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LETTER FROM BEIRUT 5, james heston -

A historian goes on a book tour in reverse, shopping his story of the great Islamic hero Saladin to readers in the Arab world.

tour promoting Warriors of God, my newly translated his-

tory of the Third Crusade, that I got my comeuppance, [
had gone from Riyadh to Abu Dhabi to Beirut, talking about
Richard the Lionheart and the great defender of the Muslim
world—Saladin Yussuf ibn Ayub. In Beirut, as I was standing
in the hallway of an institute of Islamic Studies with my esti-
mable translator, the scholar Ridwan al-Sayed, an elderly col-
league of his happened by. The tweedy professor was cheerful
in his praise of my book. He had just read it in al-Sayed’s trans-
lation.

“Is the Arabic version satisfactory?” I asked, shooting a
playful gbmce at al-Sayed. “Did he choose the right words?”

than satisfactory,” replied the colleague. “In fact, I

wanttosmlyﬂleEnghshnow,andseexfztswordsaresatxs—

factory.”

On my second night in Beirut, I was scheduled to lecture in
the Palais Unesco, a vast cavern of red-velvet seats, located
not far from the Phoenicia Hotel, where Arab leaders would
soon convene for their summit and consider Crown Prince
Abdullah’s peace propesal. The event was jointly sponsored
by Lebanon's minister of culture, Ghassan Salama, and my
puhhsher,Obeikan.Myacbeduleearhﬂmthedaymeddc-
m@edwmnmemacermnmood.%st,l
was taken to meet the prime minister of Leb-
anon, Rafic Hariri, the man given credit for
the rebuilding of Beirut after the 15-year civ-
il war.

And then we were driven through Sabra.
For years | had read about Palestinian refu-
gee camps, but until T saw Sabra—where at
Eml?ﬂﬂ?aleshnmlmdbemmss&ued

Itwasnotunﬁlﬁmﬂ:ixﬂstoponmyl&dayi\mbicbook

shown the “breeding ground” for the radical
groups Hezbollah and Hamas, and I was un-
comfortable.
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primed with a counter blast. I was merely the closest Amer-
ican he could collar to express his ire. Iraq, he insisted, was
nuclear-free, but whether or not it was developing chemical
andh:ologmlmpons we might never know. Anyway, he
smd.exghtoﬂlerArabwunmalreadyhadchemimlandhl-
ological weapons. Was Hussein any crazier than Ariel Sharon?
Salama then predicted another massacre of Palestinians on
the scale of Sabra and Shatila,
IMedtoarguew:thSalanm,espemaﬂyonthequesnonof
nuclear proliferation. But the contemporary Middle East, I
was quickly finding, is an arena of fixed ideas. Across the Ara-
blanpenmsnlalenconntemdcertamrecumngthemes.My
hosts and audiences seemed fixated on whether the East and
theWest—-—IslamandChnsﬁamty—wmncw after Sept. 11,
truly engaged in a “clash of civilizations.” They were con-
vinced that American foreign policy officials and the Amer-

2raTl Breoe e 31 tho i Al a msrnataw thar nallodd 4k e Taunstal

Palestinian struggle and “break free from the Zionist media
machine.”

The whole thing saddened me. I couldn’t help but think
that this drumming on the existence of a malign Jewish lobby
undercut the argument about the humiliation of the Palestin-
ian people. Later, in a separate statement, the chairman of the
Egyptian chapter, the novelist and Nobel Prize laureate Na-
guib Mahfouz, called the Palestinian resistance against Israel
“the most important liberation struggle of the 21st century.”

I tried to avoid the discussion of Israel wherever I could—
begging off by saying I had nothing new to add to the time-

‘worn debate. I did not want to be “captured” by auyone. fig-

uratively or literally. I am a storyteller, a historian, a drama-

tist, not a foreign-policy expert, a Middle East specialist or
even, heaven forbid, an “Arabist.” If a reader wishes to draw a
parallel or make a metaphor out of my 800-year-old story
about Saladin and Richard the Lionheart, so be it, but it had
not been my intention when I'd written it. If Saladin threw the
Christian Crusaders into the sea in 1188 A.D., I did not tell
that story to suggest that a new Saladin might some day throw
the Israelis into the briny deep, or that some magical thing

called the “forces of history” will eventually and inevitably
bring victory to the Arabs over the Jews. And yet [ was finding

llidudthl.lonhart meets hl-s match in Saladln Mnflm mt ltthelatucoflnul’. a story

depicted by James Reston Jr. in “Warriors of God."

thateverythmgmlhelvﬁddleﬁaat,emmednewlhnstory—
and my telling of it—inevitably boiled down to politics.

That evening, the audience in the cavernous Palais Unesco
was scattered through the hall. There were, per-
haps, 300 people, inclu g;msts,ambassadarsmdrel@ous
leaders. Ilooked out at them, searching for clues that would al-
low me to distinguish my listeners one from another and ad-
dress my points to them individually. As Ridwan al Sayed
made his introductory remarks, I noticed eight young Arabs,
all apparently in their early twenties, file in behind an older
man and come down the aisle together.

Aﬁer}mvingbeeninSabra,aﬂerh&ringtheunsetﬂingsto»
ries of mayhem and intifada just to the south, and with the
murder of journalist Daniel Pearl still fresh in my mind, T have
to admit: The newcomers spooked me. Young Arab men,
mamhmgsﬂasagroup mthecompanyofannnder.attzndmg
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young men was Attorney General John Ashcroft’s warning to
be “vigilant." Was I the victim of my own stereotypes? Per-
haps they were merely students in some medieval history
class at the American University of Beirut in the company of
their professor. Why not? Then again, might these men be real
cause for worry? My mind scrolled through my lecture, If they
were truly members of Hezbollah, looking for trouble, what
would I be saying tonight that might spark outrage in an Al
Agsa martyr or, worse, rage itself?

I took the lectern and forged my way through the talk, ad-
dressing myself almost entirely to the eight men in the middle
of the hall, as if I were staring down a potential miscreant in a

‘New York subway. I rattled on about the history of the Third

Crusade and why the story had so captivated me four years be-
fore. And then I got to the part about the story’s modern con-
necuons,aboutltsrelmncetothemumehconﬂm,lts
resonance for Sept. 11.

“Osama bin Laden is no Saladin,” I said, as I had said so often
before to American audiences. “His historical antecedents are
the assassins of the 12th century. It was those assassins, brain-
washed and blindly obedient to their leader, who first used po-
litical murder as a tool of struggle.” Yes, I had said these things
many times before: Bmladenmanmteruauonalgmxgsterof
epic proportions, a fanatic cult leader, an

aggressor against innocent, unsuspecting
vn:tims These were not, after all, such star-
tling assertions, rather obvious really, But
here, in this setting, with an unknown audi-
ence, and with those eight . . . I was not
sure. | just was not sure.

After my remarks, I was swept out of
the hall by my Arabic publisher, Moujir
Omari. As [ signed books along the way,
Omari told me ruefully that the book edi- -
tor of Hezbollah television had been in the
audience and had asked for a review copy.
Upstairs in the foyer, tea and juice were be-
ing served in good Muslim fashion. A
crowd waited to have me sign their books.
1 longed for a stiff drink, but knew it was
out of the question. The night before, at
dinner at a restaurant in the hills abave
Beirut, I had turned to the host and whis-
pered, “Would it be acceptable to have an
alcoholic drink?” He paused, then whis-
pered back, “I will ask the guests.” “Never
mind!” [ replied.

Over the-heads of those in line for the
book signing, I scanned the room for the
eight auditors. Someone brought me to-
mato juice in a wine glass. It gave me com-
fort to have al-Sayed, the old curmudgeon,
veteran of these religious and intellectual
wars, sitting beside me, unconcerned and
in his element, signing his name happily in Arabic before slid-
ing the books on to me.

In due course, the line thinned until only a few readers re-
mained. And then I saw three of the eight coming toward me. I
feigned charm with a lady in a red scarf, sipping my juice and
listening to her talk about my book, her cat, her new French
coal.lglancedoveratthethreeglowenngmen. One had a
baseball cap pulled low over his eyes.

As 1 prattled on senselessly, trying vainly to enlist the men
in the conversation, I noticed one of them take a last deep drag
on his cigarette. And then he leaned toward me and tossed the
butt into my glass. He looked at his cohorts and chortled, shot
me a leer and then turned on his heels and left. I watched the
eight file off, disappear, snickering, down the stairs.

It had never occurred to me until that night that a book tour
could be dangerous business. But was it? Or was it only an in-
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