







The Arabists

[image: Image]

Copyright © 1993, 1995 by Robert D. Kaplan

All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopying, recording, or by any information storage and retrieval system, without permission in writing from the Publisher.

The Free Press
A Division of Simon & Schuster, Inc.
1230 Avenue of the Americas New York, N.Y. 10020
www.SimonandSchuster.com

First Free Press Paperback Edition 1995

Printed in the United States of America

printing number

7   8   9   10

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

Kaplan, Robert D.

The Arabists : the romance of an American elite / Robert D. Kaplan.

p.   cm.

Includes bibliographical references (p.   ) and index.

ISBN 0-02-874023-8

ISBN-13: 978-0-028-74023-2

eISBN-13: 978-1-439-10870-3

1. Arab countries—Foreign relations—United States.   2. United States—Foreign relations—Arab countries.   3. United States. Dept. of State. Bureau for Near Eastern and South Asian Affairs—Biography. 4.Orientalists—United States—Biography.   I. Title.

DS63.2.U5K35   1993

327.730174927—dc20   93-4321

CIP


For my wife MARIA and my son MICHAEL
 


Contents

Preface to the Paperback Edition

Preface and Acknowledgments

Prologue: Three generations, Three wars, Three marriages

Part I: Dream

1. Home to Lebanon

2. The Finest Site in All Beirut

3. Sand-Mad Englishmen

4. End of the Rainbow

Part II: Reality

5. Mr. Foreign Service

6. Old Hands

7. Never a Dull Moment

8. Aggrieved Area Experts

9. Mugged by Reality

10. Horan of Arabia

11. Indiana Jones

Part III: Debacle

12. The Icy Eyes That Had Contemplated Nineveh

13. Cowering in a Dark Alley

14. Hostages to Idealism

Part IV: Redemption

15. A New Species?

Bibliography

Index


Preface to the Paperback Edition

Since the writing of The Arabists, the Balkan crisis has continued to unfold, adding further perspective to events elsewhere in the Near East—the setting for The Arabists.

The Iraqi invasion of Kuwait and the Serbian conquest of Bosnia, it is now clear, were the two signal crises of the post-Cold War era. They occurred back to back in the lands of the former Turkish Empire, whose postimperial pathologies burden us still. The two crises are eminently comparable. But how different have been the responses of State Department area specialists to those two aggressions and to the weak White House policies toward both Seriba and Iraq!

Comparison improves scholarship. The policies of the Bush and Clinton administrations toward Serbian aggression in the former Yugoslavia, as unsatisfactory as they were (and have been), are still more defensible than the response of the Reagan and Bush administrations to the provocations of Iraqi dictator Saddam Hussein prior to his August 1990 invasion of Kuwait. After all, Serbian President Slobodan Milosevic, as awful as he is, was not building nuclear or chemical weapons as Saddam was. And the Serbian-run “ethnic cleansing” camps constituted an atrocity no worse than Saddam’s gassing to death of thousands of Iraqi Kurds. Moreover, because of the mountainous terrain and complex military alliance system of the former Yugoslavia, American military intervention against Serbia has always been less feasible than decisive active against Iraq.

Nevertheless, such mitigating factors did not stop three Foreign Service officers from the State Department’s Bureau of European Affairs, and one civil servant from State’s Bureau of Intelligence and Research, from resigning in protest against White House appeasement of the human rights abuses of Serbia’s Milosevic. Balkan war crimes unleashed an unprecedented upheaval in the European Affairs bureau. Arguments broke out. Details of human rights abuses on a scale of what had occurred in Iraq caused serious crises of conscience. Foreign Service officers and others dealing with European affairs were willing to give up their careers and financial security purely in defense of a principle. Faced with a spineless policy emanating from both the White House and the secretary of state’s office, these State Department officials did not always carry out orders, agree with those from other agencies, and afterwards place the blame and responsibility on higher-ups.

Contrast this with Foreign Service officers dealing with Iraq. No one resigned. Protest against the Bush Administration’s coddling of Saddam was low key or nonexistent. There was no identifiable revolt, as there was among Europeanists regarding Bosnia.

Why?

This book may give part of the answer. But another has occurred to me since the hardcover version of The Arabists was published:

Human rights crimes in the Balkans caught Europeanists after the end of the Cold War. Stripped of the old paradigms, they operated in a chaotic climate in which new ideas could emerge, since no one was sure what the ground rules were now. This is a climate that fosters revolt, a climate in which a young officer feels little inhibition about challenging a secretary of state.

The Arabists, such as Ambassador to Iraq April Glaspie, were operating in a less congenial climate for ideas: locked into a late—and calcifying—phase of the Arab-Israeli conflict, before Israel made treaties with the Palestine Liberation Organization and with Jordan. This was a historical phase of hard, old truths, which does not exactly favor self-doubt, self-questioning, and intellectual challenges from the ranks. I just wonder how the Arabists would have reacted if say, the Iraq crisis was brewing after Israel had made a comprehensive peace with several Arab states. I think there might have been less unanimity in such a circumstance—perhaps even a revolt.

In a carefully documented study of U.S. policy leading up to Saddam’s invasion of Kuwait, done for the Kennedy School of Government at Harvard University, Zachary Karabell shows how Miss Glaspie’s thinking was of a piece with the ideas of many others in the higher reaches of government, including the National Security Council and the Central Intelligence Agency. This aspect of the affair is surely noted in The Arabists, but it is not given sufficient emphasis. My story represents one angle of vision; there are others.

This text is slightly revised from the hardcover edition. A number of errors of fact have been corrected. Ideas that occurred to me since the hardcover appeared have been added. A book, like life, is a work in progress.


Preface and Acknowledgments

As with my previous books on Ethiopia, Afghanistan, and the Balkans, this one began as a magazine article for the Atlantic Monthly, under the editorial guidance of Cullen Murphy and with the advice and support of Bill Whitworth. However, this book is no mere extension of the article “Tales from the Bazaar,” which ran as a cover story in the August 1992 issue of the Atlantic. That piece was a horizontal exercise, where I meandered on a flat plane from personality to personality, giving the reader a taste of the subculture of State Department Arabists. This book is a vertical project—that is to say, historical—and, therefore, ultimately more critical. Though large sections of the article have been adapted for use in this book, especially in the later chapters, even those parts contain much additional information that has influenced my conclusions.

This is neither pure history nor pure journalism but a mixture of both. I have tried to see various individuals in terms of the historical and social milieu in which they were fated to work. I could sleep a lot easier had I been able to make everyone in this book appear a hero. Unfortunately, that has not been possible since it would have involved a complete suspension of judgment on my part. However, I am still in some awe of Arabists as a group of unambiguous, nation-state Americans, for whom patriotism is a more clear-cut enterprise than it is for those of my own Vietnam-age generation. I have, therefore, tried with all my heart to be fair. And being fair, in this case, means presenting information in its proper context. Thus, as regards my analysis, I make no apologies.

This book could not have been written without the financial assistance of The Lynde and Harry Bradley Foundation in Milwaukee, whose funds were administered by the Foreign Policy Research Institute in Philadelphia. In this regard, I would like to thank Dianne Monroe, Hillel Fradkin, Alan Luxenberg, and Daniel Pipes, who provided me with help whenever I asked but otherwise gave me the intellectual freedom I needed to reach my own conclusions. Adam Bellow has been a wise editor, always able to see things in their larger context. Carl Brandt, my literary agent, continues to steer me gently through confusing straits to the landfall of one book after another.

I also wish to pay special tribute to several works that I relied heavily on in writing this book:

Legacy to Lebanon by Grace Dodge Guthrie and Lebanon’s Child by Anne Byerly Moore, two poignant memoirs of Lebanon in the earlier part of the century, certainly deserve a wider readership than the private printings so far available. They opened my mind up to a world and a Lebanon that I, as someone born after World War II, never knew existed. David H. Finnie’s Pioneers East: The Early American Experience in the Middle East is the finest general study available about American missionaries in the Levant. Leo J. Bocage’s The Public Career of Charles R. Crane goes into detail about a figure that is given only superficial treatment in other books about the history of the modern Middle East. H. W. Brands’s Inside the Cold War: Loy Henderson and the Rise of the American Empire 1918-1961 is exceptional in its cool objectivity and insight regarding a very controversial and talented diplomat. Finally, the Foreign Affairs Oral History Program of the Association for Diplomatic Studies and Georgetown University made it possible for me to check the opinions of several individuals discussed in this book. I wish to thank the librarians at the Foreign Service Institute in Arlington, Virginia, for making these Oral Histories available to me.

One last word: in this project, I’ve tried to be a writer whose aim is to empathize, rather than sympathize, with my subjects. The information in this book is therefore based on interviews I’ve conducted—both on and off the record—mainly with people described in these pages, and from the books that are mentioned in the bibliography. In cases where quotes come from an interview conducted under the abovementioned Oral History Program, I have signified this with a note.


—Alexander Kinglake, Eothen

In Syria, and Palestine, and Egypt, you might as well dispute the efficacy of grass or grain as of Magic. There is no controversy about the matter. The effect of this, the unanimous belief of an ignorant people, upon the mind of a stranger, is extremely curious, and well worth noticing. A man coming freshly from Europe is at first proof against the nonsense with which he is assailed; but often it happens that after a little while the social atmosphere of Asia will begin to infect him, and, if he has been unaccustomed to the cunning of fence by which reason prepares the means of guarding herself against fallacy, he will yield himself at last to the faith of those around him; and this he will do by sympathy, it would seem, rather than from conviction.”




—Margaret McGilvary, A Story of Our Syria Mission

To work for Syria is to work among a splendid people in the land which gave us Christianity, the one faith which can make a man or a nation an uplifting force in the world.




—Wilfred Thesiger, Arabian Sands

For this cruel land can cast a spell which no temperate clime can match.




—Richard Crossman, Palestine Mission

How partial is the evidence on which great decisions are often made.




Three generations, Three wars, Three marriages

It was 1960, the height of the Cold War, and Yemen was hurtling into the thirteenth century. While Francis Gary Powers flew a U-2 spy plane over the Soviet Union, Bill Stoltzfus was fighting Communism with home movies. “The Russians and Chinese were showing double features on consecutive nights at their embassies,” his wife Janet recalls. “So Bill crossed the Red Sea to Ethiopia—where the U.S. had an air base—and came back with the reel of Seven Brides for Seven Brothers.” Bill set up a 16-mm projector on the roof of a crumbling fort and organized separate seating for men and women, out of deference to Moslem tradition. The movie played every night for a week. The Imam of Yemen saw it twice. “Victory was ours!”

There were no schools, no radios, no telephones, no cars in Yemen then. The gates of the city walls closed at dusk. The only currency was the Maria Theresa thaler, a heavy silver coin that was the legacy of nineteenth century European traders. “The wrongdoers were in chains, beheadings were commonplace. We had a few barefoot servants and a Jeep that Bill and I would take turns driving to Aden for provisions. We subsisted on cans of baked beans from the U.S. military base in Ethiopia. Bill would take the day off before each embassy dinner party to go into the desert to shoot guinea fowl. We had a lot of liquor, though. We were drunk much of the time,” laughs Janet, openly exaggerating.

Bill, a tall and athletic man in his sixties with a full crop of white hair, breaks into a deep smile at the recollection, then adds: “Whenever I’d go up to Sukhna, where the Imam was, I’d wait in isolation for days for an audience. I remember the mud-walled castle where the Imam kept his hostages. Hostage taking, of course, was a tradition in Yemen. The Imam would incarcerate the sons of royal pretenders in order to ensure their loyalty. Yes, I remember kneeling with the Imam on a carpet. The Imam had his big wildcat brought to him. He opened the cage and stuck his hand in for the wildcat to stroke. After the Imam withdrew his hand, the servant handed him a cloth. The Imam took the cloth and, with a look of contentment, wiped the blood off his hand.”

Bill goes silent, then says: “I thought that was really something, the way the Imam liked to feel the wildcat scratch him—to feel the cat’s rage, I mean.”

This causes Bill to talk about “Moslem rage.”

“The Moslems don’t accept our technology. And why should they? They don’t believe that we’re better off simply because we’re more modern. What is “modern,” by the way? We Americans are so wrapped up in ourselves, we don’t take the time to understand other cultures.”

Bill’s belief is that “the Moslems and their culture will be a force in the next century.” In Bill’s view, conditions in Yemen, while medieval, were never primitive. “Primitive,” Bill intones, “is a word we don’t use in this house. It implies a value judgment. We prefer to say basic.”

Janet cuts in, to complete the memory of Yemen: “Don’t forget Amadeo Guillet, dear.” Guillet, an Italian aristocrat, had ridden equestrian in the Olympics and was a cavalry officer with Mussolini’s troops in Ethiopia. When Emperor Haile Selassie put a price on Guillet’s head, Guillet escaped on a boat to Yemen, disguised as an Arab madman. The Imam hired him as a riding instructor for his sons. Guillet then became a close friend of Bill and Janet’s. “Amadeo always wore native dress.” Janet’s voice trails off.

Welcome to the Princeton, New Jersey, home of Ambassador and Mrs. William A. Stoltzfus, Jr., the former first couple of the United States of America in no less than six Arab countries: Yemen, Bahrein, the United Arab Emirates, Qatar, Oman, and Kuwait. Nowadays, with an oriental carpet shop in many a suburban mall, the acquisition of eastern rugs may not signify much. But in this house the rugs are grand, and set, as they are, amid Byzantine crosses from Ethiopia, copperware from Iran, royal Arabic seals from Bahrein, a brass chest and a tall, exquisite coffeepot from Saudi Arabia, and a massive, hand-carved door from Kuwait serving as the living room table, the force and hold of a life experience vastly different from one’s own begins to impress itself upon the visitor, a life in which Yemen was just a small chapter, deserving of one oil canvas of a native street scene near the foyer.

In Arabia, writes the British diplomat and traveler Freya Stark, “one never gets away from that strange sensation of being not in real life, but in some picture or story. It has the quality of things read or told in childhood.” In Bill and Janet’s case, this storybook Arabia was quite real. Its basic settings formed the backdrop for the major events of their lives.

Bill Stoltzfus was born in Beirut in 1924, the son of Protestant missionaries from the Midwest (his father was a Mennonite from Ohio, his mother a Presbyterian from Minnesota). “My birth certificate reads “Beirut, Syria,” not “Beirut, Lebanon,” because that’s what it was. We always thought of Beirut as part of Syria. Modern Lebanon is a French invention,” Bill explains.

Bill’s father and mother met in an orphanage in Sidon, a Mediterranean coastal town south of Beirut, where both were doing humanitarian relief work after World War I. And it was in Beirut, after World War II, that Bill, a Princeton graduate taking an advanced course in Arabic, met Janet, a Wellesley graduate doing humanitarian work among the Arabs. Two of Bill and Janet’s five children were born in the Arab world. One of their sons, Philip, a Princeton graduate like his father before him, met his American bride-to-be—a Dartmouth alumna and humanitarian relief worker—in Lebanon after the 1975-76 civil war. “Three generations, three wars, three marriages,” notes Bill with reverence.

After Bill and Janet married in 1954, Bill was posted to Kuwait as the American vice-consul. In those days Kuwait was just a walled medieval city with its back to the desert. There was no air-conditioning. In the hundred-degree summer nights Bill and Janet slept outside on the roof. Their first son, William A. Stoltzfus III, was the first non-Arab baby born in the local hospital, built by American missionaries of the Dutch Reformed Church almost half a century before.

Bill’s days were taken up with Palestinian refugees applying for visas to the United States. Because the Palestinians had come from a densely populated zone near the Mediterranean that had undergone rapid modernization by the British, they were better educated and harder working than the indigenous Kuwaitis. Forty years later the aptitude and determination of those refugees remain a standard that Janet, a teacher in a Princeton secondary school, still applies: “These days, whenever you see a Korean or a Japanese or a Chinese name on a class roster, you just know that child is going to excel—just like the Palestinian children I knew in Kuwait.”

Given the circumstances of their lives to that point, for Bill and Janet not to have sympathized with the Palestinians would have been a thing inhuman. Janet wants to put this in context, however. A professional educator, she is impressively smooth and relaxed about what is a tender subject.

“You’re young,” she tells her visitor. “You simply cannot realize how powerful and unconscious a force anti-Semitism was in America at the middle of this century, when Bill and I were in school. At Princeton and Wellesley, at the prep schools we went to, you almost never encountered Jews. It was a different America then. Was it different! Why, the Holocaust—because of all the books and films and articles of recent years—seems a lot closer to us now than it was right after it happened.”

Bill explains: “When the first photos and stories about the concentration camps appeared, I remember reading about it and being shocked, horrified. Sure, I felt sympathy for the Jews. But it was an abstract sympathy. Like the kind others feel when reading about the Cambodians or the Ethiopians. If you don’t know people personally who have been affected, it’s very hard to stay continually worked up over what has happened to them. The Jews were a distant, unreal world to us then, but the Palestinians were individuals we knew.”*

From Kuwait, in 1956, Bill was posted to the U.S. embassy in Damascus as the political officer. For other Americans Syria in the 1950s was the dark side of the moon, an unstable netherworld of chilling coups and political incorrigibility. For Bill and Janet it was akin to a homecoming.

Bill had grown up in Aleppo, an historic bazaar city in northern Syria, after his missionary father became president of Aleppo College when Bill was a year old. Aleppo was also where Bill and Janet had gone to celebrate their engagement. There was also Beirut, only a few hours by car from Damascus, where Bill’s parents had recently returned. As for the Damascus of that era, “What a pretty place,” recalls Janet, referring to a small town of colorful markets steeped in biblical lore. Bill adds, “The Syrians had always been tolerant of Americans. We trusted them and they trusted us.”

For Beirut-born and Aleppo-raised Bill Stoltzfus, therefore, American-Syrian relations were never the hostile spectacle of recent decades but rather the network of personal friendships between an educated stratum of Arab society and American missionaries and educators who began coming to Syria in the early nineteenth century.

Back then, when the Ottoman Turks ruled the Middle East, borders did not really exist. There was just the limestone plateau region of the north, called Syria, and everything else—a sandstone desert reaching all the way south to Yemen. Syria, a Greek word derived from the Semitic Siryon, first appears in Deuteronomy in reference to Mount Hermon, a mountain straddling the current frontiers of Syria, Lebanon, and Israel. Not only was Lebanon then part of Syria, but so was Palestine, Jordan, western Iraq, and southern Turkey. In truth, it was American missionaries like Bill’s parents, through their letters home, their cultural societies, and their printing presses, who led the movement to legitimize the term Syria not only in the West but among the local Arabs, who until the coming of those Protestants simply referred to the region as Ash-Sham, “the North.”

So for Bill, Syria constituted much more than a home. It was almost a transplanted version of New England itself: a glorified tableau of Ivy League Brahmins, each with a foothold in the Lebanese mountains, a magical kingdom of Protestant families brimming with a spirit of adventure, rectitude, and religious idealism, where the twentieth century would not fully arrive until 1948. When it came, it came with a vengeance.

Not every Foreign Service officer, no matter how talented, becomes an ambassador. Some luck is usually required, and Bill Stoltzfus is no exception. Bill’s lucky moment came in 1971, when as second-in-command at the U.S. embassy in Jidda, Saudi Arabia, he was given the task of organizing the visit to Jidda of then—Vice President Spiro Agnew.

In some ways this was unpleasant work. “The Secret Service agents were so insensitive to the local culture,” Bill explains. “For example, they peeked behind the curtains in the women’s area of the palace before the vice president arrived.” Playing tennis with Agnew was not unpleasant, though. Bill had been warned that the vice president was “a guy who hated to lose.” So for a while Bill kept hitting the ball meekly. “‘This is ridiculous,’ I finally said to myself. Then I polished him off.” Rather than take offense, the vice president was impressed. A friendship ensued, and Bill imparted to Agnew some of what he knew about the Middle East. “Agnew was a great guy, a real decent sort, though, of course,” Bill lifts his white eyebrows, “he had his problems.”

Not long after Agnew returned to Washington, Bill was promoted to the rank of ambassador.

When a scandal forced Agnew to resign the vice presidency in 1974, he began frequenting the Middle East as a businessman and publicly espousing the Arab cause against Israel. What is not known, however, is that some of Agnew’s first tutorials on Middle East politics came from Bill Stoltzfus. “You see,” explains Bill, “it is domestic concerns that subvert our foreign policy. And it’s pretty clear to me that the powerful, vested interest of a certain group of people, concentrated in the big cities in big states, determines our Middle East policy. If you’re looking for some kind of a plot, that’s where to look.”

Bill says all this while his visitor takes notes. Bill has invited his visitor into the privacy of his own home in order to put such things in their proper perspective. The visitor therefore has a responsibility to do so:

What Bill means to say is that while the decades-long political conflict between American Jewish lobby groups and diplomats like himself cannot be denied—and is something that he, quite candidly, still has strong feelings about—it is nevertheless very unfortunate. To be at odds with another group of Americans is the last thing Bill wants. With their youngest daughter in the Peace Corps in Africa, Bill and Janet are people with a keen and self-reflective sense of American idealism. That much should be clear.

Bill Stoltzfus is an Arabist, one of the most loaded words in America’s political vocabulary. In the Middle Ages an Arabist was only a physician who had studied Arab medicine, then much more advanced than the kind practiced in Europe. In the late nineteenth and twentieth centuries an Arabist was merely a student of Arabic, like a Hellenist or a Latinist. But with the birth of Israel in 1948, the term Arabist quickly gathered another meaning. Richard Murphy, a former assistant secretary of state for the Middle East and a former ambassador to Syria and to Saudi Arabia, says the word “became a pejorative for he who intellectually sleeps with Arabs,” someone, that is, assumed to be politically naive, elitist, and too deferential to exotic cultures. The word almost presumes guilt. The very syllables resonate with sympathy and possession—of and with the Arabs—in a way that a word like Sinologist does not. Murphy’s wife, Anne, nods sadly. “If you call yourself an Arabist,” she says, “people may think you’re anti-Semitic.”

Bill admits that “to a man, the American community in Syria and Lebanon remained opposed to the State of Israel and some even crossed the line into anti-Semitism. The community finally had to accept Israel, sure, but not in its heart: the way conservatives finally had to accept Communist China.”

If people like Bill are associated with anything, it is usually with a group of sand-mad Britons, such as Sir Richard Francis Burton, Charles Doughty, T. E. Lawrence (“of Arabia”), Harry “Abdullah” Philby, Wilfred Thesiger, and Gertrude Bell, who went native in the Arabian desert and around whom hovers a gust of fantasy and sexual perversion and nihilism. “I wanted colour and savagery,” Wilfred Thesiger cries, “a cleanness which was infinitely remote from the world of men…. I craved for the past, resented the present, and dreaded the future.”

In fact, few American government officials over the decades have been so vilified as a group while remaining so mysterious and unknown as individuals as the Arabists. In most cases, Arabists are not the handful of upper-level State Department officials savaged by columnists. Nor, usually, are they the Middle East policy types who appear on talk shows. Arabists are men and women, like Bill, who read and speak Arabic and who have passed many years of their professional lives, with their families, in the Arab world, whether as diplomats, military attachés, intelligence agents, or even scholar-adventurers.

Arabists also represent the most exotic and controversial vestige of the East Coast Establishment. Francis Fukuyama, a former member of the State Department’s Policy Planning Staff and a renowned political philosopher, says Arabists are “a sociological phenomenon, an elite within an elite, who have been more systemically wrong than any other area specialists in the diplomatic corps. This is because Arabists not only take on the cause of the Arabs, but also the Arabs’ tendency for self-delusion.”

Nicholas Veliotes, another former assistant secretary of state for the Middle East, as well as a former ambassador to Jordan and to Egypt, sharply disagrees. “Whenever I hear someone criticizing Arabists I shoot back, ‘Arabists are men and women who have mastered a difficult language and have spent years of their lives in a difficult foreign environment in service to the United States. I wish I were one of them. Unfortunately, because my Arabic was never very good, I’m not.’”

The reader may think that he already understands Bill Stoltzfus, but he doesn’t. There are levels of his personality that one can only penetrate through access to a certain historical experience.

To start with, one should not confuse Bill with the sand-mad Britons. Whatever the individual traits of the British Arabists, they all operated against a backdrop of imperialism. It was the advantages of power and privilege that imperialism offered that allowed these British men and women to work out their personalities and fantasies upon such an exotic stage. Their myriad eccentricities notwithstanding, men such as Lawrence and women such as Gertrude Bell were in Araby as British government agents, and thus it was the mechanics of imperial power that primarily concerned them.

While British Arabists were imperialists, American Arabists were originally—and, therefore, most significantly—missionaries. Mission work defines the American Arabist, much as imperialism defines the British Arabist.

Truly there are few social species as authentically American as the missionary and, by extension, the missionary-Arabist: a person concerned less with political power than with the doing of good deeds in order to improve the world and to be loved by less-fortunate others. The British sought to dominate, to acquire a culture and a terrain as one acquires a rare and beautiful book.* But Americans like Bill’s parents sought something more tantalizing. They sought to change this terrain, to improve upon it, using their own model. They manifested a psychology that grew out of the American Revolution and that would finally culminate in the tragedy of one American ambassador in Iraq more than two hundred years later.

As we shall learn, the famous encounter in July 1990 between U.S. ambassador April Glaspie and Iraqi president Saddam Hussein was, in reality, two centuries in the making. Miss Glaspie entered Saddam’s lair freighted with the baggage of a venerable Arabist tradition. The real Iraq-gate was never a banking scandal but an epic human story that parallels the history of the American Republic.

Oddly, though, Americans know more about British imperialism than they know about what motivated their own countrymen in the Middle East, men and women whose influence was prodigious. Indeed, never before in the American or British experience has there been an expatriate culture quite like the American missionary colonies in the Moslem world. It is a story that first needs to be addressed before we can even begin to discover who, exactly, Bill Stoltzfus is and who, exactly, the other people are who have been the secret drivers of America’s Middle East policy since the end of World War II.


Part 1
Dream



Chapter 1
Home to Lebanon


“The engines throbbed, the ship shuddered and finally we were on our way down the Hudson River, past the Statue of Liberty, past Staten Island and out into the great Atlantic bound for home.” Home for eight-year-old Anne Byerly was the Lebanese coastal town of Sidon.* In 1931 Sidon was a drowsy, picturesque hamlet, known for an ancient tree where Job rested and “scratched his boils” and a spot on the beach where Jonah was cast up by the whale.

The small, redheaded Anne, returning to Sidon after a year at school in America, came from dignified Anglo-American stock. Anne’s great-great-great-grandfather, Andrew Byerly, fought in the French and Indian War (there is a trail named for him in a state park west of Pittsburgh). Her grandfather, Andrew Robertson Byerly, was a Union captain in the Civil War. Her father, the Reverend Robert Crane Byerly, was born in the Pennsylvania Dutch country and went out to Lebanon (then part of Syria) as a Presbyterian missionary at the outbreak of World War I, where he met Anne’s mother, a second-generation missionary from London. The two, like Bill Stoltzfus’s parents, would pass their adult lives in humanitarian service to the Arabs.

For an American child in Lebanon between the two world wars, Anne’s blood-and-soil Protestant background was entirely typical, as was her exotic sense of national identity. Anne grew up “speaking a mixture of English, Arabic, and French.” At the family table breakfast was American, tea English, and dinner “the tasty Arab dishes we all loved.” Anne “unconsciously absorbed the cultures” of the people around her. Still, she “felt great surges of patriotism” when joining fellow Americans in singing “O beautiful for spacious skies” on the Fourth of July.

What Anne, like the other American “children of Lebanon,” especially remembers are the picnics by the Mediterranean. “When the moon was full we stayed until after dark, splashing and playing in the water, and marveling at the sparkling phosphorus that clung to our bathing suits.” The Arab servants would lay out samboosik (pastry triangles stuffed with meat and cooked vegetables) on steamer rugs for the children and their families. Afterwards, everyone would toss the crumbs to the crabs. Following one such evening, a friend of Anne’s, Louise Plummer, sent Anne a poem, entitled “The Syrian Crabs”:


A camel caravan in miniature I saw at dusk
While bathing in the sea off Sidon’s shore,
It slowly wound its way to water’s edge
And disappeared beneath the blue.
The moon, a golden ball, arose
Behind the Lebanons nearby
And we, so like Aeneas sung by bards of old,
Our supper ate and then our plates devoured.
What matter that the plates were bread

and camels only crabs,

It is a treasured memory of pleasant days
in Sidon spent.



Grace Dodge, the daughter of the president of the American University of Beirut and another of Anne’s childhood acquaintances, remembers her walks home from school by the “deep blue and green” Mediterranean, “mottled with brown silt” from a river egress that the ancients called “the blood of Adonis.” Mount Sannin was in the background, wearing “a mantle of snow which at sunset would glow pink.” Along the way were a series of coves that Grace and her school chums often explored. Grace’s brother, David Stuart Dodge, remembers the hiking and skiing on Cedar Mountain, where the same cedar trees had stood since antiquity. In the summers Grace and David pitched tents with their family in a cedar grove protected by the Maronite church. “The Lebanon I knew as a boy was such a peaceful place,” says David, who like his father and great-grandfather grew up to become president of the American University of Beirut. Indeed, “peaceful” and “sleepy” are words frequently applied to the Lebanon of this era.

Talcott Seelye, a future U.S. ambassador to Tunisia and to Syria, will always recall how even Moslems enjoyed the beautiful sound of the Christian hymns every morning at chapel and the “sleepy, peaceful” quality of Beirut. David Zimmerman, another future U.S. diplomat, remembers the Saturday baseball games, the Cub Scout meetings in sight of Beirut harbor, and picking thistles to throw in the Fourth of July bonfires. “We lived like English feudal lords with servants, all on our own mountains, in houses which were like those on the New England lakes,” says Bill Stoltzfus.

Arthur and Ray Close, later to become pioneer intelligence officers in the Middle East after Word War II, were part of the gang, too. The two brothers grew up in Moslem Beirut, in a family of missionaries that had lived in Lebanon since the mid-nineteenth century. “Unlike other American families, we had only one servant. In a given week, we’d have four Arab meals and three American ones. My mother spoke fluent Arabic. She loved the Arabs. The Lebanese in those days were such an easy people to love and we were brought up to love the country and what it had to offer. I’ll always remember the hikes through the Moslem and Druse villages. It was a somewhat false, idyllic existence we all lived,” Arthur recalls.

False, it might turn out to be, depending on one’s opinion. But so was it idyllic. Seen through the mists of time—more than a decade of cinematic urban violence in the 1970s and 1980s, preceded by three decades of political conflict caused by the rise of Arab nationalism and encompassing four wars with Israel—these exquisite memories of a Lebanon that no longer exists, and in a sense may never have existed, seem distant, trivial, and unreal. Yet the memories are important, since enough of the people who hold them were later to become influential.

It is hard to think of a luckier bunch of kids than Anne Byerly, Grace and David Dodge, Talcott Seelye, Bill Stoltzfus, David Zimmerman, Arthur and Ray Close, and their friends. Physically, there are few places on earth as lovely as Lebanon: it’s one of those sacred spots in which winter and summer, sea and desert, occident and orient all come together for a stirring synthesis amidst a sylvan backdrop of cedars and cypresses, where one can swim and windsurf in sight of the mountain snows. To have known it not only before the Lebanese civil war but before the seaside glitz and simmering tensions of the 1950s and 60s would have been heaven enough. But to have known it as an American child in the 1920s and 30s would have been to inhabit a rustic paradise where you were not only on a social and economic pedestal but on a moral one, too.

The American expatriate community in Lebanon prior to World War II was the result of a stunning exception to Lowell Thomas’s “traditional order” of conquest: “the explorer, the missionary, the soldier, and then the merchant.” In Lebanon the explorer and the missionary had been one and the same, the soldier had never arrived, and instead of the merchant—of which there were to be only a benign handful—there came the educator.

In marked contrast to the conduct of European colonials in the underdeveloped world or American expatriates in the Panama Canal Zone and the Pacific holdings, imperialism and commercial exploitation were entirely missing from the baggage carried by the missionaries in Lebanon. Nor did the Americans even present a threat to the local religious culture, as the missionary colonies in India, China, Burma, and Siam would. For if truth be told, compared to the missionaries in the Far East, who won over significant numbers of Chinese to Protestant Christianity, the American missionaries in the Middle East were complete failures. The intractability of Islam quickly forced them to give up any hope of converting souls to Christ. In an acute observation of just how harmless the Americans were seen to be, Mrs. Eli Smith, a Beirut missionary wife, noted in 1839 that through Moslem eyes, “Americans did not lie, nor steal, nor quarrel, nor do any such thing; but, poor creatures, they have no religion!”

It would be only as purveyors of Western education that the Americans in Lebanon were to succeed. And for that the local Arabs would learn to love them.

The first American citizen ever to walk among the Arabs was John Ledyard of Groton, Connecticut. A Dartmouth College dropout, Ledyard explored the New Hampshire wilderness and trekked by foot across Siberia in 1786 before accepting an offer from London’s Africa Society to sail up the Nile to explore Central Africa. Ledyard arrived in the Egyptian Mediterranean port of Alexandria in July 1788, a year before George Washington was inaugurated president. Ledyard never got further than Cairo, dying there a few months later of some vague ailment, complicated by an overdose of medicinal drugs. Ledyard was 37, and except for a curious description of the Nile as “no bigger than the Connecticut River”—motivated, it is said, by patriotism—he was immediately and completely forgotten.

It was in western Massachusetts, however, two decades later, where America’s dramatic relationship with the Moslem world, and with the Arabs in particular, had its true beginning. In 1808, on the campus of Williams College, five students led by one Samuel J. Mills, Jr., met and prayed beside a dry haystack during an electric storm to demonstrate their belief in Christ. The event, known as the Haystack Incident, passed into legend, and the details became obscured. What is known is that the five vowed to spread the Good News to millions of heathens in Asia and Africa who were without the benefit of hearing His message.

This peculiar demonstration of faith did not occur in a vacuum but was the culmination of one process and the start of another. Protestantism, had, by that time, emerged as the paramount social and cultural institution of the young United States. The late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries “was a time of camp meetings, revivals, conversions,” notes the missionary historian David Finnie, “of Protestant vigor” such as the world had never known, all borne within a framework of extraordinary pioneer optimism. Protestant evangelicals of every stripe, each of whom thought he had the true revelation, were fanning out over New England in a fierce competition for souls. For the first time in human history, faith became purely a matter of choice. It was in this way that the various Protestant denominations—Presbyterian, Congregationalist, Methodist, Baptist, Unitarian, Episcopalian—all came into being. As the religious historian Martin E. Marty points out, the American Revolution was in truth three revolutions, only one of which was a shooting war. The second revolution was the separation of church and state, an idea that was less a noble inspiration than a practical outgrowth of newly diversified Protestantism, which now made it impossible to identify the new nation and its founding elite with any single church. The third revolution made religion more a matter of reason than of heart, “something accessible to all, whether or not they believed in the Bible,” writes Marty. It is this third revolution that became associated with the Great Awakening, whose driving force was missionary work.

The Great Awakening, according to one of its spokesmen, the Reverend Samuel Hopkins of Newport, Rhode Island, sought to scatter the Glory of God from the happiness of one man to that of the greatest number of men. “Only the extension of Christian love,” the Reverend Hopkins explained, “could bring nearer to humankind the millennium that would wipe out poverty, injustice and oppression.” This represented the religious voice of young America in all its dynamism, egalitarian purity, and self-assurance, the direct by-product of the new nation’s heady experience with freedom as a solution to man’s ills. It was such beliefs that made “the true Puritan,” according to Randolph Bourne, writing in 1917, at once “the most unselfish and the most self-righteous of men.” It is also what motivated Samuel Mills and his disciples to meet beside the haystack while lightning flickered all around.

In a sense, almost all of the Protestant denominations began as missionary movements whose leaders scoured New England in a competition for converts. It was only logical, therefore, that the next step would be to seek new disciples farther afield. At the turn of the nineteenth century, the Baptists had already begun their conquest of the American South, and the Methodists their conquest of the border states. But these victories for God in the New World had barely commenced—almost the entire native American Indian population was still unconverted—when the Congregationalists, led by Mills, soon to be joined by the Presbyterians and the Dutch Reformed Church, became suddenly enamored of the prospect of mission work abroad.*

Compared with the dangerous and largely unsuccessful labors among the native Indian population, the Congregationalists assumed that abroad “the difficulties” would be “the least,” the competition for souls less, and the possibilities for prestige and glory more. The impulse driving men and women overseas was no different then than it is now. Going abroad was a way to improve one’s social status, which in the clergymen’s case had already begun slipping as the first heavy waves of European immigrants began arriving in New England, changing the face of the countryside. Villages became bustling towns, and ministers became just one of the many voices competing for attention in a more culturally diverse and economically expanding America.

The Sandwich Islands (Hawaii), China, and the west coast of Africa were the first foreign shores invaded by the New England Protestants. But the Holy Land beckoned above all, and not just because of the importance that went with its being the Lord’s birthplace. The missionaries saw their movement as nothing less than a new Crusade, one that would finally rescue the land of the Bible from Moslem backwardness. “What are your marching orders?” one Congregationalist asked himself, just the way a soldier would. The Congregationalists truly felt it was the Americans—not the Europeans—who were destined to bring the Western Bible to the Holy Land. The Americans certainly invested themselves with a mantle of purity. They lived in a virginal land untainted by the hate and other iniquities of the Old World, best exemplified, they felt, by the fact that the new United States was the “only Christian nation, which has never persecuted the descendants of Israel.” Anti-Semitism would one day become a critical issue for Americans in the Arab world. But it all began rather differently.

These early Congregationalists were, in the strictest sense, the ultimate Wasps: “the direct spiritual descendants of the original Puritans,” according to the historian Finnie. They bestowed biblical Hebrew names on their children: Daniel, Isaac, Elnathan, Levi. Their religion, like that of the Arabs, was a complete social system that featured abstinence from alcohol, frugality, charity, and severe dress. But it was their self-conscious tolerance of Jews, common to this day among some evangelicals, which would help launch the first American missionary stations in the Moslem world.

The Congregationalist elders had at first rejected Mills’s plan for missions abroad, but pleas by him and others continued unabated. One must bear in mind that it was an era of excitable idealism. Newly established colleges such as Williams and Middlebury (and soon Hamilton and Amherst), in addition to theological seminaries like Andover and Union, were producing the kind of supremely self-confident and self-sacrificing young men for whom a life abroad in mission work guaranteed instant status. In 1810, only two years after the Haystack Incident, collegians and parishioners had collected enough funds to organize an American Board of Commissioners for Foreign Missions, dominated by Congregationalists and headquartered in Boston.

*   *   *

It wasn’t until 1819, however, during the presidency of James Monroe, nine years after the Mission Board was established and six years after the first missionaries set out for the Far East, that the first American missionaries sailed for the Holy Land. It quickly became apparent that the Holy Land of reality was a different place from the one of the Protestants’ imaginations.

Pliny Fisk was a graduate of Middlebury College in Vermont and the Andover Theological Seminary, north of Boston. At Middlebury he befriended Levi Parsons, another pious young man who buried his head in Scriptures. Fisk had an aversion to foreign languages. Parsons was “moody, introspective,” and had a weak stomach. In 1820 this sorry pair reached Smyrna, a Greek city on the western coast of Turkey then known as the “Pearl of the Levant,” whose Orthodox Christian population and community of Western traders provided a Westernized beachhead in the Moslem Orient (much as Beirut would later become) that could ease newcomers like the two Americans into the baffling ways of the East.

Parsons spent most of the time in Smyrna sick in bed. Fisk spent his time attending to Parsons and praying. In 1822 the two sailed for Alexandria in the hope that Parsons’s health would improve. But Parsons died the month after their arrival in Egypt. Though Fisk did manage several visits to Jerusalem in 1823 and 1824, in 1825 he died of illness in Beirut at the age of thirty-three, in utter agony on his deathbed, exactly like that of his friend Parsons.

Then there was William McClure Thomson, twenty-eight, and his bride Eliza, thirty-four, both of whom fared little better than Fisk and Parsons. The Thomsons had met at Princeton, establishing a tradition for Middle East missionaries and Arabic specialists that would carry through to the present day. Soon after they arrived in the Holy Land in 1834, the Arab inhabitants of Jerusalem rebelled against their Egyptian overlord, Mohammed Ali, who ruled Palestine for a time in place of the Turks. Due to the outbreak of fighting, Thomson, momentarily on the coast at Jaffa, was cut off for two months from his wife in Jerusalem. Eliza Thomson, alone amid the “roar of cannon, falling walls, the shrieks of the neighbors, the terror of servants and constant expectation of massacre,” gave birth to a son, William, Jr. Less than two weeks after her husband’s return, she died of fever.

William Thomson remained in the Middle East, but it was not as a missionary but as a travel writer, with the publication of a best-selling adventure, The Land and the Book, that he gained success. In the book Thomson admits that of the handful of Arabs who expressed any interest in the Western Gospel, almost all did so because they figured there was money to be made off the bewildered and naive foreigners. Indeed, the first missionaries must have struck the Arabs the way traveling hippies struck Asians in the 1960s and 1970s or the way the greenest of Western relief workers appear to people in the Third World they are intent to help: as pathetically out of their depth.

But because these abject failures were occurring half a world away, the details became obscured and suffused with glory. “One might rewrite the eleventh chapter of Hebrews with well-known names from modern annals of Christian workers in Bible lands…. Foremost among these should come the names of Pliny Fisk, Levi Parsons,” writes a clergyman of the day. The Mission Board in Boston was undaunted. It dispatched more missionaries to the Levant. The fact that similarly disastrous experiences with the American Indians caused the Protestant churches to cease all efforts on behalf of the native Americans did not affect fund-raising for the overseas missions, even after it became clear that in the Middle East, at least, the majority of Moslems stood absolutely no chance of being converted.

But by 1830 the Boston Mission Board was desperate enough that it targeted an obscure sect of Oriental Christians, the Nestorians in faraway Iran, as a possibility for conversion. Their initial experiences in Smyrna, Alexandria, Jerusalem, and Beirut had taught the Congregationalists that the Eastern Christians were no less in need of Christ than the Moslems. If anything, they needed him more.

The very impossibility of converting the Moslems—or the Eastern Jews, for that matter—forced the missionaries to accept these two peoples as unalterably different: part of the exotic Oriental milieu requiring serious study.* But to arrive in Jerusalem nearly at death’s door, as Fisk and the Thomsons did, only to see the Church of the Holy Sepulchre and the other Holy Places guarded by a dirty and superstitious rabble of Greeks and Byzantinized Arabs, all kissing icons and burning incense amid gold-leaf finery, scandalized these well-bred and puritanical New Englanders. In the eyes of the missionaries, it was the Oriental Christians—the Greek Orthodox, the Egyptian Copts, the Lebanese Maronites, and others—who had truly usurped the Holy Land, by emphasizing the hypnotic mechanics of liturgy over the Word of God! The Protestant missionary animus toward these strange Eastern rite churches, products of Byzantine rule in the Middle East from the fourth through sixth centuries A.D., was never to dissipate. In fact, it would grow. In 1920 a Beirut missionary, Margaret McGilvary, writes: “The Oriental Church is the canker at the heart of Christianity, and inasmuch as it is the chief point of contact with Islam, it behooves the Christian world to renovate the system which so unworthily represents its cause in the Near East.”

To investigate the Nestorians, the Mission Board chose Harrison Gray Otis Dwight and Eli Smith to make the difficult journey across Anatolia to the wild and freezing mountainous region where Turkey, Armenia, Iran, and Georgia intersect. Both men were twenty-nine. Otis Dwight had graduated from Hamilton College in upstate New York and the Andover Theological Seminary; Eli Smith had graduated from Yale and Andover. Dwight was pleasant if superficial company, physically tough, and unflappable in the face of danger; the perfect traveler, in other words. Like William Thomson, Dwight was to succeed as an explorer and travel writer, not as a missionary. Eli Smith was of a more delicate disposition and prone to repeated illnesses, but he would eventually realize much more. Eli Smith became America’s first Arabist.

One could even date the beginning of the American Arabist tradition to 1827, when Eli Smith, the Connecticut Yankee from Yale, struck out from the relative safety of a nascent mission community in Beirut for the surrounding mountains, to live for several months with the Moslem and Druze villagers, studying their language. (Richard Francis Burton, the first of the great British Arabists, was a boy of six at the time.) Unlike Pliny Fisk, who quickly gave up on Arabic, Smith kept at it daily for three years, establishing the groundwork for his later scholarship, until he received word from the Mission Board to rendezvous with Dwight for the journey to Iran.

Smith and Dwight began their trip in Smyrna, traveling north on horseback to Constantinople, wearing native robes and turbans, carrying pistols, and sleeping out on the Oriental carpets they brought with them. The beards they grew completed the native attire. Already, these Americans—products of a brand-new and therefore somewhat superficial culture—were finding the old and deeply textured culture of the East to be irresistible.

It took more than three weeks for the pair to cross the windy dust bowl of northern Anatolia, from Constantinople to Erzurum in the Armenianinhabited region of eastern Turkey. They slept in stables, amid the horses and the manure. By summer Smith and Dwight were in Tiflis, in Georgia, where Smith contracted cholera. Too weak to mount a horse, Smith rode behind Dwight in an oxcart as the pair pressed southeast through the mountains toward Iran. Smith was by now deathly ill and unable to sleep due to constant swarms of mosquitoes. “I lay and wept like a child,” he recalled.

For three months Smith and Dwight remained at a Swiss mission outpost in Armenia while Smith recovered. It was now November, and snow was beginning to fall on the steppe as the two set out once more for Tabriz, in northwestern Iran. Spending a night in a dust-ridden cell without a fireplace, Smith again fell ill. On another occasion, sleeping amid “every species of dirt, vermin, and litter,” Smith and Dwight were forced to subsist on bread, filled with dead “crawling creatures,” baked from the fuel of dried cow dung. Finally, on December 18, 1830, with Smith so weak he could “neither walk nor stand,” the Iranian city of Tabriz saw its first Americans.

The following March, Smith had sufficiently improved so that he and Dwight could make the journey to the western shore of nearby Lake Urmia, home of the Nestorians. Perhaps it was the very difficulty of the journey to this far-off band of Christians, plus the miracle of his own survival, that drove Smith to wax enthusiastic about the suitability of Urmia as a site for mission work.

So it was in 1833 that the Boston Mission Board dispatched twenty-eight-year-old Justin Perkins of Holyoke, Massachusetts, and his new bride, Charlotte, to set up housekeeping in the mountains west of Tabriz. Perkins, a graduate of Amherst and the Andover seminary, was a typical Congregationalist Brahmin, with a reputation for “highly polished and courtly manners, an iron will, and a robust constitution.” The Perkinses made their journey easier by sailing along northern Anatolia’s Black Sea coast to eastern Turkey, before starting out overland. They also brought along their own tent and cooking utensils. Just as Eliza Thomson was giving birth under miserable conditions in Jerusalem, so was Charlotte Perkins in Tabriz. Charlotte survived, but her newborn daughter did not.

The Boston board realized that missions in such primitive places were doomed without the presence of a trained physician. So in the first weeks of 1835, a twenty-eight-year-old medical doctor, Asahel Grant of Marshall, New York, and his wife, Judith, stepped into a boat on the Erie Canal, bound for Iran.

Grant, unlike the other missionaries, was no upper crust New Englander. A small, excitable, dark-complexioned man, he had never attended college or even a proper medical school. His only credentials were that he had apprenticed under a physician in upstate New York and had been brought up on a heavy diet of Scripture. Grant’s enthusiasm was driven by his belief that the Nestorians numbered among the lost tribes of Israel.

The first winter in Iran, the Grants and the Perkinses slept on muddy straw, in bedclothes “stiffened” by snow and frost. In January 1836 the Americans opened a mission school by Lake Urmia, teaching the pupils to read the Lord’s Prayer. But it was the low-born and unschooled Grant, though ill with cholera, whose medical work quickly won over Urmia’s population of Moslems, Nestorians, and Jews. They began calling him Hakim Sahib (“Noble Doctor”).

The clinic, along with the school, grew and thrived. Grant was soon treating thousands upon thousands of patients. The Boston board next sent out a printing press for the community, which produced the Lord’s Prayer and the Book of Psalms in Syriac (the Nestorian tongue similar to the Aramaic spoken by Jesus).

The toil and abysmal conditions took their toll, however. Judith Grant and two of her children died of disease, as did all four of the Perkins children. In addition, Justin’s wife, Charlotte, developed epilepsy. The Mission Board’s reaction was simply to dispatch more missionaries to Urmia. It wasn’t long before new American missions opened in nearby Mosul (now in northern Iraq) and at Ashitha (near the current Turkish-Iraqi border).

This was American frontiersmanship at its bravest and most extreme, thoroughly deserving of mention in our schoolbooks, even if current political correctness precludes the addition of more White Anglo-Saxon Protestant heroes. Back in America in 1835, the Illinois of young Abraham Lincoln had only three years earlier subdued the local Indian tribes in the Black Hawk War and would not have a railroad for two decades yet; Nebraska and Wisconsin had only a handful of tiny, fortified towns in the wilderness; the first white settlers were just filtering into Oregon’s Willamette Valley; and Oklahoma was still an Indian-inhabited terra incognita. Yet here were two American couples, the Justin Perkinses and the Asahel Grants, establishing a settlement by a mountain lake in Iran, near Armenia, Kurdistan, and Azerbaijan, a region that in the 1990s would still—in the words of Judith Grant in an 1835 letter home—be among the world’s most “dreadfully wicked.” As eccentric as this whole enterprise may have been, it was early proof that America’s much-trumpeted isolationism was tempered by an optimism and dynamism that knew no territorial bounds.

Of the Nestorians in Urmia, there turned out to be only six hundred, compared with two thousand Jews and over twenty-seven thousand Moslems. Though the Nestorian community, as well as elements of the Jewish and Moslem ones, became loyal friends and defenders of the missionaries on account of the humanitarian help they provided, the missionaries converted only a handful to Protestantism.

But more significantly, by setting up schools and medical clinics in remote areas where governmental services had never existed, the Congregationalists were, in essence, administering America’s first foreign aid program. And by identifying with and learning the languages of the region they served in, the Congregationalists were starting to become more like romantic explorers and Peace Corps workers than real missionaries. Asahel Grant, for instance, after establishing his clinic in Urmia, set out on foot to make an ethnographic study of the Kurdish mountains on the excuse that he might find some Nestorians to convert.

But it was in Beirut, Syria’s small but fast-developing port city, walled in by the cedar-clad mountains of the Lebanon range, where the true personality of the American missionary community in the Middle East was to take firm hold.

When in November 1823 the first Americans arrived in Beirut harbor and a suave and worldly wise British consul, Peter Abbott, rescued the bewildered Massachusetts newcomers—Mr. and Mrs. William Goodell and Mr. and Mrs. Isaac Bird—from the devious clutches of a hookah-smoking Turkish governor and invited them to stay at his home until they could find suitable lodgings, a pattern was established. Though the American Revolution had occurred only four decades previously and the War of 1812 had ended only eight years earlier, in 1815, with hatreds still raw, in the hostile foreign environment of the Middle East, the New England Congregationalists found themselves becoming natural and immediate allies of the British.*

Not only were the British the only ones other than the Americans who spoke English, they were also Protestants, who had recently been dispatching missionaries of their own to the Middle East. And having been already established in the Orient, they were able to lead the American neophytes by the hand. For many years thereafter, the official protector and representative of the American missionaries in Syria was the British consul.

Values, too, propelled the Americans into the British camp. Given their missionary calling and their own recent experience in freeing themselves from a foreign tyranny, the Americans quickly came to sympathize with the local Arab population in its survival struggle against the Ottoman sultanate. And the British, who were also enlightened rivals of the Turks, did so, too.‡

Besides an affinity for the British, the American Protestants were developing a loyalty for the place: Beirut and “the Lebanon”; that is, Lebanon as a distinct region of Syria, not as a country. From the standpoint of Boston and the nearby Andover Theological Seminary, Jerusalem may have loomed as the most glorious of postings. But in reality, Jerusalem was a cold and stony Turkish provincial rat hole, while Beirut was a modernizing harbor town with a gem-like climate and lovely, European-like mountain scenery. As the Goodells and the Birds were joined by Eli Smith and others in the late 1820s, Beirut started to take on the role of a real expatriate community, however tiny, rather than a mission outpost like Jerusalem or Urmia. By the time Smith returned to Beirut after his near-fatal foray with Otis Dwight into Iran (and a trip back to the East Coast to marry), he was in every way returning “home.”

Smith’s bride, Sarah Huntington, was, like Smith himself, from a prominent Connecticut family. Sarah’s grandfather had helped found the Boston Mission Board. Once in Beirut this New England aristocrat became an avid Anglophile. The site of “English noblemen” in chapel made her realize that only America’s “best”-bred citizens belonged on display in Syria. “The plain, independent manners of some of our good republican citizens, would be offensive to foreign taste,” Sarah wrote. The New England religious gentry in Beirut displayed a remarkable proclivity for looking up to the British, particularly the fantastic kind. For example, it became a badge of honor for an American in 1830s Beirut to be granted an audience with the Mad Nun of Lebanon, Lady Hester Stanhope, the daughter of an earl who had survived on her own with the Bedouin and now occupied a ruined castle above Sidon, studying magic and astrology.

After Sarah set up house for him in Beirut, Eli Smith promptly got back to his Arabic studies, which he continued full-time for the next twenty-three years, until he died in 1857. He interspersed this activity with methodical travels throughout Syria and Palestine. Smith’s mastery of Arabic was so complete that by the time of his death he was a good way through the first-ever translation of the Protestant Bible from English to Arabic.* Smith also compiled an encyclopedic list of Syrian towns and villages that formed the basis of geographic knowledge for later Middle East specialists. With Eli Smith, the meaning of what a missionary was began to change from a proselytizer and woefully ill-prepared traveler and explorer to a rarefied Orientalist and scholar-educator who defined himself through an exotic culture and sensuous Arabic calligraphy.

The missionaries were slowly but surely adapting to their environment. Jonas King, a Williams College graduate, prayed in his heart for a deliverance from the despotic Islamic rule of the Turks but wore a turban and grew a beard in order to more easily socialize with the Arabs. Yet while the missionaries were able to work out a modus vivendi with the local Moslem Arabs, their relations with the Eastern Christians went from bad to worse.

On account of trying to convert some Christians to Protestantism, William Goodell and Isaac Bird were each declared persona non grata among the Greek Orthodox and the Maronites. It was the Maronites that particularly irritated the missionaries. In the Protestants’ eyes, Greek Orthodoxy was the idolatrous and corrupt East, pure and simple. But because the issue with the Maronites was more complex, the hatred dug deeper roots.

Named after a fifth-century hermit saint, Maron, the Maronites originated in north central Syria, near the town of Hama, as a renegade offshoot from the traditional Christianity of the Byzantine Empire, which was Greek Orthodoxy. When the Moslem Arabs invaded in the seventh century, the Maronites welcomed them and eventually adopted Arabic as the language of their liturgy, which they use to this day. It remains unclear exactly when and why the Maronites migrated from northern Syria into the mountains north and northeast of Beirut. As a small sect surrounded by enemies, they survived by making deals with whoever had the power at the moment. Though claiming religious seniority over the Church in Rome, the Maronites sent congratulations to the Pope and joined with the Crusaders the moment that the First Crusade conquered Jerusalem. When Crusader strength ebbed, the Maronites switched allegiance to the Egyptian Mamluks, who soon drove out the Crusaders. As Mamluk dominance in the Middle East weakened, the Maronites resumed ties with the Catholic Church on the eve of the Ottoman Turkish invasion, thus assuring themselves a protective alliance with France, a powerful Catholic nation. Tough mountaineers, the Maronites were in every way the ultimate survivors. Moreover, it was about this time that they began developing their own nationalist ideology. Unlike the other inhabitants of Syria, the Maronites, in a political sense at least, were already on their way to becoming a modern people. And because the Protestant missionaries were obviously not a political power to be taken seriously, the Maronites never treated them with the elegant and polite deference that the Moslem Arabs did.

French Catholic missionaries had been in Syria, working with the Maronites for 150 years before the New England Protestants arrived. It was thus not surprising that the French government and the Maronite hierarchy reacted angrily to attempts by both the British and the Americans to proselytize among Maronite villagers. Tensions worsened in 1840 when Mohammed Ali’s Egyptian troops began withdrawing from Syria. Because the Maronites had, in their typical manner, ingratiated themselves with the Egyptian soldiery during its brief occupation, they were now in an exposed position. The returning Turks gave military support to the Maronites’ principal enemy, the Druze, a heretical Moslem sect that also lived in the Lebanese mountains. The French reacted to the Turkish provocation by increasing their support for the Maronites. This caused the British, and to some extent the American missionaries, to support the Druze. Thus, for the Protestant missionaries both the Maronites and their French protectors had become “the enemy.”

By the middle of the nineteenth century, the New England Protestants in Beirut had battled disease and death—albeit on a smaller scale than their brethren in Iran—and taken on a variety of attitudes and prejudices, all for the sake of converting some thirty local Syrians to Protestantism. But character is destiny, and the character of one man, a Vermonter, soon to arrive in Beirut, would pull together the disparate and superficial strands of missionary good deeds in Syria and give them a dynamic direction, thus affecting American politics in the region through the end of the twentieth century. That man was Daniel Bliss.

*After the hardcover version of this book appeared, this author visited Cambodia and experienced exactly what Bill and Janet Stoltzfus herein describe. Despite all the reading I did concerning the Cambodian holocaust of the 1970s, I did not get worked up about it until I actually met people who had been through it.

*This metaphor can be taken quite literally: D. G. Hogarth, who ran the British Arab Bureau in Cairo during World War I, accumulated three hundred books on Arab subjects during the course of the war.

*While the French Mandate of 1920 had given Lebanon a separate legal identity, until the present Syrian state came into being after World War II, the missionaries continued to think of Lebanon as Syrian territory.

*See Thomas’s introduction to The Golden Milestone, listed under Zwemer in the bibliography.

*The Congregationalists were to dominate missionary activities in the Middle East until 1870, when a friendly division of labor emerged: the Congregationalists became responsible for Turkey, the Presbyterians for Egypt, Syria, and Iran, and the Dutch Reformed Church for the Arabian Gulf.

*Ottoman law, in fact, forbade Christian missionary work among the Moslem population.

*Goodell and Bird, the first two Americans in Beirut, had the usual Protestant missionary educations. Goodell was a graduate of Dartmouth and the Andover seminary, Bird of Yale and Andover.

‡Syria got a brief respite from Turkish rule in 1833 when Mohammed Ali’s Egyptian forces occupied Syria. The period of Egyptian control, which lasted until 1841, saw a more enlightened administration in Beirut that improved public security and made it easier for the first missionaries to settle in.

*A fellow Beirut missionary, Dr. Cornelius Van Dyck, completed the translation.


Chapter 2
The Finest Site in All Beirut


If there is such a thing as the archetypal early American Protestant, it was Daniel Bliss—a Congregationalist whose family had come over from England a few years after the Pilgrims did, who grew up in a lonely farmhouse in Vermont’s Champlain Valley in much the same way that Abraham Lincoln had grown up a few years earlier in Indiana, who as a thirteen-year-old boy migrated to Ohio by covered wagon and by boat on the Erie Canal, and who came back east to study Latin, Greek, and theology at Amherst College.

Bliss, like so many Americans who settled in Beirut, had a kind of idealized childhood; that is not to say an easy one, but the kind blessed with beautiful memories yet of the prerequisite strictness and hardship that breeds iron character and good manners. “The most vivid ‘scenes of my childhood’ are the cold spring near the tall balsam tree; the gathering of beechnuts and butternuts in the autumn; checkerberries, blueberries, blackberries, strawberries, raspberries, in their season,” writes Bliss in his Reminiscences. Little Daniel prepared for the winter by storing potatoes and making apple cider. He rode the horse while ploughing, carried the water from the spring, and brought wood to the stove. Like Lincoln, Bliss as a young boy experienced the death of his mother. It was from his mother that he learned the love of Scriptures, which he would frequently quote and whose lessons he would frequently apply to the situation in Lebanon.

Bliss craved education every bit as much as Lincoln had. While a teenager, he admits to weeping “like a baby” when his father and older brother refused him permission to attend a boys’ academy in Austinburg, Ohio. He soon located a school on his own, then found work as a farmhand nearby so he could pay the fees. Later, Bliss bounced around the Lake Erie region, knocking on farmhouse doors in search of any available opportunity that might result in a chance to return to school. He worked as a tanner and a tree grafter in order to finance his studies at another academy, in Kingsville, not far from Austinburg in northeastern Ohio (by this time—1846—Bliss was already twenty-three). At Kingsville Academy his talent was spotted immediately, and the principal asked him to be a pupil teacher. Now nearly twenty-six, Bliss was finally able to return to New England to enter Amherst.

Amherst, like many other prestige schools in nineteenth-century New England, functioned as a small and intimate institution—it had fewer than a dozen professors—whose main purpose was to prepare its students for “civilizing and evangelizing the world.” Given his ambition, plus the wanderlust he evinced as a youth in Ohio, it seemed ordained that Bliss would gravitate toward mission work abroad.

Bliss stood out at Amherst as he did at Kingsville. In a commencement address he called for permanent “agitation” in religion and politics, since there would be “no finality this side of the gates of the New Jerusalem” until enlightenment and “liberty like day breaks” out everywhere in the world.

For Bliss the word Protestant meant what it was originally supposed to: someone in protest against a calcified religious and moral order. Protestant religious idealism, invigorated by political activism and intensified by intellectual introspection, dominated the atmosphere at Amherst and also at Bliss’s next stop, the Andover Theological Seminary. Bliss was taught by the husband of Harriet Beecher Stowe, the author of Uncle Tom’s Cabin. The woman Bliss married, Abby Wood, had been a close friend of Emily Dickinson. The thirty-five-year-old man who sailed out of Boston harbor in December 1855 with a bride of under three weeks, bound for Syria, was thus the quintessential Protestant missionary.

Daniel Bliss not only had the right background but, more important, he was a self-starter and a bit of an outsider, who rose to the top of his class at the best of New England schools. Because of his own life course of success through hardship, Bliss was a man without doubts, devoted to the twin American revolutionary ideals of progress and human perfectibility. He was absolutely convinced that exposure to the right values and the right education was all that was required to steer even the most intractable of peoples and cultures toward the New Jerusalem, as he put it in his Amherst commencement speech.
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