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It i s  now difficult to  fly direct ly  between Cairo and Damascus.  
Since the separation of September 196 1 neither of the UAR's fo rmer  r e -  
gions offers a i r  se rv ice  to the  o ther ' s  capital .  Before separation it was 
possible to buy an  abnormally cheap round-trip ticket on United Arab 
Air lines, but now the only opportunity available i s  a twice -weekly Iraqi  
Airways service originating in Baghdad. 

The two Lebanese a i r l ines ,  Air Liban and Middle Eas t  Air l ines ,  
a r e  happy to make indirect a r rangements  for the t r ip .  They will  fly any- 
body to Beirut by Caravelle o r  Comet and provide facil i t ies for the next 
leg of the journey-often af te r  a suitably expensive stopover in the Leb- 
anese capital .  United Arab Airlines a l so  offers frequent serv ices  to  
Bei ru t ,  but it will  not ,  of cour se ,  provide help for  the short  mountainous 
hop to Damascus.  This does not mat te r  greatly because ,  once in Bei ru t ,  
the t rans i t  passenger  does not ordinarily need the help of any a i r l ine .  
He need only go to  a cer tain a r e a  of the city center  and negotiate for a 

1 taxi or  for  a sea t  in a s e r f i s .  The fo rmer  will  cost  in the neighborhood 
of ~ b i  302; the l a t t e r ,  which i s  simply a taxi one sha res  with others  so 
that the cost i s  divided among i ts  five to  seven passengers ,  Lbi5 o r  L f  6 
a sea t .  A good Chevrolet with efficient dr iver  can  manage the two moun- 
tain ranges and the two customs and immigration posts in a little over 
two hours  . 

These a r e  some impressions of a part icular  t r i p  f r o m  Cairo to  
Damascus by the indirect route . . . . 

1 F r o m  the French  serv ice .  

2 One American dollar equals approximately three  Lebanese pounds. 
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The American teacher put his light canvas bag and briefcase into 
the taxi.  Without turning in his s e a t ,  the dr iver  asked a short  question 
in English. The teacher grunted an affirmative and the c a r  moved off. 
It was midafternoon and the dry heat of Cairo discouraged conversation. 
Though the big boulevards leading to the a i rpor t  were  by no means de-  
s e r t e d ,  the traffic was not heavy. The taxi sounded its horn only occa- 
sionally a t  pedestrians and cycl is ts .  After a t ime the teacher removed 
his  coat.  The dr iver  t r ied  his English once again: "Where you go?"  

" I 'm going to  Beirut ,  maybe to Syr i a ,  for a few days , I 1  said the 
teacher  in Arabic.  He s ta red  a t  the ta l l  modern apartment  buildings of 
Heliopolis and reflected that the dr iver  would never be living in one of 
them. He probably lived in one of those recently built,  dirty apartment  
houses in the wrong par t  of Sayyida Zeinab, a room and a hall  for living, 
the other room for occasional show of wedding furniture and large ugly 
cupboards . . . . 

The dr iver  was delighted with the fore igner ' s  Arabic .  "Ah, you 
speak Arabic.  That ' s  ve ry  good. Have you lived in Egypt a long t ime?  " 

The American sighed and knew that na tura l  curiosity would have to be 
satisfied before the long drive to the a i rpo r t  was completed. He launched 
immediately into his usual explanation. Yes ,  he 'd  lived for quite a few 
yea r s  in Cairo.  He was a teacher a t  the American University and had 
a wife and three children. No, regretfully his children didn't speak Ar - 
abic very  well .  Did the dr iver  have children? 

"Yes, three boys,  two girls-too many but what can one do." The 
answer came in a tone that indicated more  to come.  "Poor people like 
m e ,  we a l l  have too many-and the clothes and the school and everything 
e lse  cost too much. In a good month I might make E6:30, but with E f  6 
-yes ,  E f 6-rent every month and . . . . I I 

The description of his  deplorable economic condition went on. 
The teacher  made appropriate noises f rom t ime to t ime but did not l i s -  
ten with complete attention. This fellow, he thought, is  not really doing 
too badly-the possibility of E f 30 is  something that most  don't have. 
What of a l l  the petty bureaucrats  that make do on l e s s ?  And,by heaven, 
what about the peasants-a woman working the fields receives five pias- 
t r e s  a day. These reflections soothed him; his multiple standard was 
f i rmly under control.  Carefully comparing the man  with h is  own poor 

3 The Egyptian pound i s  worth about US$2.40 



kind, he came only to the edge of a subconscious wondering that used to 
plague h im in the past .  Could he himself have brought up a family on 
E f 30 or  l e s s ?  Could he have survived such poverty and lack of hope? 

He jerked to attention because the dr iver  had just asked a ques - 
tion. "Would siyattak object if I asked a very sma l l  favor?"  The polite 
phraseology drew an  automatically friendly response . The dr iver  turned, 
smiled gratefully, and went back to his  driving. The teacher was a bit 
more  interested now-the dr iver  ' s  eyes were  intelligent, c lear ly aware 
of the real i ty  of things,  somehow di rec t .  

"Perhaps siyattak don't  know what l iver troubles a r e  like. Egyp- 
t ians always suffer f rom l iver .  I and my wife used to  take Andrew's 
Salts -Ever heard  of them? They ' re  f rom England-and we always felt 
fine. But now of course  we can ' t  get them any m o r e .  There ' s  an  Egyp- 
t ian product tha t ' s  supposed to  be the same but it doesn't  suit a t  a l l .  Is 
it possible that you might get m e  one large bottle f rom Beirut?  Or two 
sma l l  bot t les? It doesn ' t  m a t t e r ,  and I 'd  be prepared to pay of course." 

The teacher  was relieved. It was a sma l l  request  and easy to  
fi l l .  And somehow he was very glad to  say he 'd  be pleased to help. Why? 
Was this  the guilt of wealth that reconciles i ts  conscience by shared 
pittance ? With relief came amiability -he asked for further details 
about the d r i v e r ' s  sons.  What schools did they attend? 

The man was  clear ly proud of his boys.  They were  doing well 
a t  school and the oldest was to take his  secondary certificate examina- 
tions in a y e a r ' s  t ime.  "If he does well  enough," he sa id ,  "he can go on 
to the university and then take a government position." The teacher  
thought of others  whose university education had secured them govern- 
ment positions: countless youths in countless offices struggling along 
on s ta tus ,  E f 15 a month for the f i r s t  yea r ,  and the promise of a pension. 

"A university degree i s  certainly a good thing," he ventured po- 
l i te ly,  "but why shouldn't he be like you and go into the taxi bus iness?  
He might end up owning a fleet of cabs." 

The taxi slowed slightly. They were  now leaving the well-to-do 
suburb and entering an  a r e a  of flat dese r t  and scat tered new apartment  
buildings situated on roads that were  marked but not yet paved. The 
dr iver  turned to take a careful  look a t  the American.  The polite smile  
did not disguise the awareness  of the eyes .  "Well," he sa id ,  ' 'you've 
lived in Egypt a long t i m e ,  you know how it i s .  Without a n  education the 
poor s tay poor and the r ich  get r i che r .  If I had the money to buy two 



t ax i s ,  I ' d  . . . but I don't and never will. That ' s  the way things a r e .  
T h e r e ' s  only that one door and my boys will go to the university." 

"But things a r e  changing fast  ," said the teacher ,  unwilling to  
sha re  the d r i v e r ' s  acceptance of things and unwilling to abandon him 
forever  to  poverty. 

"Yes,  they are-some ," said the dr iver .  He paused for a mo- 
ment and then went on in a different tone. It was a s  if he were  chang- 
ing the subject. "Do you know about the new Char t e r?  " 

I I Yes,  this is something new and important , ' '  said the other.  He 
had indeed been impressed  with the new document. Despite i ts  verb i -  
age it was clear ly ser ious and s incere in i ts  intent; it stated positions 
and made promises  that no insincere yet stable government would bother 
with. He said a s  much to the d r ive r .  

I I Do you t ruly think s o ? "  asked the d r ive r .  He had obviously had 
many doubts but was pleased that the foreigner approved what was purely 
a local product. "You a r e  educated and I a m  happy to hear  your opinion. 
But the Charter  h a s ,  after a l l ,  lots of words and we have heard  lots of 
words before this .  We have had different kinds of governments but the 
differences between the c l a s ses  remain  the same.  The Egyptian people 
a r e  s t i l l  slaves to  inefficient bureaucracy . . . . 1 I 

The teacher  was suddenly aware that the dr iver  had switched to 
a kind of l i t e ra ry  Arabic and that some of his phrases  had been borrowed 
directly f r o m  the Char te r .  He was aware a l so  that the dr iver  was watch- 
ing h im intently in the m i r r o r .  Did the man  supplement his  income by 
reporting to  the government in some way? Did he want reassurance  ? 
The teacher  spoke f i rmly and said that things change slowly but there  
was now hope where there  had been no hope. The Pres ident ,  he sa id ,  
was a m a n  clear ly dedicated to a bet ter  future for Egypt and-he searched 
for  a nonpolitical phrase  but found none-for the Egyptian people. 

"Ah, President  Gamal." The d r i v e r ' s  voice abruptly recovered 
i ts  personal  tone. "He's  ve ry  good, a very  good man.  I thank him for 
many things. H e ' s  the best  one of them . . . . 1 1  

The teacher  interrupted. They were  approaching the a i rpor t  and 
had to make an  arrangement  about the Andrew's Sa l t s .  Would it be con- 
venient if he left the package with the doorman of the American Univer- 
si ty in about 10 days '  t ime ? The dr iver  became respectfully and appre-  
ciatively formal .  



"It is extremely kind on the par t  of siyattak," he said.  "I will 
be extremely grateful. Nothing is  m o r e  important than health . . . . I I 

Less  than an hour out of Ca i ro ,  the Comet began i ts  descent to- 
ward Beirut.  The a i r  hostess  began h e r  tr i l ingual readings on the m i -  
crophone: "Ladies and gentlemen, in a few minutes . . . . I I 

The immigration and customs formali t ies  were  perfunctory. As 
usual,  the Lebanese passengers  finished f i r  s t  -not by reason  of favor - 
i t i sm,  he ref lected,  but because of a magnificent inventiveness in getting 
official attention. Eluding the outstretched hand of a p o r t e r ,  he ca r r i ed  
bag and briefcase out of the customs shed and turned them over to a 
waiting taxi d r ive r .  He suddenly became aware  of the moist  hea t ,  took 
off his  coat ,  and climbed gratefully into the spacious shade of a new r e d  
Chevrolet. The dr iver  s ta r ted  both engine and radio.  

"I'd like to  go to  the Hotel Commodore in Ras Beirut ,"  he said 
in Egyptian Arabic.  He knew that it would be seve ra l  days before he 
felt like trying the lyr ic  Lebanese dialect. 

"Aha ," said the dr iver  in a managerial  tone. "Do you have a 
r e se rva t ion? ' '  He was heavy-set ,  blue-eyed, and clean-shaven; he had 
about h im the a i r  of a man  of decision and speed-and these ,  thought the 
t eache r ,  a r e  qualities that every Lebanese dr iver  seems to possess .  
The c a r  was indeed moving very certainly and very fast .  

"No," said the teacher  and f i rmly changed the subject f r o m  hotels 
to heat.  "Has it been this  hot for a long t i m e ? "  

"This i s  the bes t  weather of all the Arab countr ies ,  a sea  breeze  
blowing, the mountains-in ten minutes I can take you up to a place where 
you have to s leep under blankets." He paused for a reaction but there  
was none. "Will you be  he re  long?" 

"Just a few days . I 1  The teacher  stealthily braced  his  body. They 
were  coming into heavy city traffic now and the dr iver  had not yet slowed 
down. 

I I One evening you'l l  be  going up the mountain to a night club in 

'Aley . It 's  rea l ly  not expensive if you know where to  go. I have a r e l -  
ative who manages a place where you can have the very  bes t  food and 
see  the floor show for only L f  10. Here ' s  my  c a r d ,  I can take you up 



any night, just phone this number and a s k  for Michel . . . . t t 

The t i r e s  squeaked a s  they rounded a turn.  A red  Falcon driven 
by a young man in expensive sport  sh i r t  and dark  glasses  cut by on the 
r ight .  

He left his  air-conditioned room,  took the e leva tor ,  and paid his 
bill.  Beyond the desk he could see American mothers  at  the edge of the 
swimming pool and American children in the wa te r .  He did not wonder 
who they were .  He had a l ready,  af ter  three days in Bei ru t ,  accepted the 
presence of his own countrymen a s  a commonplace. 

A taxi outside the hotel took h im down to the Bourj to find a ser f i s  
for Damascus.  F r o m  the window he s t a red  at  the people, the c a r s ,  the 
unkemptness and the d i sa r ray ,  the l i t t e r ,  the constant movement-peo- 
ple of every conceivable condition squeezing in and out of solid lines of 
parked c a r s ,  old buildings falling into disuse and new ones everywhere 
under construction, heavy equipment causing momentary traffic jams 
in every block, supermarkets  vying with s t r ee t  vendors ,  chrome and 
coarse  color vying with good t a s t e ,  c r a s s  mater ia l i sm mixed with cha- 
otic f reedom of ideas . . . . The taxi came to a halt in front of a tiny 
s t ree t - leve l  d ispa tcher ' s  office. He was in luck. The last  sea t  in a 
se r f i s  was available; the ca r  would leave immediately. 

It was again a Chevrolet. He took a corner  seat  in the back next 
to  two passengers ;  the dr iver  and two other passengers  were  in front.  
They s ta r ted  out for Damascus.  At the foot of the mountain a police 
check was struggling to keep up with the heavy t raff ic .  A sergeant  said 
hurriedly: "Identification. Men only .'I The teacher produced his Amer - 
ican passpor t ,  the youth beside h im brought out a worn-looking Syrian 
identification c a r d ,  and the s l im young man beside the dr iver  showed a 
Kuwaiti passpor t .  The dr iver  was asked to produce nothing. The s e r -  
geant waved them on. 

Though the morning traffic was heavy, the dr iver  was skillful. 
The c a r  sped up the mountain with a minimum of horn  and a modicum 
of t i r e  noises a t  the turns .  There had been no conversation except for 
occasional whispered comments passed between the youth in back and 
h is  matronly traveling companion. On either side of the road were  frui t  
s tands ,  fac tor ies ,  houses,  service stations,  bi l lboards,  occasionally a 
plot of unused land-and, later on,  the trappings of summer  r e s o r t s .  
Beyond the immediate scenery was the devastating beauty of deep t e r -  
raced  val leys,  blue s e a ,  and distant peaks.  



The f i r s t  audible words were  spoken a t  10 a . m . ,  Lebanese time, 
but not by an occupant of the c a r .  After glancing a t  his  watch the dr iver  
turned on the radio; the dial  was already se t  to the station he wanted. 
Inamoment  the Voice of the Arabs began i t s  daily broadcast f rom Cairo 
with a news summary ,  consisting largely of a repor t  on a recent Egyp- 
tian political speech. The occupants of the c a r  sa t  without react ion,  
s tar ing stolidly a t  the road ahead a s  the castigation of imper ia l i sm,  
communism, and the forces  of reaction proceeded. The news was fol- 
lowed by Egyptian music  and song. 

The c a r  reached the pass  and s ta r ted  down the eas t e rn  slope of 
the Lebanon into the Beqaa Valley. About halfway down another check 
post had been se t  up. This t ime the police had m o r e  t ime to look a t  
identification papers  and examined those of the two matronly women a s  
well. Again the dr iver  was asked to produce nothing. 

When they reached the town of Chtaura on the valley f loor ,  the 
dr iver  pulled in beside a cafe and said: "Ten minutes." The passengers  
ordered  coffee o r  tea .  The young Kuwaiti o rdered  a breakfast  of white 
cheese and thin pancakes. The Syrian youth and h is  Lebanese aunt (for 
this i s  what she was) bought a bag of watermelon seeds and offered them 
around. The teacher  let  it be known that he spoke Arabic.  Suddenly con- 
v e r  sation broke out on a l l  s ides .  

As the others  waited in the c a r  for  the Kuwaiti to finish his break-  
f a s t ,  the Syrian youth commented with impatience and slight s a r c a s m  
that the Kuwaiti Emi r  (Pr ince)  did not apparently understand the re la -  
tion between t ime and money. This amused a l l ,  but his  Lebanese aunt 
mentioned that some Syrian youths of he r  acquaintance had difficulty 
with this relationship a l so .  The heavy-set woman in front turned a t  
this and asked the aunt if by chance she was f rom Tripoli .  There en-  
sued a careful  dialogue that established the family origins of bothwomen 
a s  being the Mina a r e a  of Tripoli;  the woman in front won the encounter 
-she was able to c rea te  an  atmosphere of grea ter  affluence and to imply 
conclusively that he r  antecedents had left the Mina a t  an ea r l i e r  date.  
Though she herself  retained a Lebanese passpor t ,  her  husband, she sa id ,  
was  the owner of a Baghdad hotel; property had been left he r  in the United 
States  by emigrant relat ives .  She demonstrated he r  knowledge of foreign 
languages by the use of French  and English phrases .  

After a stop a t  a service station, a t  which the high pr ice of gas-  
oline was generally noted, the woman in front continued to dominate the 
conversation. P r i c e s  were  te r r ib ly  high in the Lebanon now, she said,  
including the pr ices  of var ious kinds of b r ibe ry .  She embarked on a 



s e r i e s  of s tor ies  that told of the regrettable venality of Lebanese offi- 
c ials .  

"There is  of course some b r ibe ry ,  but you exaggerate consider- 
ably," said the dr iver  f i rmly.  "What does exist  exis ts  because the gov- 
ernment  i s  not t ruly representative of the people. If the people were  
in control-persons like yourself who despise dishonesty-there would 
automatically be an end to these things. The present  government i s ,  
af ter  a l l ,  controlled by imperial ism."  

There  was a n  element of satisfaction in the pause that followed. 
All were  now able ,  thought the t eache r ,  to  place the dr iver  in his Leb- 
anese  pigeonhole -an Arab nationalist ,  probably a Muslim, certainly a 
man  who listened to  the Voice of the Arabs .  Was there a l so  a n  element 
of caution? The Syrian youth was looking sardonically but very  quietly 
a t  the d r ive r ;  the young Kuwaiti looked fixedly ahead. Must every Arab 
come to t e r m s  with Nasse r?  the teacher  asked himself.  Does every 
young Arab subconsciously hope or  fear  that Nasser  represents  the 
direction of Arab h is tory?  

The woman in f ront ,  having established a conversational hegem- 
ony, was not disposed to yield to  such theorizing. "We a r e  both Leba- 
nese ," she sa id  to  the d r i v e r ,  "and we know very  well  who the people 
a r e .  The government i s  a s  representative a s  it will ever  be .  As always 
the big personalit ies a r e  in control-and many of them come f rom our 
vil lages in our own mountains. They a r e  not a l l  f r o m  big families.  And 
the Lebanese people have lots of advantages-no one can te l l  them what 
to do o r  what to say." Before the dr iver  couldrespond to her  las t  barbed 
comment she turned to  the aunt in the back seat  and effected a diversion. 
"You and I a r e  of different religions but we a r e  a l l  of the Lebanese peo- 
ple and love our green land, do we not?"  

The Syrian youthwas now grinning broadly. The teacher  was not 
su re  whether the amusement sprang f rom the inconsistencies of the 
woman's  speech,  the invocation of the Lebanese myths of greenery and 
religious compatibility, o r  the obvious discomfiture of the youth's Leb - 
ane s e aunt. 

"Indeed, indeed," said the aunt,  glancing a t  the backof the d r ive r ' s  
head. The young Kuwaiti hastily inquired of the dr iver  whether or  not 
he p re fe r red  the Chevrolet to other makes of c a r .  The dr iver  grunted 
indeterminately but not impolitely and concentrated on his driving. The 
woman in front began a discourse on the advantages and disadvantages 
of the Fiat  1100, the Mercedes 220S, and the Ford  Fai r lane ,  the last  
two of which she now owned. 



At the Lebanese frontier the dr iver  asked for passpor ts  and iden- 
tification papers  and disappeared into the immigration office. The Ku- 
waiti got out a s  well  and soon could be seen talking familiarly with a 
Lebanese officer with whom there was  clear ly a previous connection of 
some kind. As  the dr iver  came back with passpor ts  and papers  in o r d e r ,  
the officer s t rol led to the c a r  window and asked the dr iver  to take good 
c a r e  of his old fr iend.  The dr iver  responded with courteous formality.  
There was no baggage inspection. 

At the Syrian frontier customs inspection came f i r  s t .  All bag- 
gage was taken out of the c a r ,  placed on a counter ,  and searched thor-  
oughly -except for the American t eache r ' s  belongings, which were  not 
searched a t  a l l .  An official found four car tons of American cigarettes in 
the luggage of the young Kuwaiti and led him into a n  office to discuss  
the ma t t e r .  When he returned with the c igare t tes ,  the Kuwaiti explained 
to  the other passengers  that ,  although he was s o r r y  to  keep them wait- 
ing he had had to take t ime to explain his diplomatic position to the of- 
ficial;  a s  the son of a diplomat, he sa id ,  he did not really have to pay 
any customs duties. 

His Kuwaiti diplomatic status impressed  o r  otherwise interested 
the woman in front .  P e r h a p s ,  thought the teacher  unkindly, she feels she 
has  found a financial equal a t  las t .  As they waited a t  the Syrian immigra-  
tion post she s ta r ted  a low-voiced conversation with the young man be-  
side h e r .  After the c a r  had s tar ted the teacher  could overhear little-but 
la ter  on it was c lear  that the two were in solid agreement  concerning the 
parlous and unpleasant s ta te  of I raqi  politics . 

The Barada River came in sight,  flowing down toward Damascus 
near  the road.  The Syrian youth turned to the teacher and said quietly, 
" I 'm  glad you speak some Arabic because I want to know why the Amer -  
icans favor the r e tu rn  of Syria to the United Arab Republic." The Amer -  
ican said that ,  though he knew little of polit ics,  he did not think that the 
United States was taking any position on the mat te r  a t  a l l .  "We must  be 
ourselves ," continued the youth almost  f iercely.  "We cannot be always 
flirting about with other Arab countries.  We have our own destiny, and 
our people a r e  strong and better educated than the Egyptians. The Egyp- 
tians have no proper  concept of the Arab nation. Syria  i s  the hear t  of the 
Arab world and Syrians feel  themselves to be i ts  future nucleus." 

Before the teacher  could a sk  if having one ' s  own destiny meant 
determining the destiny of o thers ,  the Lebanese aunt leaned forwardand 
murmured  fondly-"My nephew is  very loyal to Syria." The boy sank 
back in embar ras smen t .  The teacher t r ied  to pretend he had not heard  



the aunt and asked the f i r  s t  question that came to mind. "Do you think," 
he asked the youth, "that Syria will  now remain  unlinked to any other 
Arab s ta te?  I '  F o r  restorat ion of youthful pr ide it was the wrong ques - 
tion because ,  of cour se ,  there  was no c lear  answer .  S y r i a ,  he ref lected,  
again waits hopefully and fearfully-wondering what it ought to  do now. 

The youth brought forth a kind of assenting noise,  looked vacant 
for an  instant ,  and then made an indecisive , perhaps dispiri ted ges ture .  
He had c lear ly  shot his conversational bolt. His aunt leaned forward to 
speak again,  but the teacher  turned away and looked carefully out the 
window. They w e r e  now entering the wide uncluttered boulevards of 
Damascus.  




