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  To the memory of John Courteney Boot, in Evelyn Waugh’s Scoop, who spent “some harrowing months among the Patagonian Indians” and
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  Often the more you understand, the less you forgive.




  —Jillian Becker




  Director, Institute for the




  Study of Terrorism




  Take up the White Man’s burden—




  The savage wars of peace—




  Fill full the mouth of Famine




  And bid the sickness cease;




  And when your goal is nearest




  The end for others sought,




  Watch Sloth and heathen Folly




  Bring all your hope to nought.




  

    —Rudyard Kipling, on the occasion of




    America taking possession of the




    Philippines


  




  Wherever you go, there you are.




  —Buckaroo Banzai
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  I’ve been working as a foreign correspondent for the past few years, although “working” isn’t the right word and “foreign correspondent” is

  too dignified a title. What I’ve really been is a Trouble Tourist—going to see insurrections, stupidities, political crises, civil disturbances and other human folly because . . .

  because it’s fun.




  Like most people who don’t own Bermuda shorts, I’m bored by ordinary travel. See the Beautiful Grand Canyon. Okay, I see it. Okay, it’s beautiful. Now what? And I have no use

  for vacation paradises. Take the little true love along to kick back and work on the relationship. She gets her tits sunburned. I wreck the rental car. We’ve got our teeth in each

  other’s throats before you can say “lost luggage.” Nor do attractions attract me. If I had a chance to visit another planet, I wouldn’t want to go to Six Flags Over Mars or

  ride through the artificial ammonia lake in a silicone-bottomed boat at Venusian Cypress Gardens. I’d want to see the planet’s principal features—what makes it

  tick. Well, the planet I’ve got a chance to visit is Earth, and Earth’s principal features are chaos and war. I think I’d be a fool to spend years here and never have a look.




  I also became a foreign correspondent because I was tired of making bad jokes. I spent most of the Seventies as an editor at The National Lampoon, and I spent the early Eighties writing

  comedy scripts for movies and comic articles for magazines. All the while, the world outside seemed a much worse joke than anything I could conjure. “The secret source of humor itself is not

  joy but sorrow,” said Mark Twain. I wanted to get at that awful source of mirth and make very, very bad jokes.




  I thought maybe I could use the techniques of humor to report on real news events. Or, at least, I thought I could use that phrase to convince editors and publishers to pay my way to Lebanon, El

  Salvador and so forth. Actually, I was just curious. I wanted to know where trouble came from and why the world was such a lousy place. I wasn’t curious about natural

  disasters—earthquakes, mudslides, floods and droughts. These are nothing but the losing side of the Grand Canyon coin toss. Okay, it’s sad. Now what? I was curious about the trouble man

  causes himself and which he could presumably quit causing himself at the drop of a hat, or, anyway, a gun. I wanted to know why life, which ought to be an only moderately miserable thing, is such a

  frightful, disgusting, horrid thing for so many people in so many places.




  Because I was curious and wanted a few facts, there are no important people in this book—no interviews with Heads Of State or Major Figures On The International Scene. These people

  didn’t get where they are by being dumb enough to tell reporters the truth. And, although I admit to most faults, I don’t have the Network Anchor-Creature self-conceit that lets some

  people believe Mikhail Gorbachev will suddenly take them aside and say, “Strictly between you and me, on Wednesday we invade Finland.” This book is written from the worm’s

  viewpoint, and the things I’ve asked my fellow blind, spineless members of the phylum Annelida are things like, “What’s for dinner?” and “Please don’t

  kill me”—the stuff of mankind’s real-life interviews.




  There are also no earnest messages in this book. Half the world’s suffering is caused by earnest messages contained in grand theories bearing no relation to

  reality—Marxism and No-Fault Auto Insurance, to name two. Earnestness is just stupidity sent to college. I’m not sure this book contains any serious content. No matter how

  serious the events I’ve witnessed, I’ve never noticed that being serious about them did anything to improve the fate of the people involved. Some writers, the young and the dim ones,

  think being near something important makes them important so they should act and sound important which will, somehow, make their audience important, too. Then, as soon as everybody is filled with a

  sufficient sense of importance, Something Will Be Done. It’s not the truth. Thirty years of acting and sounding important about the Holocaust did nothing to prevent Cambodia.




  Furthermore, there are no answers in this book. Even simple questions do not, with logical necessity, lead to them. I can sum up everything I’ve learned about trouble in a few words, and I

  will:




  Civilization is an enormous improvement on the lack thereof. No reasonable person who has had a look at the East Bloc (or an issue of the Nation) can countenance the barbarities of the

  Left. And every dorm bull-session anarchist should spend an hour in Beirut. So-called Western Civilization, as practiced in half of Europe, some of Asia and a few parts of North America, is better

  than anything else available. Western Civilization not only provides a bit of life, a pinch of liberty and the occasional pursuance of a happiness, it’s also the only thing that’s ever

  tried to. Our civilization is the first in history to show even the slightest concern for average, undistinguished, none-too-commendable people like us.




  We are fools when we fail to defend civilization. The ancient Romans might as well have said, “Oh, the Germanic tribes have valid nationalistic and cultural aspirations. Let’s pull

  the legions off the Rhine, submit our differences to a multilateral peace conference chaired by the Pathan Empire and start a Vandal Studies program at the Academy in Athens.”




  To extend civilization, even with guns, isn’t the worst thing in the world. War will exist as long as there’s a food chain. No amount of mushy essaying on the Boston Globe

  editorial page and no number of noisy, ill-kempt women sitting in at Greenham Common will change this. Better that we study to conduct war as decently as possible and as little

  as necessary. The trouble in Lebanon, South Africa, Haiti and the occupied territories of Palestine should, simply, be stopped by the military intervention of civilized nations. This won’t

  stop trouble, of course. Trouble is fun. It will always be more fun to carry a gun around in the hills and sleep with ideologyaddled college girls than to spend life behind a water buffalo or

  rotting in a slum.




  Finally, people are all exactly alike. There’s no such thing as a race and barely such a thing as an ethnic group. If we were dogs, we’d be the same breed. George Bush and an

  Australian aborigine have fewer differences than a lhasa apso and a toy fox terrier. A Japanese raised in Riyadh would be an Arab. A Zulu raised in New Rochelle would be an orthodonist. I wish I

  could say I found this out by spending arctic nights on ice floes with Inuit elders and by sitting with tribal medicine men over fires made of human bones in Madagascar. But, actually, I found it

  out by sleeping around. People are all the same, though their circumstances differ terribly. Trouble doesn’t come from Slopes, Kikes, Niggers, Spies or White Capitalist Pigs; it comes from

  the heart.




  







  
The Innocents Abroad, Updated
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  On Saturday, June 8, 1867, the steamship Quaker City left New York harbor. On board was a group of Americans making the world’s first package tour. Also on board

  was Mark Twain making the world’s first fun of package tourism.




  In its day The Innocents Abroad itinerary was considered exhaustive. It included Paris, Marseilles, the Rock of Gibraltar, Lake Como, some Alps, the Czar, the pyramids and the Holy Land

  plus the glory that was Greece, the grandeur that was Rome and the pile of volcanic ash that was Pompeii.




  When these prototypical tourists went home they could count themselves traveled. They had shivered with thoughts of lions in the Colosseum, “done” the Louvre, ogled Mont Blanc,

  stumbled through the ruins of the Parthenon by moonlight and pondered that eternal riddle—where’d its nose go?—of the Sphinx. They had seen the world.




  But what if Mark Twain had to come back from the dead and escort 1980’s tourists on a 1980’s tour? Would it be the same? No. I’m afraid Mr. Twain would find

  there are worse things than innocents abroad in the world today.




  In 1988 every country with a middle class to export has gotten into the traveling act. We Yanks, with our hula shirts and funny Kodaks, are no longer in the fore. The earth’s travel

  destinations are jam-full of littering Venezuelans, peevish Swiss, smelly Norwegian backpackers yodeling in restaurant booths, Saudi Arabian businessmen getting their dresses caught in revolving

  doors and Bengali remittance men in their twenty-fifth year of graduate school pestering fat blonde Belgian au pair girls.




  At least we American tourists understand English when it’s spoken loudly and clearly enough. Australians don’t. Once you’ve been on a plane full of drunken Australians doing

  wallaby imitations up and down the aisles, you’ll never make fun of Americans visiting the Wailing Wall in short shorts again.




  The Japanese don’t wear short shorts (a good thing, considering their legs), but they do wear three-piece suits in the full range of tenement-hall paint colors, with fit to match. The

  trouser cuffs drag like bridal trains; the jacket collars have an ox yoke drape; and the vests leave six inches of polyester shirt snapping in the breeze. If the Japanese want to be taken seriously

  as world financial powers, they’d better quit using the same tailor as variety-show chimps.




  The Japanese also travel in nacks at a jog trot and get up at six A.M. and sing their company song under your hotel window. They are extraordinary shoplifters. They

  eschew the usual clothes and trinkets, but automobile plants, steel mills and electronics factories seem to be missing from everywhere they go. And Japs take snapshots of everything, not just

  everything famous but everything. Back in Tokyo there must be a billion color slides of street corners, turnpike off-ramps, pedestrian crosswalks, phone booths, fire hydrants, manhole

  covers and overhead electrical wires. What are the Japanese doing with these pictures? It’s probably a question we should have asked before Pearl Harbor.




  Worse than the Japanese, at least worse looking, are the Germans, especially at pool-side. The larger the German body, the smaller the German bathing suit and the louder the German voice issuing

  German demands and German orders to everybody who doesn’t speak German. For this, and several other reasons, Germany is known as “the land where Israelis learned

  their manners.”




  And Germans in a pool cabana (or even Israelis at a discotheque) are nothing compared with French on a tropical shore. A middle-aged, heterosexual, college-educated male wearing a Mickey Mouse

  T-shirt and a string-bikini bottom and carrying a purse—what else could it be but a vacationing Frenchman? No tropical shore is too stupid for the French. They turn up on the coasts of

  Angola, Eritrea, Bangladesh and Sri Lanka. For one day they glory in l’atmosphère très primitive then spend two weeks in an ear-splitting snit because the natives

  won’t make a steak frite out of the family water buffalo.




  Also present in Angola, Eritrea and God-Knows-Where are the new breed of yuppie “experience travelers.” You’ll be pinned down by mortar fire in the middle of a genocide

  atrocity in the Sudan, and right through it all come six law partners and their wives, in Banana Republic bush jackets, taking an inflatable raft trip down the White Nile and having an

  “experience.”




  Mortar fire is to be preferred, of course, to British sports fans. Has anyone checked the passenger list on The Spirit of Free Enterprise? Were there any Liverpool United supporters on

  board? That channel ferry may have been tipped over for fun. (Fortunately the Brits have to be back at their place of unemployment on Monday so they never get further than Spain.)




  Then there are the involuntary tourists. Back in 1867, what with the suppression of the slave trade and all, they probably thought they’d conquered the involuntary tourism problem. Alas,

  no. Witness the African exchange students—miserable, cold, shivering, grumpy and selling cheap wrist watches from the top of cardboard boxes worldwide. (Moscow’s Patrice Lumumba

  University has a particularly disgruntled bunch.) And the Pakistani family with twelve children who’ve been camped out in every airport on the globe since 1970—will somebody please do

  something for these people? Their toddler has got my copy of the Asian Wall Street Journal, and I won’t be responsible if he tries to stuff it down the barrel of the El Al security

  guard’s Uzi again.




  Where will Mr. Clemens take these folks? What is the 1980’s equivalent of the Grand Tour? What are the travel “musts” of today?




  All the famous old monuments are still there, of course, but they’re surrounded by scaffolds and green nets and signs saying, “Il pardonne la restoration bitte

  please.” I don’t know two people who’ve ever seen the same famous old monument. I’ve seen Big Ben. A friend of mine has seen half of the Sistine Chapel ceiling. No one has

  seen Notre Dame Cathedral for years. It’s probably been sold to a shopping mall developer in Phoenix.




  We’ve all, however, seen Dr. Meuller’s Sex Shop in the Frankfurt airport. Dr. Meuller’s has cozy booths where, for one deutsche mark a minute, we modern tourists can watch

  things hardly thought of in 1867. And there’s nothing on the outside of the booths to indicate whether you’re in there viewing basically healthy Swedish nude volleyball films or videos

  of naked Dobermans cavorting in food. Dr. Meuller’s is also a reliable way to meet your boss, old Sunday School teacher or ex-wife’s new husband, one of whom is always walking by when

  you emerge.




  Dr. Meuller’s is definitely a “must” of modern travel, as is the Frankfurt airport itself. If Christ came back tomorrow, He’d have to change planes in Frankfurt. Modern

  air travel means less time spent in transit. That time is now spent in transit lounges.




  What else? There are “local points of interest” available until the real monuments are restored. These are small piles of stones about which someone will tell you extravagant lies

  for five dollars. (“And here, please, the Tomb of the Infant Jesus.”) And there are the great mini-bars of Europe—three paper cartons of aniseflavored soda pop, two bottles of

  beer with suspended vegetable matter, a triangular candy bar made of chocolate-covered edelweiss and a pack of Marlboros manufactured locally under license. (N.B.: Open that split of

  Mumm’s ½-star in there, and $200 goes on your hotel bill faster than you can say “service non compris.”)




  In place of celebrated palaces, our era has celebrated parking spots, most of them in Rome. Romans will back a Fiat into the middle of your linguine al pesto if you’re sitting too close to

  the restaurant window.




  Instead of cathedrals, mosques and ancient temples, we have duty-free shops—at their best in Kuwait. I never knew there was so much stuff I didn’t want. I assumed I wanted most

  stuff. But that was before I saw a $110,000 crêpe de chine Givenchy chador and a solid-gold camel saddle with twelve Rolex watches embedded in the seat.




  The “sermons in stone” these days are all sung with cement. Cement is the granite, the marble, the porphyry of our time. Someday, no doubt, there will be “Elgin Cements”

  in the British Museum. Meanwhile, we tour the Warsaw Pact countries—cement everywhere, including, at the official level, quite a bit of cement in their heads.




  Every modern tourist has seen Mannix dubbed in forty languages and the amazing watch adjustments of Newfoundland, Malaysia and Nepal (where time zones are, yes, half an hour off), and

  France in August when you can travel through the entire country without encountering a single pesky Frenchman or being bothered with anything that’s open for business—though, somehow,

  the fresh dog crap is still a foot deep on the streets of Paris.




  Astonishing toilets for humans are also a staple of up-to-date foreign adventure. Anyone who thinks international culture has become bland and uniform hasn’t been to the bathroom,

  especially not in Yugoslavia where it’s a hole in the floor with a scary old lady with a mop standing next to it. And, for astonishing toilet paper, there’s India where there

  isn’t any.




  No present-day traveler, even an extra-odoriferous Central European one, can say he’s done it all if he hasn’t been on a smell tour of Asia. Maybe what seems pungent to the locals

  only becomes alarming when sniffed through a giant Western proboscis, but there are some odors in China that make a visit to Bhopal seem like a picnic downwind from the Arpege factory. Hark to the

  cry of the tourist in the East: “Is it dead or is it dinner?”




  Nothing beats the Orient for grand vistas, however, particularly of go-go girls. True, they can’t Boogaloo and have no interest in learning. But Thai exotic dancers are the one people left

  who prefer American-made to Japanese. And they come and sit on your lap between sets, something the girls at the Crazy Horse never do. Now, where’d my wallet go?




  Many contemporary tourist attractions are not located in one special place the way tourist attractions used to be. Now they pop up everywhere—that villainous cab driver with the

  all-consonant last name, for instance. He’s waiting outside hotels from Sun City to the Seward Peninsula. He can’t speak five languages and can’t understand

  another ten. Hey! Hey! Hey, you! This isn’t the way to the Frankfurt airport! Nein! Non! Nyet! Ixnay!




  American embassies, too, are all over the map and always breathtaking. In the middle of London, on beautiful Grosvenor Square, there’s one that looks like a bronzed Oldsmobile dashboard.

  And rising from the slums of Manila is another that resembles the Margarine of the Future Pavilion at the 1959 Brussels World Fair. I assume this is all the work of one architect, and I assume

  he’s on drugs. Each American embassy comes with two permanent features—a giant anti-American demonstration and a giant line for American visas. Most demonstrators spend half their time

  burning Old Glory and the other half waiting for green cards.




  Other ubiquitous spectacles of our time include various panics—AIDS, PLO terror and owning U.S. dollars predominate at the moment—and postcards of the Pope kissing the ground.

  There’s little ground left unkissed by this pontiff, though he might think twice about kissing anything in some of the places he visits. (Stay away from Haiti, San Francisco and Mykonos,

  J.P., please.)




  Then there’s the squalor. This hasn’t changed since 1867, but tourists once tried to avoid it. Now they seek it out. Modern tourists have to see the squalor so they can tell everyone

  back home how it changed their perspective on life. Describing squalor, if done with sufficient indignation, makes friends and relatives morally obligated to listen to your boring vacation stories.

  (Squalor is conveniently available, at reasonable prices, in Latin America.)




  No, the Grand Tour is no longer a stately procession of likeminded individuals through half a dozen of the world’s major principalities. And it’s probably just as well if Mark Twain

  doesn’t come back from the dead. He’d have to lead a huge slew of multinational lunatics through hundreds of horrible countries with disgusting border formalities. And 1980’s

  customs agents are the only thing worse than 1980’s tourists. Damn it, give that back! You know perfectly well that it’s legal to bring clean socks into Tanzania. Ow! Ouch! Where are

  you taking me!?




  Of course you don’t have to go to Africa to get that kind of treatment. You can have your possessions stolen right on the Piccadilly Line if you want. In fact, in 1987,

  you can experience most of the indignities and discomforts of travel in your own hometown, wherever you live. Americans flock in seething masses to any dim-wit local attraction—tall ships

  making a landing, short actors making a move, Andrew Wyeth making a nude Helga fracas—just as if they were actually going somewhere. The briefest commuter flight is filled with businessmen

  dragging mountainous garment bags and whole computers on board. They are worst pests than mainland Chinese taking Frigidaires home on the plane. And no modern business gal goes to lunch without a

  steamer trunk-size tote full of shoe changes, Sony Walkman tapes and tennis rackets. When she makes her way down a restaurant aisle, she’ll crack the back of your head with this exactly the

  same way a Mexican will with a crate of chickens on a Yucatán bus ride.




  The tourism ethic seems to have spread like one of the new sexual diseases. It now infects every aspect of daily life. People carry backpacks to work and out on dates. People dress like tourists

  at the office, the theater and church. People are as rude to their fellow countrymen as ever they are to foreigners.




  Maybe the right thing to do is stay home in a comfy armchair and read about travel as it should be—in Samuel Clemens’s Huckleberry Finn.




  







  
A Ramble Through Lebanon
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  OCTOBER 1984




  I visited Lebanon in the fall of ’84, which turned out to be pretty much the last time an American could travel in that country with only a risk (rather than a

  certainty) of being kidnapped. I was just taking a vacation. Somehow I had convinced Vanity Fair magazine to let me do a piece on the holiday pleasures of Beirut and its environs. What

  follows is, with a few parenthetical addenda, the article I wrote for Vanity Fair, an article that they—wisely, I think—decided was much too weird to publish.




  “Bassboat.” “Bizport.” “Passboot.” “Pisspot.” It’s the one English word every Lebanese understands and no Lebanese can

  say. The first, deepest and most enduring impression from a visit to Lebanon is an endless series of faces, with gun barrels, poking through the car window and mispronouncing your travel

  documents.




  Some of these faces belong to the Lebanese Army, some to the Christian Phalange, some to angry Shiites or blustering Druse or grumpy Syrian draftees or Scarsdale-looking Israeli reservists. And

  who knows what the rest of them belong to. Everybody with a gun has a checkpoint in Lebanon. And in Lebanon you’d be crazy not to have a gun. Though, I assure you, all the

  crazy people have guns, too.




  You fumble for passes and credentials thinking, “Is this Progressive Socialist or Syrian Socialist National Party territory? Will the Amal militia kill me if I give them a Lebanese Army

  press card? And what’s Arabic, anyway, for ‘Me? American? Don’t make me laugh’?”




  The gun barrels all have the bluing worn off the ends as though from being rubbed against people’s noses. The interesting thing about staring down a gun barrel is how small the hole is

  where the bullet comes out, yet what a big difference it would make in your social schedule. Not that people shoot you very often, but the way they flip those weapons around and bang them on the

  pavement and poke them in the dirt and scratch their ears with the muzzle sights . . . Gun safety merit badges must go begging in the Lebanese Boy Scouts.




  On the other hand, Lebanon is notably free of tour groups and Nikon-toting Japanese. The beaches, though shell-pocked and occasionally mined, are not crowded. Ruins of historical interest

  abound, in fact, block most streets. Hotel rooms are plentiful. No reservation is necessary at even the most popular restaurant (though it is advisable to ask around and find out if the place is

  likely to be bombed later). And what could be more unvarnished and authentic than a native culture armed to the teeth and bent on murder, pillage and rape?




  One minor difficulty with travel to Lebanon is you can’t. There’s no such thing as a tourist visa. Unless you’re a journalist, diplomat or arms salesman, they won’t let

  you in. And if you believe that, you’ll never understand the Orient. Type a letter saying you’re an American economist studying stabilization of the Lebanese pound or something. (Sound

  currency is one thing all factions agree on. The Central Bank is the best guarded and least shelled building in Beirut.) I had a letter saying I was studying the tourism industry in Lebanon.




  “The tourism industry?” said the pretty young woman at the Lebanese Consulate.




  “Yes,” I said.




  “Tourism?”




  I nodded.




  She shrugged. “Well, be sure to go see my village of Beit Mery. It’s very beautiful. If you make it.”




  Middle East Airlines is the principal carrier to Beirut. They fly from London, Paris, Frankfurt and Rome—sometimes. When the airport’s being shelled, you can take a boat from

  Larnaca, Cyprus.




  There are a number of Beirut hotels still operating. The best is the Commodore in West Beirut’s El Hamra district. This is the headquarters for the international press corps. There are

  plenty of rooms available during lulls in the fighting. If combat is intense, telex Beirut 20595 for reservations. The Commodore’s basement is an excellent bomb shelter. The staff is

  cheerful, efficient and will try to get you back if you’re kidnapped.




  There’s a parrot in the bar at the Commodore that does an imitation of an in-coming howitzer shell and also whistles the Marseillaise. Only once in ten years of civil war has this bar been

  shot up by any of the pro-temperance Shiite militias. Even then the management was forewarned so only some Pepsi bottles and maybe a stray BBC stringer were damaged. Get a room away from the pool.

  It’s harder to hit that side of the building with artillery. Rates are about fifty dollars per night. They’ll convert your bar bill to laundry charges if you’re on an expense

  account.




  Beirut, at a glance, lacks charm. The garbage has not been picked up since 1975. The ocean is thick with raw sewage, and trash dots the surf. Do not drink the water. Leeches have been known to

  pop out the tap. Electricity is intermittent.




  It is a noisy town. Most shops have portable gasoline generators set out on the sidewalk. The racket from these combines with incessant horn-honking, scattered gunfire, loud Arab music from

  pushcart cassette vendors, much yelling among the natives and occasional car bombs. Israeli jets also come in from the sea most afternoons, breaking the sound barrier on their way to targets in the

  Bekáa Valley. A dense brown haze from dump fires and car exhaust covers the city. Air pollution probably approaches a million parts per million. This, however, dulls the sense of smell.




  There are taxis always available outside the Commodore. I asked one of the drivers, Najib, to show me the sights. I wanted to see the National Museum, the Great Mosque, the

  Place des Martyrs, the Bois de Pins, the Corniche and Hotel Row. Perhaps Najib misunderstood or maybe he had his own ideas about sight-seeing. He took me to the Green Line. The Green Line’s

  four crossings were occupied by the Lebanese Army—the Moslem Sixth Brigade on one side, the Christian Fifth Brigade on the other. Though under unified command, their guns were pointed at each

  other. This probably augurs ill for political stability in the region.




  The wise traveler will pack shirts or blouses with ample breast pockets. Reaching inside a jacket for your passport looks too much like going for the draw and puts armed men out of

  continence.




  At the Port Crossing, on the street where all the best whorehouses were, the destruction is perfectly theatrical. Just enough remains of the old buildings to give an impression of erstwhile

  grandeur. Mortars, howitzers and rocket-propelled grenades have not left a superfluous brush stroke on the scrim. Turn the corner into the old marketplace, the Souk, however, and the set is a

  Hollywood back lot. Small arms and sniper fire have left perfectly detailed havoc. Every square inch is painstakingly bullet-nibbled. Rubble spills artfully out of doorways. Roofs and cornices have

  been deftly crenulated by explosion. Everything is ready for Ernest Borgnine, John Cassavetes and Lee Marvin in a remake of The Dirty Dozen, except the Lebanese can’t figure out how

  to remove the land mines.




  We went back and forth across the Green Line six times, then drove into Beirut’s south suburbs. This area was once filled with apartment buildings housing the Moslem middle class. The

  buildings were destroyed by Israeli air strikes during the invasion of 1982. Modern construction techniques and modern war planes create a different kind of ruin. Balconies, windows and curtain

  walls disintegrate completely. Reinforced concrete floors fold like Venetian-blind slats and hang by their steel rebars from the buildings’ utility cores. Or they land in a giant card-house

  tumble. Shiite squatter families are living in the triangles and trapezoids formed by the fallen slabs. There’s a terrible lack of unreality to this part of the city.




  Outside the areas controlled by the Lebanese Army the checkpoints are more numerous, less organized and manned by teenagers in jeans, T-shirts and Adidas running shoes. They

  carry Russian instead of U.S. weapons. Some belong to the Shiite Amal militia, others to the even more radical Hezbullah. All have strong feelings about America. Fortunately, they can’t read.

  One even held my Arabic press credentials upside down, picture and all, and tipped his head like a parakeet to see if I matched my inverted photo. At the most dangerous-looking checkpoints, Najib

  said something that made the guards laugh and wave us through.




  “Najib,” I said, “what are you telling them?”




  He said, “I tell them you travel for pleasure.”




  Finally, we got to a place where we could go no further. Down the street the Sunni Moslem Mourabitoun militia was having it out with the Shiite Amal militia—part of the long-standing

  Sunni/Shiite dispute about whether Muhammad’s uncle Abbas or Muhammad’s son-in-law Ali should have succeeded the Prophet and, also, about who gets the take from the south-side gambling

  joints.




  West Beirut can also be toured on foot. You’ll find the city is full of surprises—a sacking of the Saudi embassy because of long lines for visas to Mecca, for instance, or shelling

  of the lower town by an unidentified gunboat or car bombs several times a day. Renaults are the favored vehicles. Avoid double-parked Le Cars. Do not, however, expect the population to be moping

  around glassy-eyed. There’s lots of jewelry and make-up and the silliest Italian designer jeans on earth. The streets are jammed. Everyone’s very busy, though not exactly working.

  They’re rushing from one place to another in order to sit around drinking hundreds of tiny cups of Turkish coffee and chat at the top of their lungs. The entire economy is fueled, as far as I

  could see, by everyone selling cartons of smuggled Marlboros to each other.




  It turns out I didn’t miss much on Najib’s style of guided tour. The Bois de Pins, planted in the 1600s by Emir Fakhr ed Din to protect Beirut from encroaching sand dunes, had all

  its foliage blown off by Israeli jets and looks like a phone-pole farm. The Place des Martyrs, so-called because eleven nationalists were hanged there by the Turks in 1915, is right on the Green

  line and now all that much more aptly named. Most of the buildings on the Corniche have literally been face-lifted. The old American Embassy is here, in the same state as U.S.

  Middle East policy. The British Embassy down the street is completely draped in anti-bomb nets imported from Belfast. Hotel Row was ravaged at the beginning of the civil war in 1975. The high-rise

  Holiday Inn is a delight to the eye. Who, when traveling around the earth faced with endless Holiday Inns, has not fantasized blowing one to flinders? The National Museum is bricked up and

  surrounded with tanks—no nagging sense of cultural obligation to tour this historical treasure trove. I couldn’t find the Great Mosque at all.




  A surprising lot of Beirut stands, however. A building with a missing story here, a lot with a missing building there, shattered this next to untouched that—all the usual ironies of war

  except with great restaurants.




  The Summerland Hotel, on the beach in the ruined south suburbs, has good hamburgers. The wealthy Moslems, including Shiites, go here. All Shiites are not stern zealots. Some have string bikinis.

  And, like an American ethnic group with origins nearby, they wear their jewelry in the pool. (It was at the Summerland where the Amal militia feted its American captives during the 1985 TWA hostage

  crisis.)




  Downtown on the Corniche you can lunch at the St. Georges Hotel, once Beirut’s best. The hotel building is now a burned shell, but the pool club is still open. You can go waterskiing here,

  even during the worst fighting.




  I asked the bartender at the pool club, “Don’t the waterskiers worry about sniper fire?”




  “Oh, no, no, no,” he said, “the snipers are mostly armed with automatic weapons—these are not very accurate.”




  Down the quay, pristine among the ruins, Chez Temporal serves excellent food. A short but careful walk through a heavily armed Druse neighborhood brings you to Le Grenier, once a jet-set mob

  scene, now a quiet hideaway with splendid native dishes. Next door there’s first-rate Italian fare at Quo Vadis. Be sure to tip the man who insists, at gunpoint, on guarding your car.




  Spaghetteria is a favorite with the foreign press. The Italian specials are good, and there’s a spectacular view of military patrols and nighttime skirmishing along the beachfront. Sit

  near the window if you feel lucky.




  Addresses are unnecessary. Taxi drivers know the way and when it’s safe to go there. Service at all these establishments is good, more than good. You may find ten or a

  dozen waiters hovering at your side. If trouble breaks out, the management will have one or two employees escort you home. When ordering, avoid most native wines, particularly the whites. Mousar

  ’75, however, is an excellent red. Do not let the waiters serve you Cypriot brandy after the meal. It’s vile.




  The Commodore also has restaurants. These are recommended during fighting. The Commodore always manages to get food delivered no matter what the situation outdoors.




  Nightlife begins late in Beirut. Cocktail hour at the Commodore is eight P.M., when U.S. editors and network executives are safely at lunch (there’s a seven-hour time difference). The

  Commodore is strictly neutral territory with only one rule. No guns at the bar. All sorts of raffish characters hang about, expatriates from Palestine, Libya and Iran, officers in mufti from both

  sides of the Lebanese Army, and combatants of other stripes. I overheard one black Vietnam veteran loudly describe to two British girls how he teaches orthodox Moslem women to fight with knives.

  And there are diplomats, spooks and dealers in gold, arms and other things. At least that’s what they seem to be. No one exactly announces his occupation—except the journalists, of

  course.




  I met one young lady from Atlanta who worked on a CNN camera crew. She was twenty-six, cute, slightly plump and looked like she should have been head of the Georgia State pep squad. I sat next

  to her at the Commodore bar and watched her drink twenty-five gin and tonics in a row. She never got drunk, never slurred a word, but along about G&T number twenty-two out came the stories

  about dismembered babies and dead bodies flying all over the place and the Red Cross picking up hands and feet and heads from bomb blasts and putting them all in a trash dumpster. “So I asked

  the Red Cross people,” she said, in the same sweet Dixie accent, “like, what’s this? Save ’em, collect ’em, trade ’em with your friends?”




  Everyone in Beirut can hold his or her liquor. If you get queasy, Muhammad, the Commodore bartender, has a remedy rivaling Jeeves’s in P.G. Wodehouse’s novels. It will steady your

  stomach so you can drink more. You’ll want to. No one in this part of the world is without a horror story, and, at the Commodore bar, you’ll hear most of them.




  Dinner, if anyone remembers to have it, is at ten or so. People go out in groups. It’s not a good idea to be alone and blonde after dark. Kidnapping is the one great innovation of the

  Lebanese civil war. And Reuters correspondent, Johnathan Wright, had disappeared thus on his way to the Bekáa Valley a few days before I arrived.




  If nabbed, make as much noise as possible. Do not get in anyone’s car. If forced in, attack the driver. At least this is what I’m told.




  Be circumspect when driving at night. Other cars should be given a wide berth. Flick headlights off and on to indicate friendly approach. Turn on the dome light when arriving at checkpoints.

  Militiamen will fire a couple of bursts in your direction if they want you to slow down.




  Clubs, such as the Backstreet near the Australian Embassy, keep going as late as you can stand it. There’s some dancing, much drinking and, if you yell at the management, they’ll

  keep the Arab music off the tape deck. Cocaine is available at about fifty dollars a gram and is no worse than what you get in New York.




  Beirut nightlife is not elaborate, but it is amusing. When danger waits the tables and death is the busboy, it adds zest to the simple pleasures of life. There’s poignant satisfaction in

  every puff of a cigarette or sip of a martini. The jokes are funnier, the drinks are stronger, the bonds of affection more powerfully felt than they’ll ever be at Club Med.




  East Beirut is said to also have good restaurants and night-clubs. But the visitor staying on the West side probably won’t see them. No one likes to cross the Green Line at night. And,

  frankly, the East isn’t popular with the West-side crowd. All the window glass is taped, and the storefronts are sandbagged over there. It gives the place a gloomy look. No one would think of

  doing this in the West. It would be an insult to the tradition of Oriental fatalism, and nobody would be able to see all the cartons of smuggled Marlboros stacked in the window. Anyway, the

  East-side Christians are too smug, too pseudo-French and haven’t been shelled enough to turn them into party reptiles.




  



  To travel to the rest of Lebanon you just hail a taxi. The country is only one hundred and twenty miles long and forty miles wide, and no Lebanese cab driver has to call home to ask his wife if

  he can take off for a couple days. Settle the price first. This won’t be easy. It’s not the way of the Levant to come to the point. I asked Akbar, one of the Commodore’s taximen,

  how much he’d charge to take me through the Israeli lines and into South Lebanon.









  “I have been in this business twenty-seven years,” he said.




  “Yes,” I said, “but how much is it going to cost me?”




  “I will tell you later.”




  “Give me a rough idea.”




  “Would you like a coffee?”




  “What’s your hourly rate?”




  “Across the street—fine rugs at the best price. I will get you a discount.”




  “What do you charge by the mile?”




  “I have a cousin in Detroit.”




  “Akbar,” I shouted, “what’s it going to cost?!”




  “If you do not like my price, I tell you what,” Akbar gestured grandly, “you do not hire me anymore again.”


  

  




  Make sure your driver knows English well enough to translate. Lebanese English is often a triumph of memorization over understanding. “I come from the village of

  Baabdat,” the driver will say in quite an acceptable accent, “it is very beautiful there in the mountains.”




  “Right,” you’ll say, “but you’d better pull over, that guy behind the sandbags is leveling an anti-tank gun at us.”




  “You do?” the driver will say, “Is that in Texas? I have a nephew in Houston.”




  Wherever you go, it’s important to leave early in the morning. Those who think the war is dangerous have not seen the traffic in Beirut. It’s a city of a million

  people with three stoplights and these aren’t working. There are some traffic cops, but they are on no account to be minded as they tend to wave you into the path of dump trucks going sixty

  miles an hour. All driving is at top speed, much of it on the sidewalks since most parking is done in the middle of the streets. The only firm rule is: Armored personnel carriers have the right of

  way.




  Once outside Beirut there are, of course, other difficulties. The only land route into the Israeli-occupied South goes through the Chouf mountains to a crossing point in the town of Bater, which

  is separated from Beirut by forty miles of armed Druse. You can also take a boat to Sidon from the Phalange-controlled docks in East Beirut if you’re a Christian. I am, but there seemed to be

  some difficulty anyway. First they said they would have to ask Israeli permission because I was a journalist. Next they told me they didn’t speak English. Then they quit speaking French.




  On the way to Bater my driver took me past “Green Beach,” the former U.S. Marine emplacement and very interesting to students of military history. It’s as defensible a position

  as the bottom of the air shaft in the Plaza Hotel. There’s hardly a spot in Lebanon from which you can’t fire a gun and hit it. Don’t get out of the car. The beach is now an Amal

  military base under heavy guard because it’s next to the orthodox Shiite women’s bathing area. They wear ankle-length chadors in the water, which may explain the lack of a world-class

  Shiite women’s swim team.




  In the Chouf mountains, the land is green and exquisite, cut through with precipitous gorges. Even the steepest slopes have been terraced and planted with fruit trees, vineyards, olive groves

  and gun emplacements. The road is narrow with no railings or shoulders, and traffic is slow because the Druse are usually moving artillery around preparing to blast the Phalangists on the coast. Be

  sure to keep a mental note of such things. It’s considered good manners to convey information about military movements to the next faction down the road. This takes the place of celebrity

  gossip in Lebanese small talk.




  The Druse militiamen were good-natured. “Do you speak Arabic?” asked one. I shook my head, and he said something to another soldier who poked face and gun into the car and shouted,

  “He just said he wants to fuck your mother!” At least, I assume this was good-natured.




  The Druse villages are built in the Ottoman style, graceful, foursquare sandstone buildings with balconies, arched windows and fifteen-foot ceilings. The low-pitched hip roofs are covered in red

  tile. Tidy gardens surround each house. Peasants in white skull caps and baggy-crotched jodhpurs ride donkeys along the road. Herds of goats meander in the streets. It’s all quite timeless

  except for the video-cassette rental stores, unisex hair salons and Mercedes-Benz sedans all over the place.




  The Bater crossing was another matter. A couple hundred Lebanese, mostly old people, women and children, were jammed into line behind barbed wire, waiting for the crossing to open. Several

  hundred more squatted in the dirt or milled about disconsolate. These, apparently, did not have their papers in order. Some had been there for days. A few tents had been provided but no toilets.

  There was no running water and no food other than what people had brought with them. Soldiers from the Israeli-hired South Lebanon Army were yelling, pointing guns and threatening everyone. The sun

  was hot. A few of the women and all of the babies were crying. The smell was horrendous.




  There seemed to be no way to tell when the crossing would open. My driver, Akbar, didn’t have any ideas. I was not about to get in line behind the barbed wire. It looked too much like

  BergenBelsen. No one in sight, as far as I could tell, was in charge of anything but pistol waving.




  On top of an embankment about a hundred yards on the other side of the crossing was a machine gun nest with the star of David flying over it. I took my passport out and, holding it shoulder

  high, walked through the barbed wire and tank traps. I fixed the South Lebanon Army guards with a stare I hoped would remind them of Grenada. “American,” I said. They backed

  away, and I headed as coolly as I could for the muzzle of the Israeli .50-caliber machine gun now being pointed at my chest.




  Israelis are not well-liked in West Beirut. During 1982 the Israelis besieged the Moslem part of town. There was no electricity and little food or water. The shelling and air strikes sometimes

  went on for twelve hours at a stretch. Beirut’s journalists call the Israelis “Schlomos” and consider them war criminals and also real squares.




  Personally, I was glad to confront the only armed maniacs in the Middle East who aren’t allowed to shoot U.S. citizens. I hoped they remembered.




  “That’s my helmet you’re wearing,” I was thinking. “Those are my boots, and I paid for that gun so you can just go point it at someone

  else.” Not that I said this aloud. The hole a .50-caliber bullet comes out of is not small. It looks as if you could put your whole foot in there.




  The Israelis motioned for me to come up, and I climbed the embankment. They held the machine gun on me until it became clear I was not a peroxided Iranian. “You must speak to the

  captain,” they said.




  He proved to be a boy of twenty-five. “Do you speak English?” I said.




  “Gee, sure,” said the captain. The Lebanese kept a respectful distance until they saw him talking to me. Then they descended in a horde waving unlikely-looking slips of paper and

  shouting the interminable explanations of the east. The captain’s escort chased them away with shoves and curses. The women, children and old folks pressed back with no apparent fear.

  Finally, they pushed the officer and me under a guard tower, “Welcome to Lebanon” is the phrase everyone uses whenever anything untoward or chaotic breaks loose.




  “Welcome to Lebanon,” said the Israeli captain. He read my credentials and smiled. “Tourism?”




  “Yes,” I said, “I’m the only tourist in Lebanon.”




  The captain laughed. “Oh no, you’re not. I’m a reservist, you know, and this is my vacation, too.”




  The Israelis wouldn’t, however, allow my car through. I told Akbar to meet me there in two days and then hiked across no-man’s-land to a line of taxis on the other side.




  There were three stages in crossing the Israeli lines. Once through the checkpoint at Bater, I had to go by taxi to an interrogation center a few miles up the road. From the interrogation center

  I took a bus eight or ten miles to another checkpoint in Jezzine.




  At the interrogation stop I was searched and questioned by Shin Bet, the Israeli F.B.I. An enlisted man apologized for the inconvenience. Less auspicious-looking travelers

  were being led off to be grilled in windowless huts.




  In Jezzine I was questioned again by the South Lebanon Army, an interesting process since we had no language in common.




  I hired another taxi to take me the fifteen miles from Jezzine to Sidon. It took five hours to get through the Bater-Jezzine crossing and a total of eight hours to make it from Beirut to Sidon.

  Before the war it was an hour drive on the coast road.




  Sidon and Tyre, the two coastal cities of southern Lebanon, were once the principal towns of ancient Phoenicia and spawned a mercantile empire from Turkey to Spain. Important archaeological work

  has been done in both places, exposing six millennia of human misbehavior. Lebanon has been overrun in turn by Canaanites, Egyptians, Assyrians, Babylonians, Persians, Greeks, Romans, Arabs,

  Crusaders, Arabs again, Turks, French, more Arabs, Israelis and occasional U.S. Marines. Perhaps by means of the past one can begin to comprehend the present. Or learn which way to run from the

  future.
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