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A Visit with the People, the Soil and the Revolution

Just before the plane landed at Beirut
International Airport, I had been discussing
with some of my colleagues the fact that the
Arab World no longer poses the same
fascination to me that it once did. Politically,
it is depressing because it does not seem to
be moving in a direction that captures one’s
imagination. The Arab World is still caught
in the agonizing moments of the decoloniza-
tion process, even though other parts of the
Third World have moved beyond those
moments and have even begun to assert
some semblance of progress and indepen-
dence. With fewer resources and a far more
problematic beginning, many of these Third
World countries have progressed so much
faster along the economic, political and
social levels.

Yet, when the plane landed and with full
knowledge of the chaos that awaits one at
every airport in the Middle East (no less
hideous than New York or Atlanta for that
matter), I felt a sudden surge of yearning and
familiarity, of deep love and affection. No
matter how much we bitch intellectually
about the Arab World; no matter how
depressed we get about its problems, its
failures and its weaknesses; no matter how
often we swear that we will never return, our
point of contact with familiar soil, sounds,
and smells sends us back to our childhood
years. There is absolutely no question about
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it; although I have never lived in Beirut for
any length of time, when my plane landed
there, I felt that I was at home. This is home.
Here I would not mind dying, although I
have no intention of doing so anytime soon. |
dread the notion of dying in Tennessee,
although the countryside here is quite
beautiful. No, I want familiar hands to carry
me and to tuck me gently in that soil that has
sheltered so many of my brothers and
sisters. It is the soil that I kissed before I left
in 1960. I fully understand Father Capucci’s
gesture upon his release from an Israeli jail
of kneeling down and kissing the beautiful
soil of Jerusalem and later the soil of
Damascus. For thousands of years this soil
has given my people sustenance; it has given
us the color of our skin as it colored the
olives that we ate; it has taught us respect
for nature and the environment, and we
sang sons and wrote poems about them.
Beyond all, this soil taught us to love
freedom and to fight for it. Every inch of this
soil is colored with the blood of Palestinian
and Arab martyrs. We are ones with our soil
and our history.

I went to Beirut to give a paper to a
seminar on U.S. foreign policy towards the
Arab World. The seminar was sponsored by
Shu’un Filastinya, a publication of the PLO
Research Center, and by the Association of
Arab-American University Graduates. To

my knowledge, this is the first seminar on
U.S. foreign policy done anywhere in the
Arab World. It is therefore to the credit of
the Palestinian Revolution that it hosted the
first such seminar. Elsewhere in the Arab
World, the U.S. is viewed through blinders.
Myths accumulate upon myths; years of
ignorance, carelessness and spontaneity
govern the dominant view of America in the
Arab World. At least here in Beirut, and
among some people, there is a willingness to
deal with facts, to analyze scientifically and
to base policy on knowledge rather than on
hearsay.

Elsewhere in the Arab World, the U.S. is
seen through the eyes of “pseudo-expert
transmitters” of myths and of small talk.
One of those tried to crash the seminar. To
the credit of the audience, they listened
politely and disagreed. The old “trans-
mitters” focus primarily on style, composi-
tion and oratory. Notably absent from their
discourse is the rigor of analysis which is
replaced very often by the sweat of
oratorical exertion.

The Palestinians are no longer enamored
of words, finely spun and meaningless. They
deal with science based on facts and hard
data. And this is perhaps the most refresh-
ing and the most pleasant discovery. There
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Sudden Death in Sarafand, Lebanon

Even in troubled South Lebanon, the
roads on Sunday evening are full of families
returning from the beach, from visiting rela-
tives, or from social gatherings. It is a time
when most people are outside, enjoying the
last moments of relaxation in the warm
summer evening. Travelling south on the
Sidon-Tyre road in the early evening of July
22, however, the festive Sunday was trans-
formed by fear and terror as a squadron of
Israeli planes attacked the small Lebanese
village of Sarafand.

As our car approached Sarafand, panic
was visible as cars sped away from the
village at an almost suicidal pace, the grim-
faced drivers pressing insistently on their
horns, as their families huddled in the seats.
A Red Crescent ambulance, lights flashing
and sirens wailing, headed north to the
Saida hospital. Over the village, huge
columns of black smoke dominated the sky,
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spreading far out over the Mediterrean Sea.

On the rutted road to the village, men,
women and children were gathered. Many
were holding their hands to their heads and
wailing. Wild sounds of grief followed us as
we moved up the road, towards where the
smoke was billowing over the orange trees.
At least one bomb, apparently a high-
explosive one, had directly hit the house of
Ahmed Gharib, at abou 6:15 p.m., a man of
about fifty, who with his yellow headcloth in
disarray, was supported by his neighbors as
tears streamed down his face. His entire
family had been killed in the raid.

Rescue workers had already pulled
several bodies from the rubble. A Belgian
journalist rushed into the destruction and
brought out a two year old infant, the only
survivor the family of Ahmed Gharib’s
brother, Ali. In a nearby car, festooned with
paper flowers, as is the custom in Lebanon

when celebrating a wedding or a birth, lay
the corpse of a young boy, Ahmed Gharib’s
son. His torso had been severed in two.
Villagers pointed to the blanket-covered
body with uncontrolled gestures, moaning
“Look, look!,” as if needing confirmation
that the tragedy had really occurred.

The Gharib house lay in ruins.
Approaching it through the trees, we were
warned to be careful. Timed bombs and
cluster bombs might lie unexploded in the
tall grass. A middle-aged woman, Ahmed
Gharib’s wife, lay dead under the heavy
stones of her house, her arms outflung. It
was difficult to remember she had been alive
only half an hour before. The scene looked
so final; her dark clothes blended into the
earth as dusk settled on the village. With
reluctance, some people moved closer to
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