




























































































































































































































































































































































































































































































the friendly handshake between the colonel command-
ing the newly landed American marines and the
Palestine Liberation Army colonel in charge of the
western sector of the Beirut port. Looking back after
just five months, I can see the whole complex with-
drawal only as a single event; seen like this, the most
important thing about it was that it was the first time the
world saw an undefeated Arab army marching away in
triumph with their guns over their shoulders, after fight-
ing a full-scale war with the Israelis. Until August 1982,
Arab-Israeli wars had always ended with the Israelis
holding the guns and watching the long lines of defeated
Arabs, their hands in the air, straggling away to
surrender.

That pull-out started very much later than it should
have. The Palestinians had agreed to leave by the end of
July, and the Lebanese negotiators dealing with them
were happy with the terms of the withdrawal. The
Israelis on the other hand, stalled for time continually,
because they wanted to stop the Americans from think-
ing about the West Bank settlements, because they
wanted to consolidate their grip on the south and
because, like gamblers throwing their last few pounds
into the poker pot, they thought their next push would
be the one to finally crack the Palestinian defences. Saeb
Salam used to keep us up to date on what was happening
in the talks with the Lebanese, Americans, Israelis and
the P.L.O.; each night he would come in, steaming with
rage about some new Israeli ploy to keep the battle
going. One day they would object to the French peace-
keepers coming in before the Palestinians left — the
French would allow the fighters to hide weapons and
leave men in the city before they left, they claimed. They
argued about the true strength of the Palestinian forces,
saying they didn’t believe they were all going to leave.
One night, Saeb Beg stomped in at the point of
apoplexy: the Israeli delegate wanted the name of every
one of the 13,000 fighters who were supposed to be
leaving, and he said Israel couldn’t allow anyone to leave
on ‘D’ (for departure) day. ‘They actually say,” said
Saeb, ‘that ““D”’ Day has connotations of victory because
of the Second World War. So they say they can’t think of
a ceasefire until it's changed to something noncontro-
versial like “E” for exit day.’

The time they bought by their procrastination and
nitpicking enabled the Israelis to launch their most
savage attacks of the war. On the evening before
12 August, which was a day of mindless slaughter with
wave after wave of air-raids and no attempt by the
Israelis to move on the ground, we went up for our usual
briefing from Saeb Beg. We sat in the cool in his little
office (he had his own generator, so this was one of the
few air-conditioned offices in the city) and asked him if
he thought that an agreement on withdrawal had finally
been reached. He said that in theory there was an
agreement — in fact, there had been for some time, but
he was still fearful. ‘I for one have great fear of the

Israelis not withdrawing, except with great difficulty.
Even at the last moment I would not rule out Sharon,
Shamir and Begin destroying Beirut — making it a fait
accompli. They want the partition or disintegration of
Lebanon, then they would have hegemony over us.’
Perhaps he had a premonition of the horrors of the next
day; he is, after all, over eighty and has lived through
Turkish rule, French rule, and has been Prime Minister
of Lebanon. He knows Beirut better than almost anyone
in the city and he said suddenly, ‘My heart bleeds for
Beirut all the time. This was once a beautiful and
prosperous town; now it is a city of ghosts.’

The following day there was that last great climax of
Israeli violence; Reagan was goaded far too late into
waving an admonitory finger in the direction of Begin,
and the final ceasefire was called. The foreign peace-
keeping troops were brought in to secure the port area,
where the Palestinians were to embark, and to patrol the
Damascus road to protect those going to Syria; the
exodus began at last on 21 August.

The Palestinians left because there was no point in
staying. Clearly, they could have held out for months ~
they had the food and ammunition needed to fight for
that length of time; it was also obvious that the Israelis
lacked the will to break into west Beirut. There is no
doubt that had they concentrated their attacks in the
southern sector, they would finally have battered
through; but after that, they would have had to fight
block by block, and they weren’t prepared to die in the
numbers needed to clear out heavily defended suburbs.
What they undoubtedly would have done — and the
firestorm of 12 August proved their intention — was to
level west Beirut by air and long-range sea and land
bombardment if the P.L.O. stayed. As Mahmoud
Labady told me, the P.L.O. might have considered
hanging on if they had thought they might be relieved by
outside forces; but it was obvious that this was not going
to happen. Abu Iyad said in a message on 31 July, ‘The
Palestinian Lebanese people are being exterminated
every day through a medical and vital-supplies block-
ade, by the cutting of water and electricity, by uninter-
rupted military attacks, yet the world remains silent.
Where are the Arabs?’

As Mahmoud said, ‘We’re not the only people in this
city. If it were ours, we’d turn this into Stalingrad and
they would have to destroy every single building before
we gave it up. But Beirut is Lebanese, and if we stay here
the Israelis will destroy it. We know now that the outside
world is not going to intervene to help us, so we will
leave as soon as we are allowed to leave with honour. We
owe too much of adebt to the Lebanese who have fought
beside us in this battle for us to stay and give the Israelis
an excuse to finish the destruction of the city.’

By leaving as they did, undefeated and unbowed, the
fighters achieved what should be a major objective for
any guerrilla: they survived tofight another day. Never-
theless, I think most of them would have preferred to
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stay and fight, and the kids were particularly bitter
because, unlike their commanders, they had never
known defeat. They had held offthe Israelis in 1978 and,
although they had retreated in the early stages of the
1982 campaign, they had finally made a stand and the
Israelis had been stopped dead in their tracks. Just
before they finally moved out for the last time, I went
round to Mustafa’s post and asked the man there if they
wanted to go. In the beginning nobody would answer,
until finally Khalil said, ‘The leadership has said we must
go, and we have to obey their orders.’

The same night,  had a beer at the Commodore with
Bassam abu Sharif; I asked him whether he thought a
pull-out was an admission of defeat. I told him the kids
out near the front thought that they should have fought
to the finish. He had to turn fully in his chair in order to
face me, because he had lost an eye and half a hand when
an Israeli book-bomb blew up in his face. “You know,
that’s a real Israeli reaction, that feeling you should fight
to the end. But we don’t have that Masada complex, and
we don’t ever tell our people they have to stay in their
positions and die in them rather than give up. I've never
been able to understand the Israeli belief that it’s better
to commit suicide than be captured. There are times
when any fighter knows he will probably have to die,
because he has to make a stand to allow other people to
escape or re-form a line. But we have this motto, “Al
watan houwa al hayat’ , which translates as “The home-
land is life”, and we tell our people that if they’re going
to fight for the homeland, they have to stay alive to do it.
If one of our men was surrounded by five Israelis, we’d
expect him to surrender and start thinking about how to
escape; we wouldn’t expect him to pull out his gun and
get himself shot. We tell them that one day they may
have to die, but they shouldn’t just throw away their
lives to make a gesture.’

I told Bassam I had once been at Masada, and it was a
very curious experience. It struck me immediately that
there was a lesson for Israel to be learned at Masada —
and it has nothing to do with the spiel the tourist guide
gives you about how it is more glorious to die a free man
than live to bend the knee to your captors. Masada is a
flat-topped, red rock massif overlooking the Dead Sea;
King Herod had turned it into a combination of fortress
and holiday home. The flat top has storerooms, a
synagogue and barracks and other military buildings,
and at one end is Herod’s summer palace, a series of
observation- and living-rooms dropping in steps down
the end of the mountain. You can see out for miles
across the desert and the blue sea, and you can imagine
what it was like on a summer evening, lounging back on
the balcony, being fanned by Nubian slaves, and with a
goodly supply of sixteen-year-old girls waiting to satisfy
your every whim. In the background, the guide goes
droning on about the significance of Masada; suddenly
you stop dreaming what it must have been like to be
Herod and start listening to what this man is trying
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to say.

The story is not about what a great time Herod had.
but about the defence of Masada against the Romans.
The Romans had colonized virtually all of the country
and the only Jews to hold out were a band of Zealots, a
group of religious fanatics and fighters under a Begin-
like figure called Eleazar. Like good guerrillas, the
Zealots kept falling back in face of the regular army, but
finally (like the Palestinians choosing to make their last
stand in Beirut) they climbed to the top of Masada.
sealed off the access paths and told the Romans that this
was where they would make their last stand. Like the
Israelis in Beirut, the Romans stayed and surrounded
the place; and the battle for Masada began. It was a
long-drawn-out affair: the Jewish defenders had huge
supplies of food and weapons, and the sheer cliffs were
unclimbable, so that a lesser people than the Romans
might have said to hell with it and let the Zealots keep
their little patch of ground. But the Romans weren’t like
that; they decided to build an earthen ramp up to the
top of Masada. There were, however, no Philip Habibs
in those days, so the siege came to its inevitable
conclusion. One day the last few buckets of earth were
tipped out and the Romans brought up a battering-ram
and started to smash through the walls around the
summit. On the top of Masada, the Jews realized they
were about to be overrun so rather than surrender and
be led off as slaves, they killed themselves and, when the
Roman commander reached the summit, all he found
was a pile of corpses. This final mass-suicide has become
an essential part of Israeli folklore, and its lesson to them
is that it is better to die than bend the knee to the
conqueror. Masada has become a place of pilgrimage for
a militaristic nation; ace regiments like the paratroopers
have firelit initiation ceremonies for new recruits among
the ruins. I have seen pictures of the young paratroopers
in their uniforms, lit by the flickering fires — they bring
back very disturbing memories of the firelit ceremonies
the Nazis used to hold in places of pilgrimage like
Nuremberg.

The real meaning of Masada for modem Israel struck
me as soon as the guide finished the story of the final
hours of the defenders of Masada. Looking down, you
can still see below you the clear outlines of the ancient
Roman barracks that ringed Masada and how thoroughly
it was surrounded and cut off. When you go to the back
of the massif (the side facing away from the Dead Sea).
youcan still see the raised grourd that isall that remains
of the ramp. The lesson to me — which I saw immediately
— is that Masada is Israel today: seemingly strong and
secure within its boundaries, but completely surrounded
by the hostile Arab camps. The ramp that took so long to
build is Arab unity; it is being built very slowly, not so
much out of the bricks of Arab love for Arab as out of
the mud of Arab bitterness for the years of humiliation
and death that have been poured on them by Israel. Just
as the Zealots once shook their fists at the tiny Romans



below, so Menachem Begin struts and screams from his
apparently inpregnable fortress on the Mediterranean.
It took the Romans a long time to build the ramp but,
once it was completed, they were able to make the final
breakthrough. I think the same will happen with Israel,
while it is run by men like Begin: they won’t bend, and
the Arabs will finally get their act of men, money and
trust together . . . and that will be it. Like the Romans,
the Arabs have all the time in the world and, again like
the Romans at Masada, they have only onebattle to win.

Yasser Arafat decided fairly quickly that Beirut was
not going to be the P.L.O.’s Masada. He and his men
hung on until it became clear their line would not be
broken unless the Israelis were prepared to die in
thousands rather than hundreds, then he decided to go
for a deal that would allow him and his men to live to
fight another day. Begin and Sharon, beside themselves
as they watched the Palestinians preparing to slip away,
tried everything to stall for time and to stop the
Americans, the Lebanese and the Palestinians doing a
deal; although they were able to buy time to kill a lot
more civilians, they didn’t get Yasser and his men. The
Israelis’ last desperate throw was to ask for the name of
every one of the 13,000 fighters who were leaving, but
even the Americans couldn’t buy that and the great
exodus finally began on 21 August.

The fighters started appearing on Hamra about a
week before they finally left, as they realized they were
shortly to be heading for a lot of funny places most of
them had hardly heard of. Syria, okay; Iraq, fine; but
North Yemen? Everyone was buying suitcases and
portable radios and new jeans and bottles of booze — the
street got completely clogged as the street-vendors were
pushed on to the road by men and women carrying
loaded suitcases in one hand and A .K.-47s in the other.
A friend of mine who had been born in Chatilacamp and
had never been anywhere in the Arab world but
Damascus was suddenly told he was going by ship to
Hodeida in North Yemen. He was wondering whether
to buy himself a record-player: ‘I don’tknow if they have
electricity in North Yemen. All I know is, they sit
around all day chewing gat [a leaf with a mild stimulant]
and a story my uncle told me about an old Imam who ran
the country after the Second World War. He asked his
advisers to tell him how he could get American aid: they
told him that North Yemen would have to declare war
on America; then, when the Americans won the war,
they would rebuild the place like they did Germany.
But, said the old man, what will happen if Allah wills it
that we defeat the Americans? Where will we get the
money to rebuild the United States?

I knew some fighters who were glad to be going,
others who were pissed off, and others who were scared.
The ones who were glad to go just wanted to get out and
back into the battle, into the Beka’a, across the border
into Israel. The ones who were pissed off tended to fall
into one of two camps. The less realistic thought they

were winning and wouldn’t have to wait much longer
before the Israelis decided to pack up and go. The cooler
ones thought they should stay to let Begin make an even
bigger monster of himself than he had been already.
They all listened to the Arab service of the B.B.C., and
they knew that every day, as the killing went on, Begin
was taking Israel further beyond the pale. The men who
were scared were scared not for themselves but for the
people they were leaving behind; some of them thought
the Israelis would break in, round up all the Palestinians
and deport them. The majority of the pessimists were
obsessed with the idea that somehow the Israelis would
use the Christian militiamen as their hired guns and turn
them loose on the civilians in the camps. Nobody who
had lived in Beirut through the civil war had any doubt
that, given the chance, the militia would wade in and not
stop shooting until nothing moved in Sabra and Chatila
and Bourj Barajneh. The fear of vengeance was so
strong, you heard it from just about every other depart-
ing Palestinian. We all filed the story about these fears,
but nobody outside Lebanon took much notice . . . the
fact is, when it comes to the crunch (maybe I should say
‘came’, because minds may have changed now) nobody
in America could believe that Israel (‘they fight hard but
fair’) could just stand by while a 'pack of gunmen
slaughtered men, old guys, little kids and women by the
hundreds.

But before anyone could leave, we had to wait for the
foreign peacekeeping forces to arrive. There was going
to be a three-nation force to keep the two sides apart:
French Foreign Legionnaires, American Marines, and
Italians from what is always described as ‘the crack
Bersagliere Regiment’, who are famous for running
instead of marching on ceremonial occasions and for the
fact they have cocks’ feathers on their parade helmets.
The Foreign Legion came in first and the Italians last,
and both lived up to preconceptions: the French looked
exceptionally tough and ruthless in skintight uniforms,
bare muscly arms, scars, loaded down with lethal hard-
ware; the Italians looked a little ridiculous, in all-white
vehicles — ‘Valentino made the jeeps,” someone said —
and white helmets which were functional enough but
also had dead chickens plastered on one side, so that the
troops looked as if they were wearing some bizarre form
of cloche hat.

The U.S. Marines didn’t look all that terrific. Apart
from the guys who guard the front doors of American
Embassies, I hadn’t seen a Marine since Vietnam; up
round Quang Tri I remember them as being pretty much
built on the lines of the French Foreign Legion: big,
hard, bristle-headed; good guys to have on your side
when the fire came out of the tree lines. The Americans
who came ashore to secure the Beirut port were a
curious-looking bunch. First, they seem to have
abolished height qualifications in the Marines, so there
were plenty of men shorter than I am — which means they
were about five feet five. All right, as the Vietcong
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proved, you don’t have to be big to win a war these days,
because the machinery does it for you. But you get used
to one breed, so it’s hard to get used to a new one. The
Marines lined up on the dockside in Beirut were a
motley crew: men with pot guts, short ones, tall ones, a
lot with big thick glasses. Who knows, they probably all
shot like Gary Cooper in Sergeant York; but the over-
whelming impression was that the line-up was what you
would get if you emptied any large office-block in
midtown Manhattan and ordered all the men between
nineteen and forty-five to put on fatigues, flak jackets
and helmets. If I'd been my Palestinian friend on the way
to Hodedia, I would have felt pretty safe when I saw the
first Foreign Legionnaire come over the horizon. But
with the Marines it was not so reassuring; the best thing
about them was, as Americans they were probably safe
because the Israelis surely wouldn’t fire through their
best ally to hit fighters. Well, they wouldn’t, surely?

If the Israelis have ever managed to convince
American administrations about anything, it is that
anyone connected with the Palestinian Liberation
Organization is certainly not human, is almost certainly
a total psychopath and is also very likely to be so
contaminated with communicable diseases that standing
downwind from one of these monsters when he exhales
is certain to lead to the clap, palsy and yaws. Begin was
able to draw out his extermination campaign in west
Beirut by insisting that Philip Habib should not be
allowed to talk to the Palestinians; Phil talked to Saeb
Salam, the grand old man of orthodox Lebanese Muslim
politics . . . and Saeb, immunized by years of mixing
with the terrorists, passed on Phil’s thoughts to one of
Arafat’s men . . . who asked Arafat what he thought;
then Arafat passed on the message to Saeb who - pre-
sumably after having his hands washed by a security man
and a careful gargle to remove the contamination —
talked to Phil, who passed on the thought to Begin’s
men. This system won whole days for the Israelis to
knock off hundreds more civilians — far more than they
could have blown away if Phil had simply called up
Arafat and said, ‘Yasser, this is what we’ve got for you
today.’” The belief that P.L..O. men carried communi-
cable diseases and would also steal your wallet if they got
close enough was drilled into every American Marine in
the port area but as the hour approached for these
creatures to descend on the port the Marines were guard-
ing, their commanders were faced with the dreadful
realization that they knew very little about how the
evacuation was going to be carried out. Clearly, the
crafty Palestinians, whose men were grouped outside
the entrance to the port, would know when their men
were likely to arrive and in how many trucks and by what
route . . . but how was this information to be obtained?
It would be undignified to ask reporters to go and ask the
Palestine Liberation Army commanders, and downright
degrading to have to pass messages through the Foreign
Legion, but how else was it to be done? Was talking to a
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Palestinian the sort of initiative that could be taken on
the ground by a regimental commander, or was this a
question that had to be satellited back to Washington to
wait for an answer from the State Department or the
Joint Chiefs? Someone obviously bit on the bullet any-
way, and, no doubt hoping that nobody would tell
Menachem Begin, authorized the first contacts to be
made between U.S. Marines and the Palestine
Liberation Army. Like the first earthman alighting from
his spaceship to meet the first Venusian, small trim
Lt.-Col. Robert Johnson stepped over the line dividing
his port area from the unknown world of west Beirut and
cautiously shook hands with Lt.-Col. Salah abu Zarad,
the area commander of the P.L.A. It was observed by
reporters present at the scene that, after touching the
Palestinian hand, Colonel Johnson did not turn green
and fall writhing in agony to the ground; however, later
inquiries determined that Colonel Johnson had in fact
been bomn in Edinburgh, Scotland, and was therefore
very probably immune to the sort of contamination
Americans could expect when coming into contact with
the P.L.O.

Lt.-Col. Salah turmed out to be a man with a keen
sense of public relations; soon after, he pulled the sort of
stunt absolutely guaranteed to make Ariel Sharon grind
his teeth down to the gums. When the great movement
of Palestinians began, Salah suddenly materialized out
of the crowd next to Johnson and produced a winsome
six-year-old boy dressed in a miniature Fateh uniform,
complete with cap and Fateh badges. He was a good-
looking, smiling lad named Yasser, and Johnson, the old
softy, knelt beside him to chuck him under the chin. But
as the colonel knelt, one of Salah’s men jammed an
A .K.-47into the kid’s lefthand, and at the same time the
boy lifted his right to make a triumphant V-sign. It was a
picture taken by various photographers on the scene,
although the brilliant sun was right behind this touching
tableau and none of the pictures was of high quality.
They’ll turn up in the archives at some point and, no
doubt, provoke a biblical broadside from Begin about
American collaborationists.

As the momentous meeting of Palestinian and
American was taking place by the port, so the first
Palestinians were gathering acrosss town to begin yet
another great pull-out; among the older men, you could
find veterans who remembered being driven out of
Palestine by the Jews in 1948 and by the Jordanians out
of Jordan in 1971. Those other two great movements had
been desperate retreats, but this was a different sort of
departure; this one was taking place by choice, with
soldiers carrying their guns with them; but sadness and
apprehension were heavy in the air because the men who
were leaving knew they would not be coming back, while
the families they were leaving behind were terrified by
the thought that they would be going back to camps
stripped of their defenders. The two groups, the fighters
and those they were leaving behind, met together for the



last time on the football field of the Arab University in
the heart of Palestinian west Beirut in the Fakhani
district that had taken the worst shelling and bombing in
the war. On that dusty ground, heavy with the scent of
eucalyptus trees on the boundary of the playing area,
men, women and children made their last farewells.

If you were in the news business, it was a T. V. or still
cameraman’s event. People who know they might be
seeing each other for the last time — and I haven’t any
doubt that some of the women and children reaching out
to their men in the big, green, two-and-a-half-ton trucks
ended up in those piles of corpses in Chatila and Sabra —
don’t hide their emotions, nor do they have time or need
to talk to journalists. Incredible pictures: teenage kids
loaded with heavy packs, carrying rifles, wearing t-shirts
with Yasser Arafat’s portrait on the chest hugging
mothers and young brothers and sisters before climbing
on the trucks; white-bearded veterans with the old
wooden-stock A.K.-47s hugging younger sons carrying
the new A.K. with the folding metal stock; girl soldiers
with khaffiyehs wrapped round their head, pistol stuck
in belt, clinging on to their boyfriends before the trucks
started to move. Palestinians are the only Arabs [ know
who are truly comfortable with women, who can hold
them and hug them in public, joke with them and — as
many a guerrilla raid has shown — fight with them and
serve under them. Even the Lebanese, the most sophis-
ticated of people at that end of the Mediterranean, have
problems with what to do with women in public — I
remember vividly when at some break in the civil war,
the first Middle East Airlines plane for about five
months flew into Beirut Airport and a vast crowd surged
forward on to the tarmac to greet the incoming
passengers. What remains freshest in my memory of that
meeting was all the men hugging and kissing the other
men, then turning and shaking hands politely with the
women. Someone, Bassam or Mahmoud Labady
probably, once told me, ‘If you're good enough to fight
and die for the revolution, you’re good enough to be
treated as an equal,” or something like that; with the
Palestinians, it works that way; in the martyrs’ cemetery
you will see the faces of teenage girls staring from the
photographs on their tombstones intermingled with
pictures of the young men who were good enough to die
for the revolution. So when you're leaving your women
behind - or, for that matter, when your women are
leaving you, because there were women fighters in the
trucks as well — you hug them and kiss them and your
tears mix and streak the dust on your face. Reluctantly
they climbed on to the trucks, some wrapping them-
selves in the green-white-red-and black flag of Palestine,
others waving the banners of their organizations, many
more carrying posters of their leaders — Arafat every-
where, George Habash, the men from Saiqa with
pictures of Hafez al Assad. Even as the trucks started to
move, kids and girls were clinging to fighters, hanging on
to the rails, hugging, crying, kissing, wailing goodbye,

hanging on to a door with one hand, wiping away the
tears with the other.

As the first trucks inched through the gates of the
football ground, the guns began firing. This was a time
when everyone in west Beirut from about the age of
twelve upwards had an A K. and it seemed everyone
was going to fire a last salute to the departing warriors.
As the trucks moved down Corniche Mazra’a, you were
reminded of accounts of the great Arab crusades into
Spain and western Europe in the fourteenth century. No
horses and camels and warriors with swords this time,
but the trucks and jeeps ablaze with colour, the multi-
coloured Palestinian banners trailing in the breeze,
green silk flags with Koranic verses on them, the scarlet
banners of Marxist organizations like the Democratic
Front, the men wrapped in checkered khaffiyehs brand-
ishing their guns; around them, the mind-jarring chatter
and boom of thousands of guns being fired into the air.
The heavy rattle of the A.K.s, the lighter, quicker
chatter of American M-16s, the jack-hammer thudding
of heavy-calibre Dutchka anti-aircraft guns fired from
the back of jeeps, even the pop of pistols as passers-by
suddenly pulled -38s and -44s out of hip pockets and
added their noise to the din. Hot spent cartridges rattled
off my car as I drove through the throng, flinching every
hundred yards or so as some kid who’d left his A K.
behind would suddenly fire an R.P.G. round, the rocket
swooshing by the car, then exploding up in the air with a
great crack and a puff of black smoke. Occasionally,
through this cavalcade would flitter one of the little
white Palestinian Red Crescent ambulances, sirens
howling and white-coated nurses screaming through the
windows, rushing people wounded by flying bullets to
hospital. I remember approaching a bridge through this
firestorm when a man ahead of me raised his A.K. aloft
and fired a triumphant burst and, in a scene that was
pure Laurel and Hardy, fell, half-stunned by lumps of
concrete broken off by bullets smashing into the under-
side of the bridge ten feet above his head. I followed
several of these processions but even on days when I was
caught on the other side of town, I would know they
were coming as the waves of sound grew louder and
louder and the puffs of black smoke of exploding R.P.G.
rounds got closer. And if every man along the street was
firing some sort of gun into the air, so every second
woman would be throwing flowers, or sprinkling the
fighters with rose-water and grains of rice as they passed.

Colonel Johnson had told us that a lot of his young
Marines were under twenty years old and had not seen
action of any kind before. They were told that there
would be some sort of celebration when the fighters left;
but no briefing could have prepared them for what was
now about to burst on them. The booming and banging
was getting closer and all of us, soldiers and reporters
and sightseers, all turned to watch that point on the road
where the fighters’ convoy would first come into view.
This was at the top of a small hill, which had once been
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covered with the old Turkish-style buildings of the
commercial centre, but which was now strewn with ruins
left by the civil war. The ruins were of golden stone; lit
by the moming light and seen against the brilliant blue
sky, they looked as if they had been like that for a
thousand years. As we watched, the firing died away as
the approaching procession turned into a street hidden
from us; the intervening buildings filtered out the sound
and, for a minute or so, our little hollow became so quiet
that a hawk suddenly dipped down and started to hover
over the broken stones where the lizards were warming
themselves in the early sun.

Then the great caravan burst upon us, announcing its
arrival at the top of the rise with a barrage of rifle-fire,
the heavy crack of the rocket-launchers and the dull
boom of a group of artillery pieces on the seafront. The
trucks, filled with fighters, were preceded by a flock of
cars and jeeps loaded with teenage boys and girls firing
A_.K.s in the air and scattering hand-grenades out of the
windows the way Johnny Appleseed once threw apple-
pips. A wild-eyed kid in a Yasser Arafat t-shirt standing
within fifteen yards of the Marines started firing bursts
from the A .K. he held in one hand and punctuating them
with shots from the -38 he held in the other - a hair-
raising exercise because there is enough recoil from an
A.K. to make it swirl all over the place if it is held in only
one hand. One of the leading jeeps had a loudspeaker,
and some girl was screaming, ‘Allahu Akbar,’ at full
volume; this noise had to compete with a circle of
middle-aged Palestinian women standing with the
journalists who were all crying together, ‘Thawra,
thawra, hatta an nasr,’ which someone translated as
‘Revolution, revolution until victory'. Then the first
truck, with banners waving, finally appeared; the uproar
increased by a factor of five as everyone but the Marines
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and the Foreign Legionnaires surged into the roadway,
firing pistols and rifles, throwing grenades, loosing off
rockets and howling war-chants and victory slogans. In
the middle of this seething mass of people, the little
Yasser suddenly reappeared, holding in front of him an
enormous gold-plated -45 automatic. He was yanking on
the trigger of the thing and waving it around at crotch
height — I can only assume that nobody got hit because
the safety catch was on, or the kid didn’t have the
strength to pull the trigger.

That blustering bully Sharon was quoted on Israeli
radio as saying that the departure of the Palestinians was
‘one of the greatest achievements in Israel’s history’.
Well, bullshit to that, for starters. Even if his very
reluctant army had managed to sort itself out to the point
of actually getting into west Beirut and forcing the
Palestinians out with their hands over their heads, they
wouldn’t have achieved much — after all, they out-
numbered the Pals about five to one in men, and had
infinitely superior weaponry at every level — so total
victory was the very least they could honourably have
achieved as a military force. As it was, they all went out
with their guns in their hands and the cheers of the crowd
ringing around them, past that final sign at the dockside
that read ‘Beirut will never forget’; and more than
anything, they knew they were going, not because they
had to, but because the leaders had decided that the time
had come to move out and live to fight another day.
Since then, I have had the usual arguments about who
won what; so far, I have not found anyone who could
satisfactorily answer this question: ‘Tell me, do you
think Menachem Begin got 500 of his guys killed and
blackened Israel’s name throughout the world and spent
two billion dollars, just so that Yasser Arafat could take
a luxury cruise to Greece?’



9

Weaving Nightmares

‘I was one of the Christian gunmen on that Palestinian
shoot down Sabra and Chatila way in September last
year, and all I can say is, I cannot imagine what all the
uproar is about. As these hunts go, it was nothing out of
the ordinary at all, very much like the drive in Karantina
in 1976 when we got a very good bag of Kurds. The
camps were like Karantina because they were very much
of a fun thing: a few days out in the open air and a good
bag to show at the end of it. Nothing at all like Tal
Zaatar, I can tell you, because Tal Zaatar took for ever,
and it was bloody dangerous as well. If you like compari-
sons, Sabra and Chatila were like a pheasant shoot; Tal
Zaatar was like a tiger hunt, much more exhausting and
dangerous, but much more rewarding. Not that Sabra
and Chatila didn’t bring you out in a healthy sweat of
course, because you have to run like hell to catch those
bloody ten-year-olds — they move like rabbits when they
see old grannie with her head half off. All in all, an
entertaining few days after sitting around for two
months doing nothing while the Israelis had all the fun;
I'd forgotten how much enjoyment you can have,
picking off a nippy teenager on the run. And easy for the
Palestinians as well — I doubt if one in ten felt a thing.

‘But the fuss, the uproar, the breast-beating! If we’d
shot a load of human beings, it couldn’t have been any
worse. Television cameras all over the place, reporters
saying it was the worst thing to happen in the Middle
East since the fall of Byzantium, and those bloody
Israelis leaping up and down in a frenzy, saying they had
nothing to do with it, and it was all so unexpected, and
deary me, how could people do such dreadful things to
innocent civilians.

‘Well, bugger me with the rough end of a pineapple,
the Israelis of all people asking how we could do it! We
do a little bit of tidying up at the end of their season,

clean up the ground after they’ve had their funonit. . .
and they start doing their nuts. Can you imagine they
could have the gall to ask how we could do what we did!
They spend two months bombing and shelling those
camps every day; they use cluster-bombs and incen-
diaries and phosphorus shells; they leave kids with their
guts split open and their legs sliced off; they burmn old
men and women to death; they leave people in the ruins
of their houses, watching the smoke rise from their
chests as the phosphorus burns through to their lungs;
they cut off their food and water supplies — then they say
they can’t understand why we wanted a share in the fun.
That murderous oaf Sharon, up to his guts in blood, has
the outstanding nerve to stand in front of his own
commission of inquiry and say, perfectly straight-faced,
“These atrocities stand in contradiction not only to the
values towards which we were educated and which we
teach . . . we were surprised, astounded and shocked by
the massacre that took place in those neighbourhoods in
Beirut.”’

I wrote the last few lines in a fine rage, thinking that
irony was the only way to try to express what I feel about
what the Israelis did in Beirut in 1982. The fury was on
me because the buggers are going to get away with what
they did, and the reason they will is that the massacre at
the finish completely wiped out the memories and indig-
nation about what had gone on before the killings in the
camps. If I'd been doing public relations for the Israeli
army I couldn’t have thought of a more brilliant scheme
to get them off the hook than having those last few
hundred people killed in the camps. As soon as the news
leaked out, the whole of the world’s attention was
focused on Sabra and Chatila and away from the
butchers of Beirut. Suddenly the villains were the
Christian militiamen; and attention was distracted even
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more by the question whether it was Haddad’s people or
Gemayel’s Phalangists. The Israelis got a little mud
splashed on them through guilt by association, because
whoever did the killings couldn’t have done them
without the Israelis opening the way. But compared with
the real weight of condemnation they deserved for what
they had done to Beirut, the confused and bewildered
indignation over the camp killings was easy to deal with.

The fact is that the Israelis are as responsible for the
deaths in the camps as they were for the deaths in the
war, just as a Nazi commander would be judged guilty of
mass murder, even if he had just stood by while his
Ukrainian Einsatzgruppe slaughtered the Jewish
peasants in the town his troops had first broken open. In
the two months of the siege the Israelis established that
everyone in west Beirut was a legitimate target; they hit
every part of the city, using the vilest of modern weapons
and showing absolutely no concern for the lives of
civilians; more than anything, their obsessive shelling of
camps like Sabra and Chatila showed they considered
the people who lived in these areas had even less right to
live than the other citizens of the city.

Whatever you might say of them, the Christian mili-
tiamen are not ignorant, unthinking peasants. They read
the reports coming out of west Beirut every day, they
heard the Palestinian and Muslim militiamen’s radio
broadcasts about what was happening in west Beirut.
They knew it was open season on purely civilian areas;
they knew the Israelis were deliberately terrorizing west
Beirut. The Israelis were responsible for the climate of
mindless violence and the downgrading of human life to
less than nothing in west Beirut. Nothing the Christians
did in the camps was in any way more reprehensible than
what the Israeli armed forces had done for two months
preceding the final massacres.

I find it much easier to understand what the Christians
did in the camps than what the Israelis did to west
Beirut. [ was in Beirut during the civil war and although I
was not in Damour, I know how Christian families were
butchered there. Both sides committed atrocities,
although, in terms of the mathematics of horror, the
Christians have more to answer for: Karatina, Tal
Zaatar, Jisr al Basha and now Sabra and Chatila, as
against Damour and Jiyeh. I name these alone, because
nobody has ever tallied the individual acts of brutality
that left the eyeless corpses under the Fuad Chehab
flyover, the burnt bodies on either side of the crossing-
points between east and west. However, because of the
civil war there is hardly a family on either side in
Lebanon that does not remember the violent death of a
relative or friend. The Christian gunman carefully lining
up the six-year-old girl in his sights in Sabra may have
remembered a tragedy of his own as he created another.
I would feel much more comfortable with such a man —
as I would with a Palestinian who throws a grenade into a
school in a kibbutz — than I ever would with an Israeli
bomber-pilot or commander of an artillery crew . . .
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This is not to say that I support what any of them are
doing; but the man who stares down the barrel or pulls
the pin has to make the decision to kill someone, he must
watch them die, he has to live with that vision for the rest
of his life and almost invariably with the Palestinian, he
knows he will soon die because of what he has done. The
pilot or the soldier pulling the lanyard on a howitzer
performs an action no more stressful than ringing a
doorbell; if his co-ordinates are anywhere near right he
does ten times the damage and causes fifty times the
misery of any half-baked little ‘terrorist’, yet he never
hears a scream or sees a tear or has to watch blood spurt.
He will sleep peacefully every night of his life because
there is no raw material for his conscience to weave into
nightmares.

There is no national memorial to the victims of the
civil war in Lebanon, no place where you can see the
pictures, the documents and the artefacts to remind you
of what man is capable of doing to his fellow men when
the rule of law is suspended. There is in Jerusalem; it is
called Yad Vashem, and it records what happened to the
Jews of Europe in the Holocaust. I remember going
there once, so long ago that very few memories remain,
but those that do are very strong. The most haunting
images from that place are the pictures of the children
waiting to go to the camps. They stare at you from the
photographs, those long-dead children, not so much
terrified, because they didn’t know what was going to
happen to them, as apprehensive because they have
sensed the mood of the adults around them, they have
seen the faces of their parents and neighbours and of the
German guards standing over them. You feel most
moved by the plight of the children because of their utter
helplessness. Your pity for the adults is tempered just
that tiny fraction because maybe, just maybe, some of
them might have escaped if they had reacted a little
faster, left when they first watched the rise of the Nazis,
got out rather than staying because they believed their
Aryan friends would protect them. You cry for the
children because they never even had a choice.

You walk through those dimly lit rooms in that long
low building on the hillside in Jerusalem, wondering at
how little there is to see: the few pairs of striped
concentration-camp pyjamas, the handful of yellow
stars, the yellowing pages of anti-semitic newspapers, a
pathetic collection of identification documents with
‘Jude’ stamped on them. You come out past the flicker-
ing flame in the room whose floor bears the names of the
concentration camps, and you wonder that the destruc-
tion of six million people was so thorough that it left
hardly more tangible reminders of their existence than a
single middle-class family might accumulate in its
lifetime.

One other memory of Yad Vashem remains with me,
and that is how deserted it was. I had gone there on a
weekday in miserable weather (it was, I think, January
or February) and it was cold and the rain was slanting
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down, showering off the leaves of the trees lining the
roadway up to the memorial. I'm not quite sure what I
expected, but I thought somehow there would be school
groups, perhaps students from religious schools, older
local people and foreign tourists but the place was almost
totally deserted, no groups of people at all, just a few
couples, single wanderers like myself, occasionally
knots of four or five American tourists and virtually no
Israelis. It might simply have been one of those days
when the weather was too bad for locals to come — after
all, if you can visit a place any time, you don’t make a
journey through the rain to go there. But Yad Vashem
was also a neglected place: the rooms echoed to the drip
of rain-water falling through the cracked ceiling and into
black plastic buckets scattered through the exhibition
rooms. The large photographs were ragged and curling
at the edges, the glass of the display cases was marked
with fingerprints; at the exit, a man asked me to contri-
bute to its upkeep. There was something in the feel of
the place that I found when I visited the churches built by
the British in India during the Raj: the regimental
chapels in places like Lahore and Rawalpindi, with the
brass plaques on the walls commemorating long-
forgotten battles and equally forgotten soldiers. The
places stand there, not so much abandoned as irrelevapt.

I suppose it is simply too naive to ask whether the
Israeli cabinet ministers and generals who planned and
put into operation the siege of Beirut are familiar with
Yad Vashem and, if they are, whether it has left any
memories. Have they ever looked at the commentaries
beside those showcases that tell the history of the
destruction of the Jews? First the violent press
campaigns against them; then the administrative
changes that removed the protection of the law; then the
confiscation of property; and finally their physical
destruction. I wonder if anyone drew any parallels
between the Nazi cry that all Jews were usurers and
bloodsuckers preying on the pure Aryans, and the
obsessive use of the word ‘terrorist’ to describe
Palestinians. I wonder if any of those leaders saw any
parallels between the destruction of the Palestinian
camps and attempts to terrify and starve the people
trapped in west Beirut with the destruction of the
ghettos in Eastern Europe. I wonder if anyone
questioned whether there was much difference between
using phosphorus shells against a hospital full of
mentally retarded children and old people, and the
murder of Europe’s mentally ill. If it is morally unaccep-
table for a Stuka to dive-bomb the Warsaw ghetto, is it
somehow defensible for an F-16 to bomb a purely
Lebanese civilian district like Raouche? Was Yad
Vashem built to remind the world of the evil man is
capable of wreaking on his fellow men, or is it there to
state that brute force can always snuff out a weaker
people?

In the end, it comes down to the old question: who is
the terrorist? If the Palestinian commando team that

comes ashore from a rubber boat and blows up a bus and
its passengers near Tel Aviv is a group of terrorists, what
is the group of Israeli soldiers standing by their howitzer
on the hills outside Beirut that carefully selects a
phosphorus shell and incinerates a family in their
apartment in Fakhani? The commando team that gets
into a school in northern Israel and shoots children is a
terrorist group . . . so what are the pilots of a squadron
who watch their armourers carefully loading the long
grey pods of the cluster-bombs that they will soon be
dropping near the Acca Hospital where the Palestinian
and Lebanese refugees must bring their wounded
every day?

Towards the end of the siege, I remember going to
watch the release of Aharon Ahiaz, the only Israeli pilot
shot down in the war. He had piloted an American
Skyhawk fighter-bomber that normally delivers a bomb-
load of about four tons. I saw the results of strikes like
that all over Beirut: I remember especially seeing one in
a middle-class district in Raouche, where a building had
collapsed on a family; and watching a dead thirteen-
year-old girl being dug out of the wreckage. Her blood,
soaked into the dust and earth, had dried and hardened
so that when the body was finally lifted out of the earth,
it looked like a piece of ancient treetrunk, until suddenly
you saw one quite clean white hand at the end of what
otherwise might have been a fractured branch. Just in
case Mr Ahiaz should read this and think of sueing, let
me say [ do not know whether his plane was carrying any
weapons at all when it was shot down; he may have been
on a photo-reconnaissance trip or, for all I know, had a
full load of chocolate candy to drop on the camps to
cheer up the kids cowering below him. Far be it for me to
accuse him of driving a fighter-bomber over Beirut with
murder in mind . . . I'm sure it was not in his mind at all,
it was all the other guys who did it.

Aharon Ahiaz was a blond curly-haired man of about
thirty-five, wearing a dark blue patterned shirt straining
over a marked paunch. He was laughing and joking with
a Palestinian guard and he smiled at us pressmen as he
waited until the car came to drive him away to freedom.
He had been a prisoner for almost the length of the siege
and the Palestinians had gone to enormous lengths to
make sure he wasn’t hurt in the bombing that devastated
the area. As I watched him driving away, I had a sudden
flashback to a T.V. news programme of three or four
years earlier about a commando raid in Israel in which
three or four Palestinians had taken over a school and
(as I recall) had shot several of the pupils. They were
holed up in the schoolhouse and in the end, the Israelis
made one of their usual storming attacks on the building
and shot the Palestinians. I remember watching as the
guerrillas’ bodies were dragged out into the schoolyard
and the hysterical crowd started kicking and spitting on
the corpses, screaming and rolling the bodies in the dust
in rage and anguish.

I asked Bassam abu Sharif once whether he thought
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acts of terrorism were morally justified. He had been
named again and again by the Israelis as one of the
masterminds of P.F.L.P. terrorist operations in the past
and is high on their hit-list; sitting with him in the open is
always a slightly spooky experience because they have
tried more than once to get him — and he has the scars to
prove it. He said that in the end, there could be no
justification at all for straight-out terror attacks; but
then he thought a little more and said, ‘That is not to say
we haven’t carried out such operations, and I wouldn’t
try to justify them to you. All I would say is, if you are
going to apportion blame, then the Israelis have
committed a hundred times more atrocities than we
have. Compared to them we are very little terrorists
indeed.’

[tisno coincidence that when the Israeli forces began
to question just what they were doing in Lebanon, it was
not the pilots and the sailors who began to protest, to
join in the peace demonstrations, and finally to refuse to
go on with the butchery. I haven’t read all the reports out
of Israel from that period, but I would be astonished to
read that there were in the navy and air force men like
Colonel Eli Geva, the army officer who led the attack on
Sidon. He was one of the most brilliant commanders in
the Israeli army and he resigned, saying, ‘I don’t have
the courage to look bereaved parents in the face and tell
them their son fell in an operation which in my opinion
we could have done without.’

The soldiers on the ground wouldn’t need to have
been to Yad Vashem to know what unopposed military
force can do to a practically defenceless people. It was
the soldiers who resigned and protested, because they
were the ones who had to march through the ruined
towns and villages, who had to see the bodies of the
women and children, who could hear the screaming and
crving of the bereaved. What honour the Israelis did
salvage from the war lay in the actions of the men who
said ‘No more’, after they had seen what they had done,
or what had been done in their name. For the pilots and
the sailors of course, there was nothing to remind them
how sordid wars can be: no cries, no stink of rotting
corpses, no dust and flies and blood. Sit back in air-
conditioned comfort at 20,000 feet, press the tit and feel
the plane lift as the bombs fall away, and back home in
time for dinner without even getting wet under the arm-
pits. Or for that matter, sit out enjoying the sea breezes,
focus on that smoking cityscape across the sun-flecked
waters and let the computer digest the co-ordinates and
do the firing. Marvellous way to get a suntan and adamn
sight less dangerous than driving through the holiday
traffic to get the same sort of tan in Eilat.

Just before he left to go to Syria, I asked Mustafa what
he thought would happen to the P.L.O., whether it
would keep up the search for the solution that Arafat
wanted, a political negotiation to get a homeland. I said
that it would probably be a long-drawn-out process but if
the Palestinians turned back to guerrilla operations as
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many of the fighters wanted, then they would alienate
world opinion. I suspect that he wondered how I could
ask a question like that after sitting through the previous
six weeks because he asked me, ‘When has pleasing
world opinion brought us anything? World opinion
means nothing, and you know it because the world has
been protesting about this siege in Beirut for the past
two months, and yet the world has done nothing to stop
the fighting. If we have learnt anything from Israel since
June, it is that world opinion is meaningless and that to
achieve anything — whether it be your freedom or to have
your land—you have to carry a gun. You know as well as
I do that we would all be dead or in Israeli jails by now if
we hadn’t fought. Don’t talk to me about world
opinion.’

Leaving aside the seventy-five Israeli soldiers who
died when their headquarters in Tyre blew up, more
Israelis (ninety-eight soldiers, by the end of February
1983) have been killed by Palestinian guerrillas since the
end of Operation Peace For Galilee than were killed in
the five years before this great crusade against ‘the
organizations of terror of the P.L.O.” — the official
Israeli figure is fifty-three civilians and forty-three
soldiers. I dread it, but I know that one day quite soon I
will turn on the television and see the film from some-
where in Israel, and the announcer will be saying that a
Palestinian suicide squad has just commandeered a bus,
or taken over a school or an airport, and then there will
be the final shoot-out. First, there will be the screaming
and crying of the friends and relations as the Israeli dead
are carried away and later the bodies of the commandos
will be dragged out. And then one of the Palestinian
organizations will claim responsibility and publish one of
those pre-raid pictures that always seem to be taken.
There will be the three or four kids, maybe waving their
A.K.-47s in the air, maybe standing, smiling into the
camera with arms over each other’s shoulders. And I
won’t want to see that picture because I know too many
of the fighters now, and one day I'm going to be looking
at someone who cared for me in Beirut in the summer of
1982.

No Israeli civilian deserves todie a random death like
that, just as no young Palestinian should be forced into
the belief that only the gun will win him his rights. Yet as
I finish writing this book at the end of February 1983, I
can see no sign that Israelis and Palestinians are going to
stop killing one another this year. The killing will go on
because the Palestinians will not get a homeland this
year; it will go on until they do get one, or until there are
no Palestinians left alive.

I want that last paragraph to be the one that makes me
a laughing-stock. I want any critic who might see this
book to be able to write afew lines that will go something
like this: ‘As an observer of a scene, Mr Clifton has
certain qualities, but his book was spoilt by a last chapter
which made the ludicrous prediction that the Pales-
tinians would not get a homeland in 1983. As we all



know, 1983 was the year when Menachem Begin bowed
to American pressure and gave up the West Bank to the
Palestinian people’ (or I would be just as happy with
“1983 was the year when Menachem Begin confounded
the world, and won his second Nobel Peace Prize, by
returning the West Bank’ . . . and so on). ‘The peace
between the two new neighbours is a fragile one, we
know, but it does exist.’

How can I hope for that sort of humiliation when I
read today’s newspapers? The settlements on the West
Bank are scrambling up the ancient hillsides and the
Israelis are telling the Lebanese they want heavily armed
and fully manned bases across southern Lebanon for an
unlimited time in the future; their old paranoia is rising

again, this time — for God'’s sake — they are accusing the
American Marines of allowing the Palestinians to
operate across American lines. The significance of their
latest protests is not that they are accusing the
Americans but that less than six months after ‘one of the
greatest achievements in Israel’s military history’ the
fighters are back making a mockery of the very name of
Operation Peace For Galilee. Add another character to
the group in Baha’s joke; make him follow Reagan and
Brezhnev and Arafat, and make him either an Israeli or
a Palestinian. Then have him say: ‘When are Jews and
Palestinians going to stop killing each other in the Holy
Land?’ And use the same punchline.
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Official evil lives in the Middle East, and the ruins
and graves of Beirut testify to its strength. But that
evil was not triumphant in Beirut and this story is
about the people who beat it back.




