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			“I bought an El Al ticket. Destination Ben Gourion airport. Tel Aviv. Israel. Sixty years ago, my mother was born a few dozen kilometers away. In Haifa, Palestine.”

			So begins the story of the “return” of Ziyad Clot, grandson of Palestinian exiles. In Ramallah, he accepted a position as legal advisor to the Palestine Liberation Organization (PLO) and became a negotiator, taking part in the talks that were to lead to the creation of the Palestinian state by the end of 2008. But he soon came to terms with the obvious: “The peace process is a spectacle, a farce, played out at the expense of Palestinian reconciliation, at the cost of bloodshed in Gaza. And despite myself, I became one of the actors in this drama.”

			The author plunges us into the heart of the peace process, revealing the pretenses, behind-the-scenes maneuvers of the parties and the internal and international rivalries that help fuel the fantasy of a two-state solution. This edifying account, steeped in personal history, shows how and why negotiations to create a Palestinian state came to nothing. For the former negotiator, a peaceful solution to the conflict can only be found through a single state in which Palestinians and Israelis will have to live together. This hybrid country, “Israeltine,” is already in place.

			 

			Ziyad Clot shows us why negotiations to create a Palestinian state have led to nothing. For him, a peaceful solution to the conflict can only be found through a single state in which Palestinians and Israelis will have to live together.
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			Author’s Note

			This book was born of a very personal desire to bear witness.

			One day I decided to go to Palestine, just to see. My mother’s family is from there.

			Among many other things, I discovered my grandparents’ house in Haifa. My home.

			I also encountered the “peace process”. And I became a witness and a player in the fate reserved for Palestinian refugees in these discussions. And I saw up close the impossible realization of a Palestinian state.

			Later, in the winter of 2008/2009, I found myself powerless in the face of the Israeli army’s murderous expedition into the Gaza Strip. Like many, I was appalled by this episode. Like few, I had access to the other side of the story.

			I felt it was my duty to share my experience on Israeli-Palestinian soil. This book is the story.

			 

			Half of the royalties from this book will be allocated to the creation of an association for the promotion of a single Israeli-Palestinian state. 
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			I: Charles de Gaulle Airport - September 2007

			I bought an El Al ticket1.

			Destination Ben Gourion airport. Tel Aviv. Israel.

			60 years ago, my mother was born a few dozen kilometers away. In Haifa, Palestine.

			I bought this ticket on the Internet. It was cheaper than those offered by competing airlines. No matter. For me, this purchase is tantamount to recognition of the State of Israel. Perhaps it’s also better to jump straight into the lion’s den: despite my Arabic-sounding first name, I have nothing to hide.

			I convinced myself that it was the symbolic dimension of the purchase that prevailed. For me, Israel is a reality, a state I can’t ignore. I was raised and educated in France. Its history is my own, including its darkest pages: the Second World War, the Collaboration and the complicity of the Vichy government in the Jewish genocide. I didn’t experience these tragedies, but they’re part of my memory, even if I’ve reconstructed them.

			My father is from Normandy. Born in Saint-Pierre-Église, in the Cotentin region. I know Normandy, its green, rainy charm and family lunches. Of necessity, I don’t know Palestine. I recently turned 30. It was time for me to get to know it.

			It’s time to leave. Or return, I’m not sure. As a prelude to a longer stay, I plan to visit Israel and the occupied Palestinian territories. I’d like to find a job there. I’m a lawyer. Teaching law at a Palestinian university, for a year or more, seems like a sound project within my grasp.

			I was warned by Israeli friends. You have to be at the airport for check-in at least three hours before departure. El Al security doesn’t mess around. With these recommendations in mind, my father agreed to accompany me to Roissy at dawn.

			It’s barely five o’clock in the morning when we arrive at the airline’s check-in desk at Charles de Gaulle. We’re the first ones there. The airport is empty. The counters open about ten minutes later, and with them a few small desks where young employees are about to conduct their interrogations. In the middle of the old Roissy airport, before dawn, I’m struck by the setting: security cordons have been erected; I can see cameras on the ceiling. It’s all a little intimidating.

			I’m greeted by a polite young man. He explains in English that, for security reasons, he’s going to ask me a few questions. He asks for my passport. He opens it. He reads my name and looks me in the eye.

			“Ziyââd?” he said questioningly.

			- Ziyad Clot,” I reply, “yes, that’s my name.

			- Why are you going to Israel?

			- I go there on vacation.”

			The questions follow in quick succession. He’s interested in the details of my stay. Do I know anyone in Israel? Yes. Where will I be staying? With friends in Tel Aviv. He asks me to specify their identities and telephone numbers. I give him what I have. And in Jerusalem? I’ll be staying at a hotel. Which hotel? I tell him the address of the inn where I’ve booked a room. I show him what it is in my guidebook. He quickly examines the book entitled Israel and the Palestinian Territories. He points to the words “Palestinian territories”:

			“Are you planning to go there?

			- No. But I’m also planning to go to Bethlehem.

			- It’s in the territories.”

			He examines my passport again. Now he wants to know what I do for a living. “Lawyer” is my answer. In what field? I explain vaguely what my professional practice is in a Parisian businesxs law firm. Naturally, I don’t mention that I’ve resigned. He asks who my clients are. I reply that I’m not allowed to elaborate for reasons of confidentiality. I only mention that the clientele of the firm to which I belong is essentially made up of French and international multinationals and financial institutions. That should reassure him.

			He’d like me to give him a business card. I hand him the card of the firm in question, as well as that of the Paris Bar. He thanks me, apologizes and leaves. I see him disappear behind a door that seems to lead to an office, which could belong to El Al or to the company that manages his security.

			The young man comes back to me a few minutes later. He picks up the guide and says:

			“As a business lawyer in Paris, you make a pretty good living, don’t you think?”

			The incongruity of the question threw me for a moment. What’s he getting at? I awkwardly explain that I have nothing to complain about.

			“I don’t understand,” he adds, “if you make a good living, why wouldn’t you prefer one of Jerusalem’s big hotels rather than a hostel in the Old City?”

			I reply, firmly this time:

			“I don’t think I have to justify my choice of hotels. I don’t quite see what gives you the right to ask such questions.”

			He says nothing. I feel compelled to continue:

			“Very good. If you must know, the American Colony, one of Jerusalem’s great hotels, was overpriced. I’m going to visit Jerusalem alone. I don’t see much point in taking a $400-a-night room.

			- Of course, I understand.”

			He leaves me again. To the same room. I glance away at my father. Immersed in his newspaper, he doesn’t see me. The check-in area is now bustling with activity. Many of my fellow passengers have already checked in.

			The security guard returns:

			“Ziyââd.

			- Yes.

			- Do you have another passport?

			- No.

			- Where were you born?

			- It’s written on the passport in Paris.

			- But where does your first name come from, isn’t it French?

			- My parents gave it to me, what can I tell you?

			- What is your father’s first name?

			- Jean-René.

			- Your grandfather’s?

			- René.

			- Where were they born?

			- They were both born in Normandy, France.

			- Your mother?

			- Jihan. She is of Lebanese origin.”

			Here we are… My interlocutor’s eyes look up at me. I hasten to add that my mother has lived in France for almost 40 years now.

			“Have you ever been to Lebanon?

			- Yes, but that was a long time ago.

			- When?

			- Just after the war.

			- The war with Lebanon was last year…

			- Sorry, I mean civil war. It must have been 1991 or 1992.

			- Do you have family there?

			- No, I no longer have any family in Lebanon.

			- Do you speak Arabic?

			- No, just a few words.

			- Do you have any Lebanese friends?

			- A few friends, yes. But most of them live in France.

			- Who are they?

			- College friends, work colleagues.

			- I see.”

			The young man walks away again. I glance again at my father. This time, our eyes meet. I go to meet him and explain the situation. We’re separated only by a security cordon that demarcates the registration area from the free world. He looks worried. He points out that the interrogation has already been going on for almost an hour and a half. I shrug. I smile, trying to reassure him.

			I go back to the desk where my interlocutor meets me a little later. He explains that he has to call my two friends in Tel Aviv. I pretend not to understand. It’s barely 6:30 a.m. there… He explains that he has no choice but to follow security instructions. I ask him to wait a little before complying. He points out that the later it gets, the further behind we are in checking-in. I have no choice but to accept, but not without asking him to apologize to my friends.

			He leaves again. The security guard is careful not to call in front of me. This little game is becoming increasingly suspicious. He comes back five minutes later: my friends can’t be reached.

			“People are asleep at this hour…”, I said.

			He’ll try again, he says, always from this hidden room, which now gives rise to my wildest fantasies. Behind this door, carefully locked at all times, I imagine the Mossad2, the Shin Beth3 the CIA, even NASA. Discussing my fate…

			In the absence of a telephone conversation with my friends in Israel, the security guard now asks for permission to search my luggage. I tell him I have no objection, of course. He slips away again.

			Do I really have nothing to hide? Suddenly I’m shivering. My belongings will now be dissected: will they confirm the statements I’ve made so far? I try to make a quick inventory in my head of what’s in my suitcases. I realize that my luggage contains an Arabic dictionary and some articles I had published in an English-language Egyptian magazine a few years ago. Some of them deal with the Arab-Israeli conflict.

			I’m trapped. But alone, and apparently unguarded, since my interlocutor has returned to his hiding place where he and his colleagues are, I’m convinced now, peeling back every facet of my life. I approach my luggage. I look left and right, trying to assess the situation quickly. It’s Midnight Express: my forehead beaded with sweat, a few doses of hashish taped to my abdomen, I’m about to face mustachioed Turkish customs. My heart is pounding. I can feel it echoing in my limbs. Even the artificial light of the boarding hall makes me anxious now. Yet at this moment, no one seems to care about me. With feigned detachment, I open the luggage that could potentially harm me. I take out a book which I pretend to leaf through carelessly. In a flash, I empty the bag of the few suspicious documents and slip them under my jacket.

			I page my father on his mobile. He picks up the signal, raises his head in my direction and comes over to meet me. I discreetly hand him the magazines and dictionary. He looks at me haggardly. Nervous, I urge him to take the documents and return to his seat. After a moment’s hesitation, he complies.

			I wait for my executioner. I look at the clock. It’s 7:30. He returns at last. He has news for me:

			“Unfortunately, there’s a long queue at baggage claim. You’re going to be too late to check in.”

			He pauses. I’m hanging on his every word.

			“You can fly, but your luggage will follow on another flight, once it’s been checked.”

			I give him a stern look.

			“Don’t worry. They’ll arrive without fail on tomorrow’s flight.”

			He pauses again for a moment. He resumes:

			“No, sorry, you’ll receive them on the flight the day after tomorrow, your luggage won’t be able to leave before then. Shabbat starts tonight, so you won’t be able to pick up your luggage in Tel Aviv for another two days.”

			We’re now staring at each other. I decide to put an end to this farce:

			“There is no way I can leave my luggage in your possession for two days, start my stay in Israel without my belongings and be forced to go back to the airport to collect them. If possible, I’d like to get my luggage back now and be rescheduled on the next flight. I hope I’ll only have to go through baggage screening the next time I’m here, since I’ve already answered all the questions you’ve asked.”

			The young man leaves to consult what appears to be a superior. After a short discussion, they both come back to me. The officer says he’s sorry about the complications, and that he’ll get in touch with El Al to see if my ticket can be changed. I nod. He finally gives me a new ticket: I’m rescheduled on another flight two days later, at the same time.

			“Make sure you show up three hours before the recording,” he feels obliged to add.

			I swallow my irritation. I just ask him to make sure I don’t have to undergo another river interrogation. He assures me that my name will be passed on to the next flight’s security officer, so I don’t waste any time. The two men greet me. Absurd as it may seem, I thank them mechanically.

			I join my father. I explain the situation. He looks at me, dumbfounded. We go inside.

			 

			*

			 

			Two days later, we set off again. At an even earlier hour. We drive in sleepy silence.

			I give my name on arrival at the counter. A smiling young woman tries to initiate a new conversation. I interrupt her and calmly explain the situation. She defers to her superior, different from the one she met two days earlier. I’ll be able to go straight through baggage claim. That’s a relief.

			As it happens, the checks will be carried out in the famous room to which I’ve been denied access until now. At last, I’m going to be able to get to the bottom of the mystery, to gauge the Israeli security apparatus from the inside. I’m invited to take my cart through the door. It’s a shock. The room is tiny, almost dilapidated. All I see in front of me is an old X-ray machine. Three seats have been arranged on one side. The opposite corner of the room is the body search area. An old curtain hanging from the ceiling seems to indicate this.

			I take a seat. The security officer joins me and explains, in his usual friendly tone, that the first person will perform the body search. She will then personally go through my luggage. A handsome young man in his twenties enters the room. Tall, athletic and short-haired, he greets me. In broken English, he invites me to take a seat in the small booth I’d identified.

			The man slides into the narrow cabin with me. He does it meticulously. Leaving nothing to chance. The palpation is real and complete. Only my genitals escape the boy’s expert hands, and he goes right down to the seams of my pants. Strangely enough, the experience isn’t as traumatic as I’d imagined.

			The young lady now moves on to my two pieces of luggage. She asks me to show her all the electrical and electronic equipment I own. Everything goes: the cell phone, the digital camera and the BlackBerry, which particularly grabs her attention. Once again, it’s never-ending. Seeing the clock ticking, I ask if someone can take over my recording at the same time. She assures me that it will be taken care of. Combing through the rest of my luggage takes another half-hour. Finally, she tells me she’s finished. I’m in charge of packing my bags again.

			I’m handed my boarding pass. With the precious sesame in hand, I leave the room and head for my father. My father, who’s lost sight of me for some time, finds it hard to hide his deep concern. I reassure him: I’ll be able to catch my flight.

			This interminable wait gave him time to go through the previous day’s Le Monde several times. The crumpling of the paper betrays the multiple manipulations to which the newspaper has been subjected. While we’re still facing each other, just separated by the same security cordon, my father hands me the daily newspaper, which he suggests I read on the plane. At that very moment, before the paper has even soiled my hands, the Israeli appears behind me. The handsome one, the one I thought had stayed in the search room. He puts his body violently between my father and me:

			“No! He’s clean. He can’t touch anything!”

			My father and I look at each other. Astonished.

			I then understand that the big boy doesn’t intend to let me go so easily. In fact, I’ve been assigned an escort. An escort boy, rather, given the young man’s advantageous physique. He now follows me like a shadow.

			Since all physical contact with my father is now forbidden, I simply greet him with an awkward wave. That’s as good as goodbye. Everything else will be a couple affair. A couple of tall, dark-haired men with a vague family resemblance, not so badly matched, but arousing the astonished glances of the people we pass.

			Crossing the airport concourse is a breeze. Passport control too. I feel like I’m under guardianship. All I need is a plastic bag around my neck containing my plane ticket and my identity. I wanted to do some duty-free shopping. I wanted to go to the toilet. I decide not to. Let’s avoid the experience. My freedom of movement is now under close surveillance.

			I finally board the plane. My escort will have accompanied me to my seat. He now nods and leaves. The other passengers stare at me suspiciously. I pretend not to notice and take my assigned seat. A good-natured, familiar-looking passenger, Sephardic Jew by the looks of it, sits down beside me. He gives me a vague, benevolent smile. I do the same and collapse a few minutes later into the arms of Morpheus. But not before fastening my seatbelt.

			Safety obliges.

			 

			 

			

			
				
					1. El Al is Israel’s leading airline.

				

				
					2. Mossad is Israel’s spy agency. It carries out secret operations around the world, including the liquidation of Palestinian leaders.

				

				
					3. The Shin Beth is Israel’s internal security agency.

				

			

		

	
		
			II: First Moves - September 2007

			The captain’s announcement snaps me out of my numbness: “Welcome to Ben Gurion Airport, welcome to Israel.” I grimace, imperceptibly.

			The airport is modern. Posters celebrating the history of the Hebrew state adorn the long corridor leading to passport control. A bust of David Ben Gourion, the father of the Israeli nation, greets arrivals in the Holy Land. It’s soon my turn: after barely two minutes, the immigration officer makes a phone call. I’m ushered into a waiting room. In the company of a handful of others, mostly Arabs, I wait, staring absent-mindedly at a TV screen on the wall.

			I’m called about twenty minutes later. I pass a new officer. Same questions. Same answers. He asks me for the name and contact details of my acquaintances in Israel, whom he’s going to contact. He adds that he would like my telephone number and e-mail address, “for security reasons”. I understand that I have no real choice and give him my French mobile number and an old e-mail address that I no longer use. I’m sent back to the waiting room. Where I wait, again, longer this time.

			A woman finally comes to meet me, calling me, once again, by my first name:

			“Ziyâââd…”

			She hands me my passport, stamped with a three-month tourist visa. I’m good to go. I’m allowed to visit Israel. Well, almost: another baggage check awaits me. This is the last one. This time, I’ve got it right: I’ve got both feet in the Holy Land.

			I easily find the train to Tel Aviv. Loaded up like a mule, I struggle into a carriage. Suddenly, I’m face to face with a college of Israeli army grunts. I look around me: the other civilians in this car can be counted on the fingers of one hand. Surprised as I am, I find an empty seat in the midst of this gaggle of kids in khaki uniforms that they are struggling to fill with their frail bodies. The Uzi, the Israeli army’s machine pistol, hangs carelessly from the shoulder of each of these soldiers, barely out of puberty. They play with their cell phones. Friendly banter. They’re just kids.

			The train stops at the “Haganah” station. It all makes sense: this is apparently one of the Israeli army’s camps. The carriage empties in an instant.

			I arrive in Tel Aviv under a radiant sun. I meet up with an Israeli friend who gives me a warm welcome. Tel Aviv makes a great impression on me: the Mediterranean, with an air of California. It’s not beautiful, but it seems like a good place to live. I take the opportunity to take the plunge. At the end of summer, the beach is deserted and the swimming delicious.

			Unfortunately, I don’t have time to linger. Problems with El Al and the postponement of my departure forced me to revise my program. So I decide to leave liberal Tel Aviv for religious Jerusalem. I jumped into a cab. Heading for the thrice-holy city.

			 

			*

			 

			I wonder about my cab driver. His face, his brown complexion, his thick eyebrows, his dark eyes, his accent, everything seems to indicate that he is an Israeli Arab, a Palestinian. Or a Sephardic Jew. I’m not quite sure. Maybe my eye isn’t sharp enough yet. I’m tempted to start a discussion to find out more. But my as yet unidentified cab driver is hanging on to his cell phone with his mother. And quickly, the landscape flies by. Sleep catches up with me.

			When I wake up, we’ve almost reached our destination. The driver asks me where my hotel is. I tell him it’s at the gateway to Jaffa: “Yaffo”, he says, in Hebrew. Suddenly, my questions are answered. Our friend tells me he’s from Tel Aviv. He doesn’t know Jerusalem well. He tenses up:

			“Is that the Arab quarter over there?” he asks me in English.

			- I don’t think so, the Jaffa Gate is just one of the gates of the old city.

			- I’m not going into the Arab town. I don’t know there. It’s dangerous.”

			To ease his anxiety, I tell him that all he has to do is drop me off at the gates of the wall.

			The city walls are now in view. The cab finally drops me off at the hostel, just a stone’s throw away. A young American with red hair and a toothy grin greets me. He welcomes me to Jerusalem, the Holy City, as he calls it. I take possession of my room. Its Spartan comfort and uncluttered decor seem conducive to prayer or, failing that, meditation. At the rate things are going, they may soon catch up with me.

			Despite nightfall, I decide to go out for a short walk. My map shows the entrance to the Arab souk a few steps from the hotel. I enter an empty, poorly-lit alleyway that looks like a deserted market. Soon I turn left into a passageway. The place is just as quiet. I take another alley, this time to the right. My wanderings are suddenly interrupted by a shout in a language I don’t understand. I turn around and see two Israeli soldiers wearing bullet-proof vests and each carrying a sub-machine-gun. One of them approaches me and asks, this time in Arabic, if I’m an Arab. Surprised by the question, I tell him I’m a tourist, an identity more in tune with my current state of mind.

			He stares me up and down and orders me to turn around:

			“It’s Ramadan. You can’t go there. It’s not safe. For Muslims only!”

			These words, pronounced in rocky English, leave me speechless. I turn on my heel and head back to the hotel. I’ll have plenty of time to see the old town tomorrow.

			 

			*

			 

			Awakened at dawn, I decide to flee my hotel as quickly as possible. A group of American evangelists have invaded the premises. Let’s be clear: I have the utmost respect for religion and believers. My lack of faith, a sad fact after 10 years of Catholic upbringing, often leads me to have a somewhat irrational admiration for the pious. This morning, however, the hubbub of the hotel refectory assaults me. Dealing with thirty or so pilgrims who are as quick to converse about Christ as I am slow to unstick my eyelids, still glued shut from sleep, is beyond me.

			So here I am, setting off on my assault on Jerusalem, wandering through its narrow streets, full of enthusiasm: in the extension of the Armenian Quarter, the Jewish Quarter catches my eye with its cleanliness and the many renovation projects it is undergoing. After passing through a security gate, I reach the Wailing Wall below the Muslim Haram El Sharif. Everything is summed up here: histories and religions intermingled, battles fought, in the heart of a ridiculously narrow space. Faith aside, I’m afraid I won’t be able to feel the extraordinary evocation of the place. Failing that, in this place, I have a first glimpse of the difficult cohabitation between communities.

			I linger in front of the Wailing Wall. The crowds make the place not very conducive to meditation. Yet it is luminous. It’s fascinating to see these believers praying before the Wall. The scene unfolding before my eyes is timeless: it has been repeated for years, decades, centuries. By contrast, the Holy Sepulchre, which I reach a little later, disappoints me. Overflowing with tourists, the vast majority of them South Korean that day, it loses all its appeal because of the circus that takes place there. I’m distressed by the lack of spirituality emanating from the site. A stone’s throw away, a monastery run by old Ethiopian patriarchs is, in its simplicity and bareness, far more evocative. The Way of the Cross, its little chapels and churches, are also more touching. Were it not for the omnipresence of the army, the journey in the footsteps of Christ would almost be meaningful.

			I lunch in the Christian quarter on an outdoor terrace overlooking the old town. The majestic, gilded Dome of the Rock catches my eye. It is the city’s most visible landmark. The only thing missing from my Jerusalem tourist baptism is a visit to the Esplanade of the Mosques. I set off again. After a few wanderings through the winding alleys, I find one of the gates to the Muslim place of worship. An Israeli security checkpoint faces me.

			I’m stopped by one of the two soldiers on the scene. He speaks to me in Hebrew, then in English. He wants to know where I’m going. I explain that I want to visit the Esplanade of the Mosques. He asks for my passport. I hand it to him and he naturally stops at my first name.

			“Ziyââd: Arab? Muslim?”

			I tell him that my name is Ziyad Clot, that I’m French, born in Paris, and that it’s all there on my passport.

			He makes a gesture of annoyance and grumbles, more aggressively:

			“Are you a Muslim? What’s your religion?”

			I explain that I’m not going to the mosque to pray, but just to visit the site, as a tourist, after visiting the Wailing Wall and the Holy Sepulchre.

			He doesn’t let go: “But, Ziyââd, is it Muslim? Is your father a Muslim?”

			Then I realize that perhaps the entrance is only open to believers. I stammer out a vague lie:

			“My father is Christian but my mother is Muslim.

			- Fatiha,” he said, “you know Fatiha?”

			I grimace in incomprehension. Who the hell is Fatiha?

			“Fatiha?” he repeats again.

			I then understand that the soldier is asking me to recite the Fatiha, the opening sura of the Koran. I have vague recollections of the prayer I once learned in Arabic class. I begin to recite:

			“Bissmila al Rahman al Rahim, al Hamdullilah Rabbi ‘l ‘alamin…”

			I pause abruptly, overcome by a sudden sense of humiliation. The Israeli soldier has forced me to lie about my religion, to recite a prayer, in order to gain access to a Muslim holy site to which he controls access. I take my passport back from the soldier. He looks at me, bewildered.

			“I’ve changed my mind. I don’t want to go anymore.”

			Once again, I’m forced to turn back. It’s late now. I have to get back to the hotel. I share my experience with the American receptionist, who is surprised by my insistence on going to the Mosque Esplanade. He tells me that there are probably opening hours for prayer only. We’ll have to find out. In my guidebook I spot another entrance that is open to the public before prayer. Tomorrow I’ll get up early to make sure I get there.

			 

			*

			 

			The next day, well before prayer time, I arrived at the entrance to the Mosque esplanade near the Lions Gate. This time I find three Israeli soldiers. Unluckily, two of them are the same ones I met the day before. They greet me with a wry smile. They’ve recognized me. Another passport check:

			“So Ziyââd, are you a Muslim or what?”

			Irritated, I reply that, outside prayer times, this door is supposed to be open to tourists. A totally fruitless discussion ensued. I stand in front of the gate while a few Palestinians enter the Esplanade. They are elderly people. They’re not checked. I brood, exasperated. The third soldier, who had been watching us out of the corner of his eye for a while, now joins in. He’s much more aggressive. His Arabic is perfect. In fact, he looks Arab. He explains that I don’t belong here if I’m not Muslim. He adds that, if I want to see the Esplanade, I have to go through the entrance next to the Wailing Wall, like everyone else.

			I leave the scene, irritated, and decide to return to the Wall to use this crossing point, which I didn’t notice on my visit the day before. There, another soldier points out a suspended walkway, a few dozen meters from the entrance to the Wailing Wall. The gangway is ultra-secure. I pass a large number of Israeli soldiers, but no tourists. I pass under a gate and finally enter the Esplanade of the Mosques on my third attempt. The Haram El Sharif is on my right, the Dome of the Rock on my left. Between the two, a wide, open courtyard is planted with a few trees. I stop here for a moment, before heading for the entrance to the Haram.

			Just as I’m about to take off my shoes, I’m shouted at in Arabic. The man who seems to be the mosque guard asks me where I’m from. I tell him I’m French. He welcomes me but asks me if I’m Muslim. I had no problem lying to the military, but I’m reluctant to sin at the entrance to a holy place. I try to soften him up by telling him that my parents are Christians, but that we Christians, Muslims and Jews share the same Holy Book. The guard stares at me. He refuses. I insist. He braces himself, nervous, and orders me to move on.

			At my wits’ end, I sit down a little further away. I’m dejected. Too tall, dressed in Western style, I feel like I’m guilty of an offence of dirty mouth. I glance around me. On the other side of the Esplanade, children heckle as they leave the madrasas4 Closer by, two Palestinians, employees of the waqf5 no doubt, are gardening. One of them greets me with a nod. I take the opportunity to ask him why the entrance to the Haram is closed to non-Muslims. He says he’s sorry, but the entrance has been closed to tourists since Ariel Sharon visited the site in 2001. The provocation precipitated the second Palestinian Intifada. Since then, the waqf has been adamant that no non-Muslims may visit without special authorization.

			 

			*

			 

			Despite my frustration, I decide to go to Ramallah. I take a cab at Damascus Gate, on the East Jerusalem side. The jovial Palestinian driver is full of greetings. For the first time since Tel Aviv, I smile again.

			Ramallah is only a dozen kilometers from Jerusalem. It’s practically a continuation of the Holy City. As we approach what appears to be an Israeli roadblock, my driver makes a sudden U-turn to take a side road that descends steeply. Suddenly, we’re off the beaten track. The road, whose asphalt had previously been perfectly maintained, gives way to an old tarmac path where the cab now makes every effort to avoid potholes, despite the narrowness of the carriageway and the oncoming cars. I ask which way I’m going. My cab driver explains that this is the only road leading to Qalandiya6 the checkpoint that separates Ramallah from the Jerusalem conurbation.

			The road now passes through a surprisingly quiet Arab town. There are no signs to indicate that we’re heading for Ramallah. We turn right, then left, and come face to face with the “wall”. A few graffiti adorn the massive concrete edifice. We turn left. My cab driver tells me that the wall divides Palestinians in two: it separates families, prevents the movement of workers and cuts Jerusalem off from Ramallah and the rest of the West Bank. The suburbs close to Ramallah, located in the continuity of Jerusalem and now to the west of the wall, have been driven to desolation. On my right, the wall, whose course the road continues to follow, winds for some two to three kilometers. To my left, the town is deserted, as if dead. Only the flow of cars bears witness to nearby human activity.

			Images of the Berlin Wall, which fell on November 9 1989, naturally come to mind. Half-serious, I ask my driver if he thinks it’s possible to demolish the Israeli “security fence” with a pickaxe. He laughs. He tells me I can always try. He hastens to add, however, that we’re right next to an Israeli military zone. I later learn that the wall is made up of several layers of concrete and metal. Thermal sensor cameras have also been installed to signal any suspicious movement.

			We arrive at the Qalandiya checkpoint. This modern building looks more like a tollbooth, or even a border post, than a security checkpoint. Crossing to the other side of the wall is a shock. Even if the geographical continuity between the two sides is undeniable, the first glimpse of this territory left to the Palestinians gives me the impression of a dump lost in the middle of a chaotic environment. Concrete blocks and barbed wire litter the ground, and garbage piles up everywhere. There’s no apparent logic to the direction of traffic. I look up and see an Israeli watchtower perched on the wall to my left.

			The cab was no longer able to avoid the craters riddling the road. His car’s shock absorbers are under severe strain. Compared to the beautiful Israeli roads, it’s night and day. Traffic is at a complete standstill due to the state of the pavement. Stuck, honking in all directions. My driver explains that the road hasn’t been resurfaced since 1967, when the Israeli occupation began. The authorities of the occupying force have always been opposed to the idea. This first section of the road leading to Ramallah is still under the control of the Hebrew state7 So, to undertake its renovation, it is necessary to obtain authorization from the Israeli General Staff. My driver tempers my annoyance: it’s not so bad today. When it rains, driving becomes almost impossible.

			We pass UNRWA buildings8 and schools, indicating the proximity of refugee camps. The road, the quality of the buildings and the quality of the neighborhood improve, however, as we approach Ramallah. A lot of ugly construction is underway. Approaching the city center, traffic once again becomes difficult.

			We finally arrived near the house of Karim, a journalist friend I had met in Cairo a few years earlier. He has agreed to put me up during my short stay here. My cab pulls onto a traffic circle facing a building flanked by a Palestinian flag. The ridiculously small building is the headquarters of the Palestinian Legislative Council. The image sounds like a reminder: the Palestinians are, in numerical terms, a small people. The Council has not been in session for many months. Most of the parliamentarians, from Hamas, have been arrested by the Israeli government. My cab driver laughs at the situation: “Inch’allah, the Palestinian parliament is still meeting in prison! “Inch’allah”, I reply, before leaving him.

			I check on Karim. He seems happy to have chosen to settle here and cover the conflict for various French media. I tell him about my plans. Tomorrow, I have my first appointment at Birzeit University. The following day, I’m received for interviews at the PLO’s Negotiations Support Unit, a group of consultants who advise the Palestinian political leadership on their peace talks with the Israelis.

			 

			*

			 

			The Birzeit campus is a pleasant place to be. Located a few kilometers from Ramallah, it is perched on a hill in a green and relatively unspoilt environment. The university has a good reputation. It is twinned with numerous American, European and Arab institutions. Both foreign and Palestinian professors, most of them trained in the United States, teach here. Birzeit aims to be co-educational and secular. With its unions and associations, it is also a good barometer of the prevailing political climate. In February 2000, Birzeit made a name for itself in France when it played host to Prime Minister Lionel Jospin, who was visiting the occupied territories at the time. The adventurous man had the misfortune to describe Hezbollah as a terrorist organization. He left in a hurry under the stones of scalded students.

			On this sunny September day, students stroll around the campus. The young Palestinian bourgeoisie is all dressed up, often in the latest designer clothes. The female students, wearing light veils or hair, with their discreet but assertive charm, don’t leave me unmoved. Tight jeans and sunglasses are de rigueur. The atmosphere is light. At first glance, the place seems untouched by the horrors of the Occupation.

			I was accepted at the Faculty of Law where I presented my project to the Dean. He speaks French. I tell him I’d be happy to teach law courses in English or French. I explain that my level of Arabic is unfortunately not sufficient to teach in that language. However, I remain confident that I can bring useful knowledge and experience to his students. There is no doubt in my mind that students at Birzeit, the flagship of Palestinian universities, are capable of receiving instruction in English. My interlocutor, despite an obvious desire to be conciliatory, pouts. He thinks his students don’t have the level to write papers in English. He says he’ll take some time to consider my proposal. Seeing that the conversation isn’t going very well, I thank him for his time and take my leave.

			I return to Ramallah where I meet up with Karim and some of his friends. In the course of conversation, I learn that Dr Haidar Abdel Shafi has just passed away. A prominent Gazan physician, he was one of the leading figures of the Palestinian national movement, respected by the whole of Palestinian society, regardless of political affiliation. He was responsible for leading the first Palestinian—Jordanian-Palestinian, to be exact—delegation to sit down at the negotiating table with the Israelis. That was in 1991, at the Madrid Conference. Since then, the ranks of PLO leaders have thinned considerably. Israel’s policy of liquidating Palestinian leaders, Arafat’s maneuvers to isolate his rivals and old age have taken their toll on many of them. Today, however, everything is still up for negotiation.

			 

			*

			 

			The next day, I was received by the Negotiations Support Unit (or “NSU”) of the PLO’s negotiations department. A tall, imposing Canadian welcomes me. His slightly intimidating physique contrasts with his friendly welcome. He introduces me to the workings of this project—his own—which he launched almost 10 years ago. NSU is a branch of Adam Smith International (“ASI”). This British consultancy specializes in assistance with privatization and good governance. In the mid-1990s, in the wake of the Oslo Accords, ASI planned to offer its expertise in the economic development of the Palestinian territories. Faced with the lack of progress on the economic front, ASI quickly had to revise its plans. And a few contacts within the PLO revealed a real need for legal and political expertise felt by the Palestinian leaders in charge of pursuing negotiations with Israel. The consultancy firm set about finding foreign-trained Palestinian professionals willing to lend their brains to the leadership in Ramallah. The NSU was born.

			In 1999, what might have seemed a highly unlikely alliance was born: Adam Smith International, effigy of globalized capitalism, placed itself at the service of the PLO, the nationalist, the repentant “terrorist”. To make matters worse, the British firm, with the help of the British Foreign Office and other European governments that provide financial backing for the NSU, was in a position to try and right the wrongs committed by “perfidious Albion” and Europe in Palestine.

			Today, the unit is made up of over twenty employees: lawyers, political advisors and a communications team. Palestinians from the Diaspora, some Palestinians from Israel trained at Israel’s top universities, a few Jerusalemites and Palestinians from the territories make up the bulk of the NSU.

			I hear from the project manager that there are two vacancies for legal advisers: one on borders, the other on refugees. I’m invited to take part in three successive interviews in English. My interviewers are all in their thirties, and all have a very high academic level. The questions came thick and fast. They are technical, legal and even eminently political. I was then presented with a case study on international law issues relating to the first Arab-Israeli conflict.

			Following this battery of tests, I meet the project’s main contact at the PLO, Mr. Maen Areikat. A sedan awaits me. A driver accompanies me to the office of my host, the Vice-President of the PLO’s Negotiations Affairs Department (NAD). I’m a little apprehensive, although this feeling is coupled with obvious curiosity. I’ve heard so many things, so much criticism of the PLO, its corruption, its incompetence, that I’m expecting the worst.

			I step through Mr. Areikat’s door. A scab hangs on his office wall. I find it hard to turn my attention away from this ugly painting, which achieves the feat of freezing the flow of a tropical waterfall. The man who welcomes me, however, is a pleasant surprise. Mr. Maen Areikat makes quite an impression on me. He has a certain charisma and speaks fluent English. His speech is convincing, even if the interview is really just a long monologue on his part. He listens to himself. I’m asked just one question: “Where’s your family from?” My answer sounds like a passkey: “We’re from Haifa, I’m from the Sanbar family.” His face opens in a smile. He stands up.

			A little background is in order here. Before the Nakba9 Palestine was, like Lebanon, a country that could be described as quasi-feudal, controlled by a few “big families”. To tell the truth, I’ve never quite understood what is meant by the term “large family”. Nevertheless, the Sanbar family is one of those Palestinian families whose name evokes something here. It is also familiar to my interlocutor, since a cousin, Elias Sanbar, has long worked for the PLO in France. Now Palestine’s representative to UNESCO, he is also renowned for his work on the history of Palestine and the refugee question.

			The interview over, Maen Areikat walks me to the door. A warm tap on the shoulder punctuated the mention of my family. I have the impression that for him, it’s all in the bag.

			That evening, the project manager invites me to the annual NSU dinner. At the table, I meet most of the NSU employees and their spouses. There’s an American-Lebanese-Palestinian, an American-Syrian, an Egyptian, Canadians of Palestinian and Lebanese parentage, an Italian-Palestinian born in Dubai, Palestinians of Israeli nationality from the Galilee… This merry mix, bathed in a relaxed atmosphere, comes from the best international schools: Harvard, Mc Gill, the London School of Economics and Hebrew University, Jerusalem’s main university.

			This dinner was also my first opportunity to meet Dr. Saeb Erekat. He is the director of the NAD. He is often referred to as the PLO’s Chief Negotiator.

			“Dr Saeb” is a man with a very dull complexion. He’s from Jericho. Of medium height, with a broad, balding forehead, he hides small, sharp, piercing eyes behind glasses. Since the Madrid conference, he has been involved in every round of negotiations. He caused a sensation in the Spanish capital by proudly sporting a keffiyeh during the first meetings between the Jordanian-Palestinian delegation and the Israelis. At the time, the leader of the PLO, the “terrorist” Yasser Arafat, was persona non grata in the peace talks. By donning this headdress, symbolizing the Palestinians’ struggle for their land, Saeb Erekat affirmed his allegiance in the eyes of the world, with courage and determination. Since then, Saeb Erekat has become one of America’s preferred interlocutors, earning the nickname “Mister CNN” from Dennis Ross, President Bill Clinton’s former Middle East envoy, for his penchant for media appearances. Now close to current PLO leader and President of the Palestinian Authority Mahmoud Abbas10 Saeb Erekat is a member of Fatah and Governor of Jericho. Along with Maen Areikat, he is the NSU’s other main contact. They share the same surname, but spell it differently. Who knows why? They’re distant cousins.

			Dr. Saeb remains at the reception only briefly. It’s just a chance for him to greet all the guests. I’m introduced by the other Areikat, who slips a few words into his ear. Saeb Erekat is smiling, obviously distracted by the good mood emanating from the gathering. We shake hands. He welcomes me. This short exchange gives me the impression, rightly or wrongly, that I’m already a member of the clan. But I haven’t signed anything yet. I haven’t even been formally offered a job.

			 

			 

			

			
				
					4. Koranic schools.

				

				
					5. The waqf is the organization that manages religious property.

				

				
					6. See map of East Jerusalem and surrounding area, p. 99.

				

				
					7. The Oslo process culminated in the signing in 1995 of the Interim Agreement on the West Bank and Gaza Strip by Israel and the PLO. Also known as the “Taba Agreement” or “Oslo II”, it divided the Palestinian territories into three distinct zones: Zone A comprises the towns now administered by the Palestinian Authority; Zone B has passed partially under Palestinian control, but the Israeli government continues to assume responsibility for security; Zone C is under Israel’s sole control. In 2000, on the eve of the outbreak of the second Intifada, the breakdown was as follows: zone A: 17.2% of the total surface area of the occupied Palestinian territories; zone B: 23.8%; zone C: 59%.

				

				
					8. UNRWA, established in 1949, is the United Nations Relief and Works Agency for Palestine Refugees in the Near East. UNRWA operates mainly in the Palestinian territories, Jordan, Syria and Lebanon.

				

				
					9. An Arabic word meaning “catastrophe”, it refers to the creation of the State of Israel and the Palestinian exodus of 1948. The Nakba is commemorated by Palestinians every May 15.

				

				
					10. Mahmoud Abbas is more commonly known as “Abu Mazen” (literally “Mazen’s father”, his eldest son) among Palestinians and in the Arab world. This second name is also used in the rest of the story.
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