamiya. I asked him why, therefore, did he believe the tabloid when it wrote articles about me? It’s common in Arab culture to use rhetorical questions to make an argument. My contact seemed to buy it, and I was satisfied that I was no longer in immediate danger.


I later learned from my security source that the Amm al-Dowla (the dreaded branch of the interior ministry infamous for using torture to extract information, including applying electric shocks to prisoners’ genitals and nipples and hanging them by their arms tied behind their backs) had planted the article to test me. If I’d fled the country, it would have evidently proven that I did in fact work for the CIA. Since I stayed, I was in the clear, my source told me.


But soon thereafter I took a job in Jerusalem with the English service of the French News Agency. I was delighted to have the opportunity to see the Middle East from the opposite side of the political spectrum—for years, I’d been hearing what Israelis were like from Arabs—and I was also excited because in late 1999, it seemed that a new era of peace between Israelis and Palestinians was dawning.


Jerusalem was bubbling with enthusiasm when I arrived, and I fully expected to be writing stories about the birth of Palestine and the forging of new relations between two neighboring countries: one Arab, one Jewish. Instead, I found myself covering the Al-Aqsa Intifada, splitting time between gun battles in the West Bank and Gaza Strip and walking through the grisly aftermath of suicide bombings across Israel.










CHAPTER TWO



I WAS SIPPING COFFEE in my apartment in Jerusalem in February 2001, an empty notebook and a pile of newspapers in front of me, trying to figure out what the landslide victory of life-long right winger Ariel Sharon over Labor Party leader Ehud Barak in Israel’s prime ministerial election meant for the prospect of a negotiated peace deal in the Middle East when I learned that the new US president, George W. Bush, had ordered the most penetrating military strikes against Iraq in three years. Less than one month after taking office, President Bush had authorized more than twenty aircraft to destroy Iraqi radar targets, including sites outside of the no-fly zones in northern and southern Iraq for the first time since 1998’s Operation Desert Fox—four days of air strikes launched by President Bill Clinton after UN weapons inspectors left Iraq complaining of the government’s lack of cooperation. President Bush told reporters that the latest raid was designed both to send a message to Saddam Hussein that the United States would not tolerate his country’s building weapons of mass destruction and to degrade Iraq’s capability to threaten US and British planes patrolling the no-fly zones enacted after the 1991 Gulf War to protect Kurds in northern Iraq and Shiite Muslims in the South from Iraqi air assaults.


Arab nations promptly accused the Bush administration of focusing on Iraq instead of on the five months of intense Israeli-Palestinian bloodshed, which in Arab opinion was the top priority in the Middle East. Arab sentiment was especially strong because of televised coverage of the Palestinian uprising, or intifada, and Israel’s often aggressive countermeasures. From Morocco to Iraq, people were glued to television sets like never before, becoming active spectators to the conflict like sports fans. I remember walking through the old medina of the Moroccan city of Fez—scattering baksheesh around me like grain to keep away the freelance teenage guides who refused to let me lose myself in the labyrinth of narrow alleys and passageways that zigzagged through the ancient city—when I came across a crowd of people in front of the glass window of a store selling television sets. I squeezed among the pack to see what was so interesting and was somewhat surprised to see so many people watching the news. They were watching al-Jazeera, which could only be seen with a satellite dish. Since most people couldn’t afford to have a dish at home, they watched al-Jazeera through the store window instead. The previous Palestinian intifada in the late 1980s had been televised, but not live. Before al-Jazeera, Arab television consisted almost entirely of government-controlled broadcasts that packaged news into recorded segments for a few daily bulletins. Arab state-run television was also painfully dry, always leading broadcasts with reports about the nation’s ruler, no matter how trivial. With the advent of al-Jazeera, Arabs were given their first taste of live television: dramatic events unfolding twenty-four hours a day. Al-Jazeera also had flashy graphics, interviewed controversial Arab opinion makers and even had a correspondent in Israel. When I visited al-Jazeera’s ultramodern newsroom in the Qatari capital, Doha, later that year I sensed energy. Most of the journalists were young, hard-working and savvy, totally unlike the tired employees I’d met at behemoth state television networks I’d visited in Yemen and Egypt operating out of government ministry buildings. Al-Jazeera had been broadcasting since 1996, but until the outbreak of the intifada there hadn’t been a major story of mass Arab interest, especially one with such powerful pictures. With the outbreak of the second intifada in September 2000, al-Jazeera broadcast streams of virtually uncut footage of Palestinian children throwing stones and Israeli soldiers shooting and demolishing homes. The pictures al-Jazeera broadcast were also considerably more graphic than those shown on the Western networks.


In April 2001, Prime Minister Sharon ordered his army for the first time to seize land governed by Yasser Arafat’s Palestinian Authority under the terms of peace accords worked out since 1993. In May, a Palestinian suicide bomber killed five Israelis in a shopping mall in the Israeli coastal city of Netanya, triggering an Israeli bombardment of Palestinian Authority headquarters in the Gaza Strip with US-made F-16 fighter jets, the first time the weapon had been used in the Palestinian territories since the 1967 Middle East war. In June, a Palestinian suicide bomber killed nearly two dozen Israelis, most of them teenagers, at a seafront discotheque in Tel Aviv. In July, Israeli forces killed eight Palestinians during a rocket attack against Hamas leaders in the northern West Bank city of Nablus. A month later, yet another suicide bomber blew up a pizzeria in downtown Jerusalem. An Israeli opinion poll at the time reflected that the majority of Israelis felt that Sharon—the retired general most Arabs held responsible for the massacre of hundreds of Palestinian civilians by pro-Israeli Christian militias in Lebanon in 1982—was being too soft on the Palestinians. Attitudes in the Arab world also were hardening.


By August 2001, the most popular song in the Arab world was a catchy tune with the point-blank title “I Hate Israel.” The vitriolic jingle became a fixture at weddings throughout the Middle East, where belly dancers would gyrate to its Arabpop beat. Judging by the song’s popularity, the blunt sentiment it expressed was shared by millions of Arabs. “I Hate Israel” was not a hit, however, with McDonald’s, and the hamburger chain dropped the man behind the smash single, singer Shaaban Abdel Rahim, as the pitchman for the new McFalafel sandwich.
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