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Please Note: The following will have a distinctively different tone than the other travel journals I have put together over the 

years. During my travels over the summers of 1990, 1992 and 1996, I did not maintain a regular record of my adventures.   

At times I drew scenes I witnessed in my sketch book, jotted down notes of where Iôve been and details of particular events 

on scraps of paper, took photographs and retained souvenirs. Yet I do not necessarily have an intentional clear linear record 

of the events of these three journeys independent of one another. 

However, many memories remain quite vivid about several specific experiences, although in other instances recollections of 

the three journeys seem to have blended into one due to their commonality or been lost to the mists of the mind.  

I feel it remains important to transcribe these recollections onto paper while I can still trust my memory, and while I may 

continue to differentiate between some of the events and years.  In order to avoid repetition, experiences from these three 

aforementioned trips which may have been alluded to in my 1997 Travel Journal ï my first detailed óreal timeô writing to 

cover travels in this region ï will not be included herein, even though many instances, most notably my cultural 

observations, certainly remain applicable. 

As I am composing this over a decade after my travels, and generally combining the recollections of three distinctive trips 

into this one writing, it will not necessarily be in the format of a linear narrative as my other major trips have been 

presented, but more so as a short collection of remembrances loosely grouped by years, as complete and detailed as my 

memory allows. 

 

 

 

My first three trips to the Middle East occurred over the summers of 1990, 1992 and 1996.  Many of the memories and 

experiences from the first two journeys ï lasting three and two weeks each, respectively ï were strikingly similar, as were 

the sites visited.  During these trips I was with my Israeli family nearly the entire time, while in 1996 I broadened out in 

more adventuresome directions, including into neighboring countries.  For the purpose of this retrospective reflection on my 

experiences, I will generalize as best as I may accurately remember and honestly account for these earlier experiences, and 

will make every effort to offer explicit details of the moments which continue to stand out vividly in my memory.  The latter 

of these three journeys maintain the most vivid recollections of them all.  As some aspects of the following will be very 

detailed while others broadly generalized, taken holistically they nevertheless offer an authentic glimpse into my early 

journeys to this region, an incredible and life changing experience in every regard.  I do apologize for the absence of explicit 

details relative to that found in my other travel journals.  I will strive to be as detailed as my memory allows. 

 

Summer 1990, Israel 

In 1990, my grandparents Israel and Evelyn hosted a wonderful guest in their Berkeley home, a woman of their generation 

named Malka Grynberg-Portugali.  Malka is Israelôs cousin and she was in America for the funeral of Selma, Israelôs sister.   

This was my first conscious memory of her.  She invited I, my sisters Emily 

and Jennifer, and cousins Seth and Rebecca (they reside in Los Angeles) to 

visit her, her children and grandchildren in Israel.  While my mind had 

briefly pondered traveling to Israel and elsewhere earlier, it had not been 

serious about it.  I had never before traveled alone overseas, and for that 

matter I have only been to England and Wales (with my father and sisters, 

in 1985), and to Mexico.  The farthest I have ever traveled by plane alone 

was from Oakland to San Diego, where my other grandparents Brad and 

Marge awaited me each time.  So, Malkaôs invitation and the subsequent 

encouragement from adults in the family lead to this first of my many 

international travels.  It was the summer between my junior and senior 

years in high school.  A perfect time to stretch my international legs! 

 

This first flight to Israel seemed agonizingly long in duration.  Departing 

from San Francisco, I had layovers at John F Kennedy International Airport in New York and Charles de Gaulle 

International Airport in Paris, each of which courtesy of Transworld Airlines, before continuing on El Al Airlines to Ben 

Gurion International Airport in Tel Aviv.  While in Paris I was hesitant to leave the airport terminal, in spite of a lengthy 

layover.  The airport official overseeing this plain drab-in-appearance room was an elderly figure with her hair affixed in a 

bun atop her head.  Her stern features, squeaky voice and piercing, raccoon-glaring eyes reminded me of a former seventh 

grade teacher I had at Martin Luther King Jr Middle School whom I did not particularly care for.  Security on El Al Airlines 

was intense, including a metal detector, a compressed air pressurized chamber which projected a quick blast of air forcibly 

on the passenger in efforts to technologically identify any dislodged explosive particles, and a physical pat down.  This 

carriersô reputation for the strictest security in the world is well deserved!   

Malka 
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My book for this trip was From Beirut To Jerusalem by journalist and political commentator Thomas Friedman. It was the 

first book revolving around the politics of international relations Iôve ever read, and one which remains very appropriate for 

this trip.  One particular chapter toward the end was entitled ñIsraeli and American Jews, who is dreaming about whomò 

was an interesting read, particularly coming on the heels of the earlier chapters which are of a diplomatic and journalistic 

nature. 

 

The flight into Israel was very similar in all three years, even though 

they were on two distinctly different carriers: El Al Airlines always 

followed the initial leg of either Transworld Airlines or United 

Airlines (depending on the year).  The aircrafts were full, and all 

passengers seemed engaged in soft-spoken energetic small talk, even 

if they had just met for the first time their conversationalist.  The blue 

of the ocean with its choppy white wave-tops gave way to tan sand 

and architecturally unique buildings.  As the aircraft continued on its 

descent, I could look out the window and see a large hotel on the Tel 

Aviv beachfront whoseô sea-facing façade was painted in bright 

rainbow colors.  Steadily descending closer to the ground as the miles 

progressed, the landscape and architecture below was unlike anything 

I had seen before.   

 

The moment all three wheels of the aircraft had touched down on the runway in Israel, the passengers suddenly burst into 

spontaneous applause.  There was such an ambiance of joy among the passengers for being here.  Disembarking into the hot 

dry temperature, I stepped down the airplanes stairwell and boarded a 

bus which brought us to passport control and, beyond it, to luggage 

pickup.  This air-conditioned building was noisy with the echoing of 

sounds, but the power of the cool air soon gave way as I walked 

outside.  Awaiting me was Malka, her son Juval and his daughter 

Odelia.  Odelia is a year older than I, and both Juval and Nili (her 

parents) may be seen in her features.  Dark reddish-brown hair adorns 

her head in a modern style, cut shoulder length although a slight curl 

toward the bottom of it allows the length to settle slightly above her 

shoulders.  She was wearing off-white shorts and a dark red t-shirt.  

Well articulate and fluent in English, I felt an affinity with her 

immediately, and remain appreciative for her hospitality and the 

concern she expressed of my jetlag recovery (the time differences 

didnôt seem to affect me, surprisingly.)  The drive to their home took a 

short while, and upon arrival Odelia and I were dropped off so Juval 

could bring Malka home.  Their apartment was in a multistory complex located in a residential neighborhood in the northern 

edge of Tel Aviv. 

 

After a tour of the apartment, I got off my feet for a short time to rest, 

but was anxious to spend time with my cousin and get to know her 

better.  Odelia came in and said she was going to get milk, inviting me 

to join her.  We walked the short distance, perhaps eight hundred 

meters, to a nearby outdoor single story shopping mall and entered the 

Israeli equivalent of a Safeway grocery store.  The aisles of different 

levels of food products resembled that which may commonly be seen 

in the States.  While the prices were of course aligned to the shekel 

(the Israeli currency) and the packaging may differ slightly, it was 

basically the same.  But then I noticed a thirty-something soldier in his 

dark green army uniform, carrying a nine- or ten-month-old baby in 

one arm while an M-16 automatic rifle was draped over his shoulder!   

This was quite a surprise as such weaponry in public places is unheard 

of in America. 

Juval and Odelia 
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In fact, Israeli soldiers were everywhere.  Yet this should be of no surprise.  Under Israeli law, conscription is compulsory 

(for Israelis, but not necessarily for the Arab residents who comprise a sizable percentage of the nationsô population).  Israeli 

men serve three years and women two after graduating from high school, and following this service they may either 

continue and make the military a career or return to the private sector, wherein they are committed to engage in training as a 

reserve soldier for some time.  The entire country is military.  Being a nation surrounded by both former and present 

enemies, within and outside the country, the loss of a single conflict would pose an existential threat to the nation.  As such, 

the Israelis need to be prepared to defend the nation.  Of my relatives of my generation, none were presently in the army 

during my first visit, although Odelia was preparing for it and Roy was beginning to contemplate which branch of the Israeli 

service he wanted to serve in.  Their parents, however, remain on reserve status throughout my stays although I do not recall 

their having to leave for training while I was here. 

 

There is an interesting dynamic at the nationôs foundation which bears exploration.  Israel is often referred to as a ñJewishò 

nation-state, which it unquestionably is in very many respects.  Yet herein lays a myth which needs to be untangled from 

reality.  While a majority of its population ï over 75% ï is indeed Jewish, to its residents the nation is viewed more as being 

largely secular with Jewish influences.  That is to say, while the nation recognizes Jewish religious holidays, many Israelis 

seem to spend this time on the beach or at social gatherings rather than in the synagogue.  Jews refer to ñJewishò in the 

context of nationalism and national identity, much as they did for Zionism which preceded it (and what it represented of 

course), whereas the nationôs distracters throughout the world label it ñJewishò in a pointedly theocratic and in some cases 

disparaging and antisemitic sense, a perspective which seems misaligned with the reality of the relatively young nation. 

 

Perhaps this alludes to a little-articulated yet prominent inner-

struggle the nation is facing.  While one would expect the 

composition of an Israeli sense of identity to be clear, it is actually 

less so.  After all, in this highly educated and proud society the extent 

of womenôs rights remains unparalleled globally, freedom of the 

media and general civil rights for citizens are cherished along with a 

widespread liberal-leaning orientation toward social issues, the likes 

of which does not revolve around themes of toleration but rather 

acceptance.  It is a voting republic whose foundation is in western-

influenced secular law.  Yet simultaneously, Israel is additionally a 

society which is militaristic, views ones Jewishness dualistically as 

being sourced from both spiritually-orientated and genetic 

predisposition (sobering considering how Jews were persecuted from 

this later perspective just five decades earlier), and engages in 

widespread profiling practices to identify possible internal threats.  It 

is a nation dreaming of a lasting peace while often having to defend 

itself in ways which elicit retaliation rather than being viewed as 

deterrence by its adversaries and critics.  A stunningly open 

immigration policy (all Jews from anywhere in the world are eligible 

for citizenship) has brought together peoples who share a common 

ideological heritage yet not necessarily shared experiences from 

living memory, while restrictions against any perceived (rather than 

actual) threats all begs the inquiry: precisely what does it mean to 

reside in a Jewish democracy?   It is an intriguing intellectual 

discourse, one which lends itself to no clear answers without delving 

into philosophical constructs.  To suggest that many things about 

Israel defy normal categorization is an understatement.  Yet any hints 

of this discontinuity are only visible to those who are familiar with 

the society beyond the superficial.  To others, these fractures remain 

hidden. 

 

Yet for all of the complex understanding of the society, it certainly does not distract from the peoples or atmosphere in 

which I was submerged.  If anything, it only enhances the experience. 



8 | P a g e  

 

My Israeli cousins, all of whom I met for the first time, are wonderful people.  Odeliaôs brother Adiel I met some days after 

my arrival.  He was camping in the forested rolling hills of a mountain range some distance from Tel Aviv, at the Israeli 

equivalent of a boy scout camp.  Having driven there for the day, I observed several rope bridges suspended in the air by 

these young people.  Baseball-sized white rocks lined pathways in the 

dirt and broke the terrain up into a grid shape, within which were 

specific constructions.  These included a rope ladder, an old-style sailing 

vessel, and a castle-like structure.  Fifteen at the time of my first visit, he 

is slim with a smile which lights up a room.  Their parents, Juval and 

Nili, are working professionals who have had a significant imprint on 

this young nation.  Nili is an established architect whose designs form 

the heart of many buildings, including one in the process of being 

constructed which she showed to me.  Juval is a university professor 

who has authored dozens of published books and professional journals.  

Juvalôs sister Leora and her husband Meir reside in a two-story home in 

the town of Raanana, not far from Tel Aviv.  Their children are also 

quite warm and pleasant people.  Roy is my age.  His omnipresent long 

wavy brown hair augments his six-foot-tall stature.  He is very interested 

in photography, frequently looking for an artistic edge to anything he 

sees through the camera lens.  Gali is slightly more than a year younger.  

Her eyes uniquely narrow when she smiles, and her long black hair 

reached down to her lower back.  Their youngest sibling, Michel (the 

western equivalent of her name would be Michelle) was a shy ten-year-

old with long blonde hair.  Gali and Royôs English was thoroughly fluent 

both in vocabulary and smoothness of delivery while Michel chose not to 

speak the language much, not because she didnôt know how but I suspect 

she was timid due to an uncertainty of her mastery of it.  But she would 

steadily speak more as our time together wore on, perhaps a reflection of 

the confidence she was gaining.  All are athletically built in physique, 

and I thoroughly enjoyed my time with them immensely. 

 

I spent time in three different homes: Malkaôs apartment in downtown 

Tel Aviv, Juvalôs apartment in the Ramat Aviv district of northern Tel 

Aviv, and Leoraôs house in Raanana.  Leoraôs home maintained a sense 

of family which was quite traditional in the American sense, such as the 

entire family sitting together for dinner, a characteristic which occurred 

daily during my first trip in 1990 yet proved rarer in subsequent visits, 

likely due to her children progressing through their teenage years.  The 

dozen or so young cats which frequented the home were omnipresent.  

Malkaôs home was on an upper-story of a white apartment building with 

a flower-laden small balcony which overlooks the narrow street beneath 

it.  The apartment walls were adorned with all manners of artwork 

accumulated over a lifetime and the furniture topped by numerous 

glassware and silver candle sticks.  It was small, and I slept on the living 

room couch.  Each night I would open the balcony door ajar to allow the 

evening air to cool the warm and sometimes stuffy atmosphere of the apartment.  At night I would be awake late, hearing 

the bustling nightlife passing by on the streets below.  Occasionally there would be voices or the noise of a dog barking, or 

Hebrew being spoken by passersby or a vehiclesô horn, but most frequently it was just a constant hum of vehicles driving in 

the distance which was audible, enough to represent the bustling nightlife of Tel Aviv but not so much as to keep me awake. 

 

Malka at times cooked traditional Jewish meals such as matzo ball soup, potato latke or falafel, but often she made French 

fries, meat balls in an incredibly tasting Mediterranean-influenced sauce (I wish I knew what it was) or simply prepared 

cereal with milk, perhaps due to its ease of preparation and, more likely, due to my own finicky nature.  While I appreciate 

my time with her and the location was fantastic, I admit the comfort of being with my own generation was indeed something 

I missed when I was staying in this apartment. 

 

Gali and Roy 

John, Gali, Michel, Roy 

Meier and Leora 

Nili, Odelia, Juval, Adriel 
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Each morning I would leave to explore around alone.  Being my first true traveling in such a manner, I found the unique 

combination of foreign architecture and culture, personal solitude and introspection, and an emerging adventurous spirit 

intoxicating!  There was a routine I started with every morning.  From 

Malkaôs apartment I was only two blocks away from a small urban 

kiosk.  Here there were several dozen brands of cigarettes, as well as 

newspapers, drinks, chips, chocolates, and bread.  The owner was a 

thirty-something Palestinian Arab gentleman named Josef.  Tall with 

short black hair, thick dark eyebrows and dark skinned (a skin 

pigmentation which appears as if perpetually tanned), Josef was the 

epitome of masculine gentleness in his voice and mannerisms.  He was 

regularly outfitted in a short sleeve t-shirt and pants.  In each of my 

journeys to Israel I made a point of coming by his kiosk, and his 

hospitality remains ever-present and he even recalled my name in spite 

of the years between my visits.  Well articulate in English with a thick 

Middle Eastern accent, Iôve never heard him imply anything negative.  

Of course, Iôve only seen him for minutes each day of my stay in this 

area of the city and he knows I am a tourist, yet these observations do extend over multiple years and as such offer a glimpse 

of continuity.  He was the first person of Arab heritage Iôve met, although I do not know if he identifies himself as a 

Palestinian Arab or an Israeli Arab; in this region, such a seemingly minor distinction is actually of tremendous importance.  

Across the street was a small antiques shop, wherein numerous silver and gold antique-looking items were sold.  This 

includes differing styles of menorahs and candle sticks.  I purchased a gold-colored seven candle swiveling menorah there in 

1990.  There were also several one-hour photo developers, likely reflecting the tourist-orientated nature of the economy, 

restaurants and numerous banks. 

 

Malka resides only four blocks from the Mediterranean Sea.  Walking down the boulevard toward the beach, the roadway 

opened up upon rolling sand dunes, right next to which is a McDonaldôs restaurant which looks out upon the sand beach and 

modestly crashing waves.  Here the Mediterranean Sea was very pleasant.  The beachfront was thickly populated with 

beachgoers, swimmers and pedestrians, and near the few boat docks 

(and a few beachfront areas) rocky wave breakers exist scattered some 

distance into the waters.  The sea is surprisingly warm and the sand 

beneath it amazingly shallow.  I saw people over a hundred meters in 

the sea who were standing as the water was still only at their waist!  

There was a winding paved promenade which separated the beach 

sands and sea on the western side from the roadway and city on the 

east.  Hiking south along the promenade leads out of Tel Aviv and past 

some Arab residential areas before arriving at the old city of Jaffo-

Yafo, an old fortification which is among the oldest port cities in the 

world and which also houses eateries, Arab residences, tourist shops 

and even an archaeology excavation.  This is built upon a seaside cliff 

elevated 40 meters (130 feet) strategically above all around it.  Ancient 

buildings are interspersed with trees and areas which cater to the tourist 

industry.  The city beyond this central hill and sea port appears to be 

deteriorating, largely un-kept slums.  Such Arab neighborhoods stand 

starkly in contrast with their counterparts in Tel Aviv and surrounding 

environs. 

 

A week into my journey Juval drove Odelia and I to Jerusalem where 

we spent some hours.  I was struck by the consistency of architectural 

fields in appearance and the colors of stone buildings as well as the 

surprising abundance of greenery.  The temperature was warm, and our 

clothing reflected this; Juval sported sturdy sandals, blue shorts and a t-

shirt below his Albert Einstein-like hair while Odelia wore dark green 

long pants and a spaghetti-strap white tank top with old-style red 

shoes.  I wore my usual travel clothes of dark tan shorts and a t-shirt.  

While something as mundane as reciting the type of clothing worn may 

seem meaningless relative to the overall travel experience itself, 

Yosef 
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perhaps the reason as to why it stands out in my recollections is because these are among my first memories with these fine 

people and it speaks directly to the casual nature of the culture sociologically.  Our time in Jerusalem was brief, yet it 

presented a comfortable start to my being exposed to this region. 

 

Juval insisted I do a bus tour to see some areas of the nation I would otherwise not experience.  I was reluctant at first, 

happily content to remain in my comfort zone while spend time with my cousins and locally explore about by foot on my 

own.  But following his prompting I agreed.  He brought me to a 

chartered tourist bus whose travel agenda would take a great amount of 

the day, yet my initial trepidation soon adjusted to acceptance and, in 

time, appreciation.  Everything I saw and experienced added layers to my 

perceptions of the region.  This was a comfortable charter bus which 

wove through numerous towns.  I was sitting next to a fifteen-year-old 

brunette young girl with hair styled in a haphazard ponytail named Fiona, 

from Canada, whose parents (sitting in the seats in front of us) bring her 

to Israel every other year.  Having just met her, I am uncertain whether 

her dark shin was a deep tan or if such skin pigmentation was natural for 

her.  Her solid white t-shirt was plain in its absence of any design, and 

her face was distinctively augmented by thick eyebrows and long bangs 

which reached down toward a prominent nose.  Her story was one of a 

family whose ties to the land and faith were not impeded by the 

geographic distance away from which they resided.  I do not recall precisely which faith she subscribed to. 

 

The bus traveled to Jerusalem on the main highway and once there I found myself with four hours to experience the old city.  

With wide eyes I unnervingly walked through the thick cultural ambiance which possessed the narrow Arab, Christian, 

Orthodox Jewish and Armenian quarters of the city, all of which were on the way to the Wailing Wall (also known as the 

Western Wall).  They stood in stark contrast in spite of, or indeed perhaps 

due to, their close proximity to one another.  The Western Wall is a large 

courtyard plaza occupied by hundreds of devout people representing all 

religions praying, many of whom were crowded up against the base of the 

57 meter (187 foot) tall wall which is among the holiest sites in Judaism.  

Its white Jerusalem-stone façade, over 25,000 years old, is immense and 

all-encompassing.  A semi-circle rise off to the side leads to the Temple 

Mount, situated behind the wall.  The exterior of the Muslim Temple in 

this area is adorned with beautifully colored tiles.  I was not allowed to 

enter the Mosque, and in fact I could only remain in this area for a short 

time.  Yet it was memorable, and the tension throughout the area 

palatable. 

 

The bus tour continued southward, quickly entering into the West Bank, 

an area which in recent decades had witnessed a tremendous amount of 

anti-Israeli sentiment and related violence.  While the history here is 

exceedingly complex and to treat it right involves covering several 

thousand years, the modern aspects of the conflict, as they apply to 

contemporary situations, may be briefly summarized.  The Jews had been 

kicked out of this land 2,500 years prior, had been forced to move from 

European nation to nation to flee antisemitism and have never had a place 

to live in peace with self-rule, and were emerging from the Shoah.  At the 

same time, the Arabs remained in this land during those same thousands 

of yearsô time, during which they were in a land occupied by a succession 

of conquering empires.  Postwar, in the eyes of the Jews the local Arab 

population were Nazi-sympathizers while the Arabs viewed the Jews as 

the most recent in a long line of colonializing powers.   In short, in 1948 

when Israel was reborn into existence as a political entity, the Jewish 

survivors of the Shoah had the support of the United Nations and 

international opinion, while the Arabs felt the land should be theirs following the British withdrawal from the region.    The 

United Nations supported a resolution in which the land would be divided into two nations; one for the Jews and another for 

Fiona 
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the Arabs, with Jerusalem as an international capital.  While the Jews 

agreed enthusiastically, the Arabs rejected it, and a war to being 

resolution to this unstable situation occurred over ten months 

beginning in May 1948.  The Israeli victory was challenged decades 

later, when a 1967 surprise attack demonstrated vulnerabilities in their 

security defense parameter.  In repulsing the Arab invaders, the Israeli 

military secured territories from three neighboring countries which it 

maintains for defensive purposes.  Jerusalem is on the edge of these 

ñoccupied territoriesò and other towns I would soon visit are deep 

within it.  While land to the south has since been exchanged for peace 

with Egypt, the territory acquired from Jordan and Syria remains 

controlled. 

 

The Arab Intifada is a resistance to the Israeli control over the land.  It 

has formally been waged since 1987 as an organized massive 

Palestinian uprising against the Israeli government in the occupied 

territories, albeit to a lesser extent in the whole of Eretz Israel itself.  

This uprising has taken on many forms, including but not limited to 

suicide bombings targeting Israeli civilians and tourists, vandalism in 

the form of discriminatory and inflammatory graffiti, riots of stone- 

and flaming-Molotov cocktail-throwing demonstrators, and 

generalized civil disobedience.  In response to every instance of 

Intifada-initiated violence the Israeli military reacts, thereby 

increasing the tensions and dangers in what essentially is a region at 

war.  In the month before my visit to Jerusalem there was a suicide 

bombing in Haifa and when it was learned the murderous bomber had 

been a resident of Bethlehem the Israelis occupied parts of the town in 

search for bomb making suppliers and other sympathizers while 

concurrently destroying the bombers residence, leveling it to the 

ground as a deterrent for other would-be murderers.  This, of course, 

inflames sympathizers of the bomber and others in the city who 

themselves contemplate engaged in violence against the Israelis.  In 

this sense, the act of retaliation itself, while intended to be a deterrent, 

actually served to escalate the conflict in a vicious cycle of violence. 

 

The Israelis had withdrawn from the city some seven to ten days 

before my arrival, yet the tension remained high.  Bethlehem is a city 

of about 20,000 residents on the southern portion of the Judean 

Mountains.  It remains of singular importance to many religions in the 

world, most notably to Christianity and Judaism.  As we entered the 

city the bus slowed and paused at Rachelôs Tomb.   People on the 

sidings glared at the bus, which stimulated an unnerving feeling.  

While we could approach the tomb site by foot, we could not get any 

closer than ten feet before some Christians from the tour were denied 

admission.  Armed Arab gunmen were by the gated entryway, 

suspicious of any peoples who came in from Israel and whose 

English-language statements (I could not understand the Arab-

language statements) suggest they are trying to reclaim Rachelôs 

history as their own.  A worry about historical and cultural 

appropriation, if you will.  Interestingly, this difficulty at Rachelôs 

Tomb was not replicated at the Church of the Nativity.  This church, 

reputed to be the birthplace of Jesus Christ, is rather undistinguished 

from the exterior, but once entering through its white stone entryway 

the inside is extraordinary.  Never before have I been in a room 

wherein there was so clearly a sense of omnipotent reverence 

demonstrated by other visitors.  It was like a scene from a pious film.  
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There are Roman columns, a large cross and tremendous amounts of gold-colored antiques intermixed with lit candles.  

Outside, Manger Square proved to be a large paved courtyard, far removed from anything I had envisioned earlier.  

Following a visit there the bus began to make its way back to Jerusalem, but some minutes later was intercepted by three 

armed men who boarded the vehicle and spoke to the bus driver in a manner which clearly made him uncomfortable, all the 

while largely ignoring the passengers.   

 

Passengers started to whisper softly among themselves, some with an air of 

concern in their tone.  These men wore black hoods and grasped tightly 

their automatic weapons.  One of these men had a green bandana with 

white Arabia script wrapped around his forehead.  This allusion to gunmen 

needs to be quantified, as it is often accompanied with the worst of all 

possible imagery in the absence of descriptive clarification.  These men 

acted as if they were in control, yet were not behaving in any manner 

which directly conveyed a threat toward any of the passengers.  While this 

experience was somewhat unnerving, it was not necessarily frightening.  

Granted, small actions on their part could have escalated the tensions in the 

bus, but aside from a few piercing glances toward the passengers their 

attention seemed devoted toward the bus driver.  From this point the bus 

proceeded only half a block, wherein the driver awkwardly told us there 

was a marketplace where we could get souvenirs.  The nervousness in his 

voice was palatable.  Even Fionaôs parents could not conceal the concern in 

their faces and remained close to her as we disembarked.  Everyone moved 

into the marketplace and looked around (some did shop) for a time under 

the distant supervision of the militants.  This prompted an odd thought as I 

suspect the militants told the driver we could not depart without having an 

ñopportunityò to help the local economy.  The moment the last of the 

passengers had returned to the bus, the driver anxiously started to move 

even before everyone was seated.  Once we were back on the main 

highway, the return to Tel Aviv went smoothly.  I thought it best to not mention this to Juval or my parents, for fear they 

would worry. 

 

In Israel (although not in the West Bankôs occupied territories), Israeli soldiers were visible most everywhere, commonly 

wearing their dark green uniforms and many accompanied by weapons.  They may be seen walking down the streets or even 

standing at bus stops.  As the entire country is militarized, it is not uncommon for people to reside at home and commute to 

a military base for trainings. 

 

Israelis have a distinctive accent and manner of speaking English.  There is an expected pause of a soft pitched drawn-out 

ñahò in the middle of sentences, not because theyôre searching for the correct word to say but rather because this verbalized 

pause is taught in schools for some unexplained reason.  The accent is likewise of a distinctive nature, as an overwhelming 

majority of the country was settled by recent immigrants of several dozen countries within the past three generations.  As 

such, the strength of the original accents place of origin remains distinctly audible. 

 

Israelis wore generally casual clothing, except at religious sites where attire is expected to be more modest, such as at the 

Western Wall in Jerusalem.  There appeared to be an emerging conflict between the modern Israeli and the considerably less 

numerous Orthodox-wing of society.  The contemporary aspects of gender suffrage and political moderation which is open 

to land-for-peace arrangements to bring about a peace with the Palestinians is juxtaposed sharply against the minority 

Orthodox view which is unwaveringly opposed to a Palestinian homeland and imposes gender-specific stratification of 

roles. 

 

I found Israelis to be exceedingly pleasant and hospitable peoples.  I say this not solely in relation to my own relatives, but 

also in consideration of all Israeli nationals I met.  There are no óoff-limitsô discussion topics, in so much as Israelis seem 

quite open to discussing a wide variety of topics, including politics, morality, sexuality and religion.  They are willing to 

open their homes with courtesy and kindness.  One evening I went with Malka to the home of her sister Ryfka, where a 

family gathering was commencing.  Ryfkaôs own children were visiting from the state of Florida, people whom I only 

vaguely recall.  Ryfka was named after my great-grandmother Rebecca, and in fact both Malka and Ryfka are my great-

grandmothersô nieces. 

Fiona 
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Early in my journey Odelia was planning on attending an evening music concert on the Tel Aviv beach and she was kind to 

invite me to join her.  Nili drove and dropped us off.  The moment we arrived Odelia and I chose a point at which to 

reconnect should we be separated, which turned out to be a good idea.  There were an immense amount of people crowding 

around the large sound stage.  I would speculate over four hundred mostly teenage and young twenty-somethings were in 

attendance, some dancing and singing along to the mostly Hebrew-language rock music while many others seemed to be 

casually swaying back and forth as they socialized, speaking loudly to be heard over the music.  She introduced me to a few 

of her friends from high school, but we found ourselves separated in relatively short order.  After a little time, I removed 

myself from the chaos and moved closer to the nearby Mediterranean Sea, peering westward as the full moon illuminated 

the calm waters and differentiated it from the night sky in the pleasant temperatures.  It was quite a moment, with the 

serenity of the sea ahead of me juxtaposed against the energetic party atmosphere and flashing colored lights of the concert 

a hundred meters away, all in this warm environment which was at once familiar yet foreign. 

 

One weekend I accompanied Leora to the northern city of Haifa, some 

thirty-five kilometers (16 miles) south of the Lebanese border.   She 

had business to attend to there, and after doing what she needed and 

also delivering books to an old family friend there she brought me on a 

driving tour of many parts of the large port town.  From a mountain top 

overlooking the port and sprawling city, she pointed to the far distance, 

a hazy area of land faintly visible against the waterline, and told me it 

was the country of Lebanon!  Obscured slightly by the haze of heat and 

particles of tan sand which were lifted by environmental conditions 

into the air, the landscape of Lebanon stretched northward, appearing 

more whitish than other areas of the distant coastline for some 

inexplicable reason. 

 

I was reading the Jerusalem Post newspaper and noticed the front-page article addressing an explosion which occurred amid 

a group of Canadian tourists on the Mediterranean beach in Tel Aviv.  A half dozen were killed by the bomb and a dozen 

others injured.  Recriminations began immediately, with anti-Israeli Arab groups complaining it was due to military 

ordinance the Israelis carelessly left in the sand while Israeli authorities suggested the tragedy was actually murder caused 

by a pipe bomb planted by Arab militants.  Israeli and international investigators both independently identified individual 

Palestinians who had been seen burying an obscure item in the sand in that precise area early in the morning of the 

explosion, yet this was not enough to discourage the prevalence of conspiracy theories swirling among the Palestinians and 

Europeans, both groups of which historically have disparaged Israeli efforts to convey the truth about such criminal events.   

 

On another day I joined Odelia, Adiel and Gali on a 

journey to the Sea of Galilee.   This was a pleasant area, 

one at which we sat out on the modest beachfront 

alongside few people and a scattering of large umbrellas 

providing shelter from the sun.  We swam in the cool 

waters and had fun enjoying one anotherôs company.  

Galiôs bikini was of a thick multicolored fabric and her 

long brown hair reached nearly as low as her bellybutton!  

A funny photo I took has her sitting on the sand, learning 

back on her arms with her legs outstretched toward the 

camera wearing swim fins in the foreground!  
 

About 7:00p one evening at the house in Raanana I was 

on the couch reading alongside Roy, Gali and our cousin 

Odelia, who was visiting from Tel Aviv, while the 

television was on softly in the background.  I have 

noticed that Israelis are astutely attuned to and attentive 

of international news.  Roy got my attention and indicated that a particular news story may be significant.  On the television 

were images of tanks speeding across the desert, kicking up clouds of dirt in their wake.  This was juxtaposed with scenes of 

smoke rising from clearly Middle Eastern cities, and then Vice President Dan Quayle was shown speaking, yet throughout 

all these images Hebrew was being spoken.  This was particularly disconcerting, because the Vice Presidentôs presence was 

Gali 
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not the most reassuring image by any means given the shallow nature 

of his foreign policy credentials.  As was later translated to me, 

Saddam Husseinôs Iraq had just invaded neighboring Kuwait, a 

relatively modern and politically moderate country.  This offensive 

action heightened the Israeli security forces on alert, as Hussein has a 

long history to disparaging Israel and threatening its existence.  This 

situation would not be resolved until an international force pushes the 

Iraqi army back into its own territory a year later. 

 

Tel Aviv University is a beautiful, surprisingly green campus.  Itsô 

buildings are of a complex architectural style which I had never before 

seen and find difficulty bringing articulation to.  They combined 

elements of cubism and jagged edges, particularly the building which 

Juval identified as the medical center.  A tall seemingly non-descript 

building housed a large museum while the academic buildings 

numbered two- and three-stories in height.  Tall palm trees lined every 

walkway, and sizable finely cut grass was well suited for the many 

students who were laying upon it while reading or sleeping.  There was 

a beautiful type of tree which had a light green thin leaf span, not 

unlike a fern tree, yet which maintained strikingly red blossoms. 

 

Media in Israel convey many forms of entertainment which originate 

from the west and elsewhere.  On television one popular show my 

cousins enjoyed was óE.R.ô, which was showing episodes two seasons 

behind those being shown in the United States.  One afternoon Odelia 

and I went to see óRaise the Red Lantern,ô a Mandarin-language film 

with English, Hebrew and Arab subtitles.  In fact, the 

internationalization of Israel provided for many familiar aspects of 

society, so much so it was easy to feel comfortable and at home here.  

Newspapers may be found in multiple languages, and my efforts each morning to locate the international edition of the USA 

Today or International Herald Tribune were accompanied by scrutinizing the English-language Jerusalem Post.  This 

newspaper is brutal in its approach toward covering Israeli politics and the nationsô Supreme Court, as well as events which 

illuminate the dichotomy between the religious and secular poles of the society and the minority Arab population, an aspect 

which illuminated the Israeli governments honoring in and celebration of an independent press. 

 

On the morning of my scheduled return to the States in 1990 Juval drove me to Ben Gurion International Airport.  We 

parked and went to confirm the flight prior to my embarking upon the lengthy security lines.  To our joint amazement, the 

flight number was nowhere to be found.  Juval happened to know one of the airport officials and in so investigating further 

we learned the Transworld Airlines flight for which I had a reservation had been cancelled and no one from the airline had 

contacted I nor my parents to inform us.  So here I was in Israel, no return flight back to the United States!  Juval spoke to 

his friend at length, who in turn telephoned the airline.  After nearly a half-hour of telephone calls Juval told me everything 

had been rearranged, but the flight would depart a day later.  So, I found myself with another full day in Tel Aviv.  I used 

this extra time to explore around the now-familiar paths, savoring every extra moment of my time with my cousins in this 

wonderful country until my departure the following morning. 

 

On the transcontinental leg of my flight back to San Francisco in 1990, somewhere high above the Midwest an elderly 

gentleman with curly white hair struck up a conversation with me.  We had actually been on the same flights earlier but only 

now were sitting alongside one another.  His name was Boris.  We spoke of my first journey to Israel (it had been Borisôs 

most recent of many journeys there), of my impressions of the land and of other topics.  As we were on our descent, we 

exchanged names.  Upon hearing of my surname, he asked if I were related to Israel Cornet, my grandfather.  It turns out the 

two knew one another from several decades earlier!  This represents the first true ñsmall worldò story I have experienced 

firsthand! 

 

My next two travels to Eretz Israel offer a repetition of many of the experiences I had in 1990, as well as those of 1997, and 

as such will not warrant repetition herein.  Yet the vividness of certain memories from my 1992, and particularly the 1996, 

journeys deserve as detailed exploration as authentically possible. 

Adriel 
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Summer 1992, Israel 

Having completed my first year at Southern Oregon University, my mind was continuously being pulled back to the 

memories of two years earlier.  I thought often of it, even devoting a sizable ink and watercolor artwork to the theme in my 

universityôs art course.  This return visit was something which I felt compelled to do, a calling I found difficult to ascribe to 

anything other than intrinsic sources.  Rather than a book, my reading materials for this journey were the newest 

international editions of Newsweek and The Economist news magazines. 

 

My journey to Israel in 1992 was for a week less than the earlier trip, 

and one which was certainly less adventurous I admit.  In making 

arrangements to fly to Israel, I was enamored with the idea of 

spending time with my cousins again, pleasantly enjoying our 

familial bond and happily content to be with them indoors rather than 

explore about on my own outdoors.  I had been quite taken by the 

atmosphere of my life-changing journey from two summers earlier, 

one which had left a lasting impression on me and my sense of self in 

every respect.   I had much time with everyone, except for Odelia 

who I saw only briefly at the military encampment over a weekend 

where she was serving her Israeli military obligations.  It was odd 

seeing her in dark green military fatigues and with a semiautomatic 

machine gun.  Particularly striking was seeing her smiling with 

similarly dressed friends against the backdrop of such serious skills 

training. 

 

But aside from this my recollections relate to spending enjoyable time with family in every sense of the phrase.  While I did 

explore about the now familiar parts of Tel Aviv, Raanana, Jaffo-Yafo and Jerusalem, my memories of this summer in Israel 

revolve nearly exclusively around family there. 

 

Summer 1992, France 

A lengthy layover at Charles de Gaulle International Airport in Paris provided an opportunity to get out of the airport and 

take the bus to downtown Paris, exploring around within eyesight of the Eifel Tower, the Arch de Triomphe (a ticket was 

need to get to the top so I just explored about the base of the monument), the tree lined streets, beautiful buildings and 

surrounding sites.  All were impressive, although what stands out the most in my memory years later remain not specific 

sites but rather the warm relaxed ambiance of French culture.  The sidewalks were crowded with pedestrians, parents with 

baby strollers and many people walking in pairs.  There was a certain immediacy, almost excitement, to the pace of those 

whom I witnessed. 

 

This all-too-brief journey would be greatly enhanced by having allotted more time to explore here, and not being as tired as 

I was during my brief stay. 

 

Summer 1996, Israel 

Among my numerous recollections, several prominently vivid memories encapsulate the highlights from my journey to 

Israel in 1996: ancestral genealogical research, working at an archaeology excavation, new friends, travels to Ein Gedi and 

the Dead Sea, and to Petra in Jordan.  The book which accompanied me on this journey was All The Presidentôs Men by 

Carl Bernstein and Bob Woodward, an astounding read recounting their comprehensive investigation of President Nixon 

and the Watergate political scandal of the 1970s. 

 

My prompt for returning to Israel was partially because I missed it and the people, the feeling of completion when Iôm there, 

but also in no small measure due to a few more intrinsically orientated reasons.  My paternal grandmother Evelyn passed 

away in August 1994 and my grandfather Israel in April 1995.  The following December I found myself looking through the 

family genealogical records and noticed that while my maternal line encapsulated thorough records, some of which 

extending back to before the twelfth century, my Jewish paternal line reached back in details through only Israel and 

Evelynôs parentage, with very little information on great-grandparents let alone anyone preceding them.  I was appalled, not 

just as a historian but also as a Jew who is comprised of the genetics of all who came before me.   If we have information on 

and knowledge about deceased ancestors then they will never truly be dead; indeed, they will reside forever in the collection 

Gali and Michel 
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of facts and living memories about them.  These feelings and beliefs were magnified in the wake of my grandparents 

passing.  I took it upon myself to conduct additional research and reclaim elements of my Jewish ancestral heritage.   

 

When in Israel in 1996, speaking to Malka was an invaluable opportunity to do just this.  She is the cousin to my 

grandfather Israel, and while he was the first-born American of their generation, she was born in Eastern Europe and 

actually knew many of the people of whom he had only heard little of.   She also was a Shoah survivor and knew many 

stories from this traumatic time as well as from the pre-war era.  Much of my time with her involved repetitive interviews 

into her knowledge of our shared family heritage.  The information her incredibly vivid memory conveyed was incredible, 

and a recital of which could easily encompass dozens of pages within this narrative. 

 

By this third trip my Israeli experiences had been interwoven into my psyche, deeply influencing my personality and, 

profoundly, my sense of identity.  Unconditional pride in my Jewish heritage, rediscovering identities and stories lost of 

those murdered in the Shoah, and studying the history of this resilient peoples and land tied me to this holistic legacy in a 

manner which is difficult to articulate, and I often found courage, conviction and sense of belonging in this connection.  

While ideological faith is of course a part of this, it is in these other intellectual and experiential intangibles which together 

had a profound affect. 

 

My distant uncle is a professor of archaeology and geology at Tel Aviv University, and as part of his job he must check in 

with archaeology excavations throughout the country.  In June 1996 Juval invited me to join him on a driving tour of three 

such sites.  One site was located in a wide valley bowl in northern Israel filled with tall grass and patches of purplish-blue 

flowers, not far from the Sea of Galilee.  It was somewhat unimpressive at first glance.  We parked alongside the roadway 

and hiked perhaps fifty meters to an area where a large dark green cloth was suspended in the air to provide shade for the 

workers.  Beneath it over a half dozen workers were digging, having already removed three feet worth of dirt in a leveled, 

stratified manner.  Broken shards of a sizable ancient piece of pottery were clearly visible, and dark green sandbags 

delineated each digging grid square from one another.  Yet the site seemed rather unglamorous and certainly conveyed the 

sense of labor necessary to excavate there.  The other two excavation sites were likewise unremarkable in their appearance, 

although I could not speak to what any of their findings reveal about the history of the location.   

 

One evening Juval told me of a dig site on the coast at Tel Dor which was staffed by Americans, among others, some of 

whom from Berkeley, and asked if I would like to spend a few days there.  I was reluctant, a hesitation not fostered by 

anything other than the unknown of the place (would it be uneventful like those other three sites I had just seen?) and of the 

prospect of randomly showing up while having not previously known anyone there.  But I am very happy he continued to 

encourage me to do it, and I feel fortunate for having the opportunity to engage in this truly incredible experience. 

 

We drove out to an agricultural school in the northern Israeli city of Pardess Hana which served as the base camp for 

excavation workers.  Juval introduced me to the Israeli coordinator of the excavation, who in turn brought in Professor 

Stewart who was overseeing the Berkeley contingent of volunteers.  While Juval dealt with his work obligations in relation 

to supervising relics obtained in the excavation, the professor asked a nearby student, Andrew, to show me around and bring 

me to the room I would be sharing with others for the duration of my stay at the excavation.  Nearly all the workers were 

university undergraduate or graduate students, with sizable contingents from the United States, Germany, and Israel, along 

with some representatives from other countries.  It was such a tremendous amount of fun, and the people I met were so 

enjoyable I telephoned Juval after the second day and asked if I could remain another week or more to continue 

volunteering. 

 

By the time I had arrived this annual excavation had already been 

commencing for over a month.  As the specific details of the excavation 

and related experiences may be found in my 1997 Travel Journal, it will 

not be repetitive herein.  However, some memories exclusive to 1996 

remain, mostly regarding individuals and our interactions together, as 

well as territorial excursions.  Mirjam Jost was one of several friendships 

established this summer.  She is a German national slightly older that I 

in her mid-twenties and stands about 5ô 8ò, with brown eyes and 

slightly-longer-than-shoulder-length brown hair.  Her German accent 

was prominent even through her well-spoken English.  Mirjamôs 

appearance was tarnished by facial lines of aging caused by smoking, an 

infuriating habit which, by her own admission, she continues with except 
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when temperatures were particularly hot.  She was born and raised in Berlin but resides in Lake Constance on the border 

with Switzerland, where she attends the university and is studying 

literature.  She and I met in the schoolsô central kiosk while watching the 

summer Olympic Games on the television in the early evening.  John 

Yelding-Sloan was also there; a muscular alumnus of Berkeley in his late-

twenties or early-thirties who resides in London, where he is a graduate 

student at the London School of Economics.   His unshaven face was not 

particularly defined, perhaps due to extra weight reflecting his frequent 

drinking, but his wavy-yet-somewhat-short brown hair and round-framed 

glasses provided a calming academic look to augment his sturdy frame.  

Heôs a soft-spoken fellow who has been doing this excavation for many 

summers, and it is he whom I would be working under the supervision of 

during my time here.  With him was a young blonde girl named 

Stephanie, who actually reminded me of a girl named Heather Jones, from 

Sebastopol, California, who I knew a decade earlier.  Stephanieôs knee-

length one-piece spaghetti-strap airy summer blue dress was frequently 

worn, presumably for its comfort.  Yet it also suggested she was at risk of 

adding alcohol-induced weight.  It was the first time overseas for this 

eighteen-year-old from Arizona, and in relishing the experience she 

seemed to have developed an infatuation on John.  This apparently 

unexpressed attraction she directed toward him was pronounced, although 

he did not overtly express any awareness of it during my brief time with 

them all.  But he did know, as evidenced briefly in a side conversation he, 

I and another (whose name eludes me) shared as we spoke about the type of peoples who volunteer for such manual labor.  

He was a true gentleman toward her even when she had been drinking, cognizant not only to not take advantage of her 

infatuation but also to keep a watchful eye open to assure others did not either. 

 

On my first evening in Pardess Hana, about 9:00p, I was sitting on the white 

tiled floor while leaning against the slightly off-white plaster wall on the 

second-story balcony, enjoying the moment while ï still being newly 

arrived ï I was hesitant to invite myself into any of the many conversations 

happening elsewhere on the grounds.  I was reading a book (which was of a 

collection of American short stories by the likes of Hawthorne, Poe, 

Melville and Hemingway) when Hannah emerged from her room a few 

doors down the hallway to retrieve her laundry from an adjacent clothes line 

attached to the balcony.  As she stepped out barefoot in the warm evening 

air, wearing what appeared to be thin lightweight bluish-silver pajama-like 

wraparound, our speaking started with small talk as she observed that only 

the young women at the dig, it seems, were using the clothes lines to dry 

their washed belongings.  This statement was presented amid the silence of 

the evening in such a way as it was intended for another to hear, and the fact 

that only I was on the balcony with her at the moment was suggestive of an 

invitation to share introductions.  Hannah is a twenty-three-year-old from 

Anchorage, Alaska, although she attends Grinnell College in Iowa where she is about to start her 

final year of undergraduate studies studying French language and culture.   Her prominent hazel eyes 

and eyebrows left a quick impression.  She has a pair of small birthmarks right over the left side of 

her lip, and her hair had slight natural curls to it.  Our early conversations revolved around a short 

story by Jack London I had just finished, ñTo Build a Fireò, a story of courage and stamina centered 

upon a man and his dog who strive to survive against decreasing arctic temperatures. 

 

Hannah then proceeded to share her experiences from the prior month at the dig site.  She spoke with 

a soft but confident voice, utilizing her hands to further highlight a particular word or theme in her 

discourse.  But in time she leaned against the wall as she spoke, and slid smoothly to the ground, all 

the while never breaking stride in the pace of her speaking.  She sat on the floor across from me, 

continuing to press her back against the wall with her arms outstretched and wrapped around her 

knees in front of her chest, not just sitting for comfort but also presumably to block the revealing 

John and 
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nature of her clothes caused when an occasional warm breeze pushed her lightweight clothing against her apparently little-

clothed body underneath.  Our conversation broadened out to additional topics of substance as others briefly appeared from 

time to time and some even joined in the conversation after perhaps ten minutes.   

 

This was quite striking, in fact.  Of all whom I will meet at the excavation, our conversations overwhelmingly revolved 

around intellectual topics of substance and depth rather than the trivial meaninglessness which so infuriates me.  Many 

students here were enrolled at prominent universities in the States, and I found it pleasantly refreshing to be submerged 

amid these sharp collegiate minds.  Of course, such high-level discourse I am accustomed to from my own university studies 

and circle of friends anyway, but to further encounter it a half world away from Oregon while on summer vacation was 

wonderful.  The level of discourse is energizing and kept me feeling intellectually sharp. 

 

A pressing politically sensitive issue was in regard to the financial restitutions to survivors, Jewish and non-Jews alike, and 

not exclusively any allocation of assets but also the discovery of artwork and other property stolen from victims and how to 

authenticate the heirs to whom these items should be returned.  Even banks in Switzerland were actively seeking to identify 

accounts which had lain dormant since the 1940s, although they continued to strive to protect the identity of account 

holders.  (Their willingness to do this is rooted as much in their efforts to preserve the nationôs reputation of neutrality as it 

is to undo an injustice; a close examination of the historical record makes clear Switzerlandôs wartime neutrality is just a 

myth.)  The topic of repatriation of artwork was a pressing issue of the day, one in which international law had little judicial 

precedent upon which to rely.   

 

One person who had joined our discussion was Patrick, a young twenty-something Irish gentleman from outside Galway, 

wearing solid black rectangular framed glasses with a matching vest atop his partially unbuttoned faint green collared shirt, 

complete with a nearly empty beer in hand.  Sporting unshaved stubble on a prominent square chin, his accent was so 

jarringly thick it nearly interfered with my comprehension of his words.  He is pursuing a Mastersô degree in history and is 

fermenting a dissertation thesis which revolves around the World War II era, although he has not yet finalized precisely 

which angle to delve into.  He observed that while American Jews are pushing for the repatriation of these assets and 

belongings to the descendants of their original owners, those in Israel are not actively advocating for this.  This is not to say 

Israelis are disinterested, but more so that events of the Shoah remain too close and continue to resonate, traumatize, and 

reflect open wounds to many even five decades after the event.  To force survivors to confront facts which may rekindle 

emotionally traumatic distress is dangerous.  While some are certainly ready, many others are not.  Yet for Americans this 

matter remains one of supporting their Israeli brethren, not just in the context of grasping justice but also for some to 

overcome guilt.  Many American Jews who are now elderly internally question how it is possible to be a ógood Jewô while 

having not returned to Eretz Israel to become residents as the Israelis did, and certainly in response to the inaction of the 

United States to the horrors perpetrated against Jews and other civilians during the war.   This will further encourage a 

lengthy discussion over whether Israel and Jews were perhaps too focused upon the Shoah as a touchstone of history.  

Ironically, observers of this eveningsô discourse may have reached the same assessment about us! 

 

The subsequent conversation was predicated upon establishing a common vocabulary.  Everyone had heard of the word 

Holocaust, but not necessarily Shoah.  Holocaust is Latin and Greek in origin and means ña sacrificial offering burnt 

completelyô, whereas Shoah is Hebrew and means óa great catastrophe.ô  While the strength of the word Holocaust as a 

reference to the atrocities of World War II stem from broadly defining its victims regardless of cultural, national or 

ideological inheritance, it is overtly deficient in other areas and indeed misleading in its implication of theological 

motivations.  It implies, among other things, that there was a religious impetuous behind Hitlerôs mandates.  There was not.  

Holocaust is generalized culturally and literally to the point of irrelevance, particularly in recent decades by the aspirations 

of other groups whose efforts to express a past horrific event perpetuated against their heritage ï such as the trans-Atlantic 

slave trade or the 1994 genocide in Rwanda ï have been increasingly vocal.  Shoah, by contrast, is in no way misleading in 

its definition and may be used in exclusive reference to the victims of the Nazi regime of Jewish heritage.  Indeed, the 

Shoah was not just the Nazi efforts to dehumanize and murder all Jews, but it also strove to decimate and destroy every 

trace of Jewish culture and heritage.  By wars end it was an effort which was viewed equal to, if not more important than, 

the military war the Naziôs were waging against the Americans, Soviets, British and other Allied forces. 

 

This discussion of the Shoah leapt into a historiographical debate about its origins, one which found ourselves devolving 

into diametrically predictable camps expounding functionalist and intentionalist views.  The former argues the intent and 

systematic structure of the Shoah came from the top Nazi leadership, while the latter argues it was from lower ranks within 

the Nazi bureaucracy to whom the upper leadership then endorsed by emulating their positions.  While not wanting to 

reargue the entire eveningsô deliberations here, let it be said the highlights of stated positions illuminated which perspective 
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we all aligned with.  Patrick argued the latter view, pointing toward the emerging late-in-life post-1918 anti-Semitic rants by 

Hitler, his ñapparent tardinessò in offering a coherent organized camp system relative to if he indeed had a murderous end-

result in mind, reiterated his efforts to connect with ordinarily Germans through a common threat, as well as the lower 

officers focus of Madagascar and Uganda as possible resettlement locations.  Hannah and I posed a series of Socratic 

questions which lent support to a moderate interpretation of the top-down side of the debate; questions designed of negate 

parts of Patrickôs arguments.  We raised the significance of Hitlerôs Reichstag speech (historically referred to as the 

óProphecy Speechô), the Wannsee Conference, stressed the rivalryôs which existed within the unstable Nazi power structure, 

noted Patrickôs overemphasis on a particular section from óMein Kampfô, and stressed the cult of personality and subsequent 

groupthink psychology within Hitlerôs adherents.  Hovering over this scene stood Alden, a normally opinionated figure who 

had ventured to the porch to light his cigarette, only to be captivated by our discourse until his head began to spin due to the 

ñdizzying nature of the dialogueò he said.  He found credence in all the positions he heard, recognizing the historical reality 

yet not fully appreciating nor comprehending the historiographical approach we were striving to delineate.  Alden left 

shaking his head, resolved, he remarked through his thick British accent, to return to the ñbeer-infused shallower 

conversationsò in a colleagueôs room down the hall.  Certainly, the functionalist and intentionalist camps are not 

irreconcilable.  Most historians agree that while Hitler did not have a systematic plan in place until after the war began, he 

nevertheless did have pre-war intention and strove to condition the German population to this end.  This was the position I 

and Hannah resonated with. 

 

This debate between functionalism and intentionalism should not be misconstrued as historical revision.  It is nothing of the 

sort.  Adherents to both perspectives do not dispute the tragic events of the Shoah, nor is there any differentiation in the 

understanding of circumstances which allowed anti-Semitism to flourish in pre-war Germany.  Rather, it is a genuine effort 

by historians to accurately assess the origins of the Shoah, something at which they approach through different lenses. 

 

Such was the high level of intellectual discourse many here engaged in.  These and related philosophical conversations 

stretched late into the evening and will be continued in subsequent gatherings.   

 

In spite of our frequent late nights (being up past 11:00p was not uncommon) on the terrace, we were up before sunrise each 

weekday morning.  The archaeology excavation consisted largely of challenging manual labor in the hot sun from the early 

morning to early-afternoon, and the schedule opened up for the remainder of each afternoon and evening for us workers to 

do as we please.  This combination of physically challenging work in conjunction with the location and the sitesô historical 

implications as well as the afternoon free time in a foreign country, holistically join to make this an incredible and 

meaningful experience.  And the memories are plentiful. 

 

During my stay at the dig this summer of 1996 several of us new friends decided to engage in an adventure by making our 

way southeast toward the Dead Sea, Ein Gedi and Masada.  We comprised an interesting cast of characters: Chelsea, a 

twenty-one year old from Wisconsin with an endearing half-smile, is an initiative taker, intellectually curious and her 

embrace of deism dictates her respectful honoring of othersô beliefs 

even if she may personally disagree; Chaya is a nineteen-year-old 

recent high school graduate from Rhode Island whose self-proclaimed 

reputation for shyness and possession of a trusting nature is caught up 

in and indeed challenged directly by the excitement of her first true 

international travels without her Jewish parents and younger teenage 

sister, thereby presenting a dichotomy wherein her inherent modesty 

is competing to find expression alongside an emerging adventuresome 

spirit; Hannah, and; Andrew, a twenty year old from Maryland whose 

well-framed humor (puns and dryly-presented sarcasm) is quick to 

find articulation and piercing in its effectiveness (sometimes the 

sarcasm is received by another in unfortunately unintended ways, he 

forewarns me).  All are quite pleasant people.  Chelsea, Chaya and I 

all found commonality immediately over lunch one day as we realized 

our shared experiences as former high school cross country distance 

runners.  It is this thread upon which our three friendships were 

initially based and then furthered, and through the girlsô preexisting associations with Hannah (who I got to know on the 

balcony the evening of this aforementioned lunch) and Andrew is how this group came together for a short, memorable 

journey.   

 

Chelsea and 
Andrew 
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We left Pardess Hana before sunrise, remaining on our initial bus for perhaps twenty minutes before transferring to a second 

one for Jerusalem.  Our stop in Jerusalem was likewise brief, as we transferred to a third bus and continued for another hour. 

Arriving at Ein Gedi was a magnificent experience.  Following the long drive through arid tan deserts on a paved road 

bordered by tall rocky cliffs, the bus ran parallel to the Dead Seaôs western shore before coming to a stop near a fuel station, 

from which point we disembarked and set forth with intrigue as we approached the lush green 6250-acre nature preserve.  

There is a fee, which varies depending upon which part of the area one wishes to go to.  This is a widespread green oasis to 

the west of the Dead Sea and was close to both Masada and the caves of Qumran.  Disembarking from the Egged (the bus 

companyôs name) bus among the crowd, the five of us were captivated by this beautiful place being located amid such 

horrid dry natural conditions.   

 

Interests varied for everyone as the disembarked passengers scattered; some went to the old synagogue or to check out the 

hostel accommodations reputed to be near the site, others to the gift shop, kibbutz (which is rumored to be closed to tourists) 

or to get a snack.  Chelsea and I, however, had a different idea.  We had been speaking on the drive about the once-in-a-

lifetime experience of running in the middle of the biblical desert, a 

desert so few people have ever been in over recorded history.  And as 

everyone disbursed in separate directions initially upon our arrival here, 

we excitedly felt inclined to actualize this discourse into living memory.  

Changing into a somewhat odd combination of clothes ï I in Nike 

running shoes and black baggy running shorts embroidered in yellow 

print with óUniversity of Iowaô on the left thigh which could double as 

swim trunks, and Chelsea in Adidas running shoes, her light blue-and-

dark green shimmel-styled sports bra which offered no resistance to the 

movement of her shoulder blades in the back, and a dark blue bikini 

bottom ï we stashed our remaining belongings behind a large tan rock 

and jogged briskly at conversation pace along the roadway, partially on 

pavement and partially on the compact sand for perhaps fifteen minutes 

before deciding to turn around and return to the Ein Gedi entryway.  We 

ran east toward the Dead Sea and then southward, without much 

speaking, allowing only the sound of our labored breathing and foot-strike to impose on the auditory experience.  We were 

surprised by how quickly our cardiovascular system experienced strain in this climate.  The run itself was amazing, almost 

Zen-like in its emancipating qualities.  The landscape was a barren wasteland; multiple shades of tan and white in color with 

tall mountainous bluffs in the not-to-far distance, textured in part by sharp contrasts in shadows.  Toward the sea, by 

contrast, were rocky surfaces and a scattering of what appeared to be palm trees.  It was an incredible experience, stepping 

on a part of the planet which few people have ever been to before, and indeed few will ever see firsthand in the future. 

 

Waiting for us when we returned at the nature preserve was Chaya, who excitedly 

told us of the waterfall she had investigated the location of during our absence.  

Actually, there were apparently multiple waterfalls; she was told of one watering 

hole being accessible after a short hike and another which remained farther in 

seclusion amid the rock formations.  Yet none of us were quite sure of where 

precisely either were.  It was warm, and coupled with our run Chelsea and I had a 

few emerging streaks of sweat.  The idea of a swim was perfect!   So, after passing 

word to our friends of our intended location (Hannah and Andrew would catch up 

with us shortly), the three of us walked in search for this waterfall, keenly 

observing everything along the way.  All we knew for sure was that the access trail 

was in the northern part of the park.  This proved to be a huge preserve with a wide 

variety of plant and animal species and even a botanical garden.  We passed a 

reddish-tan barked fig tree with a strikingly haunting shape.  While it may have 

been naturally grown, it nevertheless appears to have been splintered in multiple 

vertical directions at some point, by some undetermined force.  My ignorance in 

botany prevents me from speculating further.  The landscape was well fertilized, 

heavily watered and beautifully manicured early on, but as we departed the park on 

our hike along the Nachal Arugot Canyon, toward the waterfall, this scenery 

steadily transformed into a barren trail. 

 

Chelsea 

Chaya 
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Indeed, we were surprised as this trail seemed to reside outside 

the nature reserve entirely. The trail meandered through an 

increasingly tall canyon, at the base of which the rocky terrain 

quickly funneled into a dry creek bed with green shrubbery, 

evidence of water in the not-too-distant past.  Were it not for 

the distinctly well-traveled trail we would have been hesitant to 

venture far.  Yet we were assured our destination lay ahead of 

us.  Andrew and Hannah joined us within four hundred meters 

(a quarter mile) of the trailhead, sharing that the people whom 

they spoke with told them to expect such scenery.  The trail 

snaked along, abruptly at times raising or declining in elevation 

although not often too far up the rock face from the small 

stream (at this time, later it will raise considerably).  It was 

hard to discern whether the changes in stone color ï from tan to 

that with a hint of redness ï was due to the changing location of 

the sun as the morning progressed or the result of any 

geological composition in the soil.  The small creek opened 

into some areas where one could enter it, but this was not the 

waterfall we were seeking.   This creek side trail eventually led 

to a small waterfall.   This was surprisingly far removed from 

the finely manicured area of Ein Gedi itself. 

 

We found this beautiful site far removed to the northwest of the 

green oasis.  This was the first true oasis any of us had ever 

seen, and were pleasantly surprised to be among fewer than ten 

people there.  Perhaps this was due to the early hour.  It was not 

too sizable, although its waters and setting did offer a respite 

from the elements.  We rested a short time before deciding to 

press onward in search of the reputed additional waterfalls. 

 

Venturing along, the scenery from the trail grew increasingly 

spectacular, as if from images of a foreign planet.  The creek 

grew in width, the greenery in prominence, and the rock 

surroundings less dusty.  Andrew pointed out evidence of long-

ago soil erosion as we ventured along, erosion which carved 

the very valley we were journeying through.  It would be easy 

to become fixated on all things in close proximity to ourselves 

were we not to intentionally take pause to look at the entire 

area, appreciating the overarching environment we were in.  

Sometime later we came across a second waterfall, one which I 

believe is called the Nadal David (King David) Waterfall, 

which essentially consisted of a small rock beachside area 

which leads into shallow waters, shaded by a sheer rock face and green plant life.  At this point we were the only ones here, 

which added serenity to the moment.  With temperatures feeling as though it hovered around ninety degrees, all five of us 

removed our shoes and tried to relax.   I wadded into the not-too-deep waters and made my way to the waterfall to dampen 

my hair as Chelsea stepped behind a distant large rock for privacy so she could discretely exchange her sports bra for a 

swimming bikini top which matched her bikini bottoms before entering the refreshing waters.  Chaya remained with her 

legôs thigh deep in the cool blue waters, regretting having not brought anything she felt appropriate to swim in.  We were 

joined in the water by Hannah and Andrew after about ten minutes, their tardiness caused by his scrambling up a hillside to 

take a photo, yet surprisingly there was still no one else around.   

 

As the temperature pushed higher, Chaya shyly ï and quite courageously when considering her modest personality ï 

decided to join us.  As Andrew and I politely averted our glaze, Chaya removed her running clothing and stripped down to 

her bra and panties and entered the water.  We spent at least ten minutes in the waters together, floating around and in pairs 

standing under the waterfall before I got out, relaxing in the warm sun by the waterfront.  It was quite pleasant.  The water 

proved refreshing in the mid-morningsô heat.  Yet our time in isolation would draw to a close when a group of nearly a 
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dozen people, many of them pre-adolescents, noisily charged down and many excitedly entered in the water without pause.  

The pleasant serenity of the moment was broken by this groupsô arrival.  It was as if the quiet, almost-reverent tranquility of 

the place had been replaced with a frantic zoo-like atmosphere.  Chaya made her way to the far corner of the lagoon, distant 

from the focal point of the waterfall, where there was both protective 

shade and sun heated rocks as well as, most importantly, a feeling of 

comfort.  Hannah brought over her own shirt and shorts, which Chaya 

wore while she put her wet undergarments on a distant rock to be sun 

dried, a task which didnôt take long in such warm conditions.  But even 

with these temporary donations, the shirt of which being larger in size 

than Chaya would usually wear, she still felt uncomfortable coming 

back over to where the younger swimmers were.  At her request I 

gathered her earlier-discarded belongings and walked them over to her, 

providing her with clothing which was comfortable until the rest dried.  

She seemed less concerned that her friends, whom she clearly trusts, 

may see her in a slightly revealing nature, relative to the unknown youth 

at the site. 

 

It was still early as we chose to seek out what was reputed to be a larger 

waterfall.  Continuing along the dry sunbaked compact dirt trail we 

strove to make good time while it was still morning.  Yet the hike 

seemed to continue for ages.  In the not-too-far-distance we witnessed a 

herd of five ibex ï wild goats distinct with their large backward pointing 

horns ï and an occasional leopard sitting under a shade-providing tree.  

We eventually came across a hidden waterfall in the Nadal Arugot 

Canyon.  We saw it at first from a distance and upon our approach 

nothing was removed from its splendor.  It was beautiful!  Tall sheer 

rocks reach high toward the sky on numerous sides as the freshwater 

falls along a textured crevice. This water was cooler, presumably due to 

the abundance of shade, increased depth and larger concentration of water here relative to the other swimming hole.  All 

five of us dove into the refreshing waters, although we did not remain here for more than a half hour.  It would take nearly 

two hours to return hiking by trail to the main hospitality center of the 

park, something we did through purposeful brisk effort as we had been 

told it usually takes just under three hours to do this hike!  On our way 

we passed numerous other tourists and also several uniformed members 

of the Israeli military who themselves seemed to be on vacation. 

 

A mere two kilometers away from Ein Gedi lays the deep blue shaded 

Dead Sea.  At 420 meters (1,378 feet) below sea level, it remains the 

lowest point on Earth.  Furthermore, the water contains the highest salt 

content of any sea at over thirty percent salinity!  Mud baths were 

nearby, dense with visitors.  There is a believe that the mud conveys 

therapeutic health benefits.  We recognized some other friends from the 

archaeology dig there, and went up to say our hello.  Aside from Gabi, 

Saul and Daniella, while I recognized another three or four, I did not 

know them well and did not even recall their names.  Daniella was 

intrigued by the prospect of being covered in mud as so many others 

were, even if for just a brief time, so she was courageous enough to 

indulge in this.  Our hiking group, however, after having visited for a 

brief time, felt inclined to move on and search for shade.   

 

The shores are crusted with a white salt buildup, and in areas one may 

see pillar-like masses of off-white salt towering from the ground.  It 

seemed incredibly hot as we were quickly exhausting each water bottle 

we brought with us.  In such conditions it is recommended an adult drink 

at least one liter of water every hour to protect against dehydration, and 

guard against direct sunlight.  Of these suggestions, we embraced the 

Chaya 

Daniella 

Gabi in blue 
Saul in middle 
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wisdom of the former, while we were cognizant of yet underappreciated and therefore ignored the latter.  I made due in my 

running shorts; my t-shirt having long been relegated to my side bag due to the incessant temperature.  Chaya and I chose to 

be lifeguards, remaining on the shore while our friends ventured out into the sea.  It was quite a sight!  As Hannah went 

back-floating in the waters, her black bikini-clad body appeared to be nearly laying down while barely indenting the watersô 

surface.  Likewise, Chelsea strove to tread water, and she found herself bobbing like a cork, the water level not even at her 

shoulders (as it would be in normal waters), but was instead not far above her bellybutton!  Perhaps due to the abundance of 

salt or the related ñweirdò feeling of the water, Andrew himself felt disorientated as he emerged from the water, 

experiencing an absence of balance and struggling at first to walk in a single direction.  Such was the unusual buoyancy of 

this dense sea and something the other two women commented upon as well. 

 

Strikingly, it was not as much the heat but more so the immense absence of non-natural sounds which proved omnipresent.  

This may sound like a counterintuitive paradox, but itôs true.  Silence reigned.  By mid-afternoon the temperatures felt as if 

it exceeded one hundred and ten degrees!  This was a dry heat and the salt surrounding us left all feeling mildly light headed 

at times, in spite of the abundance of water we had been drinking.  Chaya apparently felt her trust in Andrew and I 

outweighed any risk of heat stroke as she chose to walk around in her black laced bra, thereby relieving herself of some of 

the heat which was occasioned by her favored dark t-shirt and its óHard Rock Caf® Dublinô slogan.  Her bra was typically 

revealing, perhaps even a bit more so than normal given the wear of the day upon it.  But due to the intensity of our common 

experiences in this foreign land and the scene at the time, we had developed a more-than-slight bond even in the little time 

in which weôve known one another.  Everyone else likewise defied the heat by remaining in their swimwear for as long as 

possible, rather than change back into our admittedly beat-up travel clothes.   

 

Making our way back to a landscaped beachfront area near which we would get a bus to return to Jerusalem and Pardess 

Hana, we ï Andrew and I muscularly toned through work and shirtless sporting chest hair (I had more, we joked, although 

he had better defined abdominal muscles) with only running shorts (me) or swim trunks (him), Chelsea and Hannahôs slim 

and toned build topped by their now-chaotic appearing hair styles framed by the triangle-shaped bikinis which added clear 

definition to their bodies, and Chaya in her bra and shorts, all of us in sandals or walking gingerly barefoot while squinting 

from the sun in spite of wearing sunglasses, touched by the hint of sweat and some with a slight crusting layer of dried white 

salt on our faces and elsewhere ï had to appear like a motley crew of western hippies to untrained eyes in this region!  

Indeed, we received more than a few glances as we returned to resources and approached some visitors hoping for the 

therapeutic advantages which being covered in Dead Sea mud is reputed to deliver. 

 

We had contemplated seeing Masada on this journey, yet the time of day and temperatures would not permit it.  We were 

exhausted, and we had no fresh clothing left to wear.  Furthermore, due to the religious and historical significance of the 

site, dressed as we were at this point would not have been appropriate for Masada.  By the time the Egged bus arrived we 

had all redressed (after having used some bottled water to wash off briefly) in a manner slightly more fitting to be seen in 

public; we particularly did not want to inadvertently insult any Orthodox Jews or observant Muslims.  We are, after all, only 

guests in their land.  Returning northwest by bus, the exhaustion of the long day overtook us and we took turns having a pair 

of us awake while the others tried to rest.  What is recollected as a speedy return trip may be due as much to our fatigue as 

to actual travel time. 

 

Arriving late at the agricultural school in Pardess Hana when only a few of our 

colleagues were still awake, we went directly to the coed shower rooms on the 

floor our residential rooms were on ï I and Hannah on the second floor, Chaya 

and Chelsea on the third and Andrew on the first ï and still in our well-worn 

travel clothes, dragged ourselves into the door-less shower stalls to thoroughly 

wash off the day.  By this point we were all operating through a zombie-like haze, 

remotely moving through tiredness as we stove to keep our eyes open, speaking 

little relative to the long and significant depth of discourse we shared earlier in our 

journey together.  By all accounts later shared, even the showerôs lukewarm water 

did not jolt any of us awake, although it did provide a short-lived reprieve from 

our exhaustion.  It was tempting to lean against the shower siding to stretch so as 

to not collapse.  At one point, three shower stalls removed from mine, Hannah 

expressed exacerbation and asked for me to examine an uncomfortably increasing 

itching sensation she felt on her back.  Fearful it may have been a bite from an 

unnoticed insect or even something more frightening and potentially hazardous if 

not dealt with immediately, with a shy expression she slowly stepped out of the 

Hannah 
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shower still wearing her bikini bottoms, cupping her bare breasts with only her hands.  Her lips were slightly open as her 

eyes, still glazed over with tiredness, directed downward toward one side in avoidance of eye contact, presumably as 

protection against the vulnerability of the moment.  Water droplets were evident everywhere.  Hannah stood there, pausing 

briefly, then slowly turned her back toward me before using one arm to relocate her long, wet hair toward the front of her 

shoulders, out of my view, thereby revealing to me an extremely sunburned back!   Even without my glasses, the stark 

brightness of her sunburn was striking and even its touch projected warmth!  Already there was clear distinction established 

between her exposed skin and the area which had been covered earlier in the day by her clothing!  After briefly examining 

it, we returned to our respective shower stalls, where the lukewarm water proved soothing for her irritated skin, and we 

spoke over the noise of the shower socket waterfall and the physical barrier which separated us, brainstorming ideas which 

might help her sleep until she could get some ointment the following day at the downtown grocery store.   

 

That night the girls and I all returned to our respective rooms and collapsed, while Andrew chose to sleep in the fresh air on 

the cool grass outside under the stars near the soccer fields.  Indeed, Hannah said she decided to do the same after trying for 

an hour in vain to sleep on her mattress.  Most from this particular group did not see one another until after 10:00a, the 

following day when we all finally awoke!  Such was a reflection of how drained, both physically and mentally, we were. 

 

And upon our return to the excavation site at Dor following these events, discourse throughout the Tel was absorbed with 

tales of not just our journey, but also those adventures of other workers who themselves embarked upon other locations 

throughout the region.  It is striking that this single day adventure seems to have passed by so quickly, yet the memories 

remain vividly acute in spite of this, perhaps because of the circumstances and setting which lent a hyper-awareness and 

affection to every moment of the journey.  Indeed, the only time which is not crystallized in my memory from this adventure 

were the hours on the bus, when the pace of sensory input would settle down. 

 

An hour before I was to leave the dig on Tuesday, I was in the cafeteria conversing with Mirjam and Andrew when John 

came to the doorway with a few other dig-square coordinators and paused before advancing once he saw me.  He came up 

and joined us, somehow managing to concurrently hold four Goldstar Dark Lager beers in one hand, each seeming to sweat 

with condensation; he opened them all and handed them out, including one to me.  He expressed appreciation for my time 

volunteering and proposed a toast to ñLôChaimò, an ancient Hebrew prayer which means ñto lifeò.  This was quite kind of 

him, and while I generally do not drink beer ï ok, Iôve never had a 

beer in my life prior to this as I prefer a glass of chardonnay, zinfandel 

or burgundy wine ï I felt it would be appropriate to partake in it this 

one time, given the nature of Johnôs kind gesture.  Israeli beers have a 

reputation for not being particularly good, and while I have no clear 

comparison, I may nonetheless say the distinguishable barley, wheat 

and slight yeast taste was indeed unappetizing.  But I endured through 

a third of the glass bottle, thankful for the consideration and 

recognition.  We sat around speaking for a time before I had to 

retrieve my belongings which were situated outside the building and 

transfer them to the trunk of Juvalôs blue and white car. 

 

Following this time at the archaeology excavation I found myself with 

another ten days in Tel Aviv to visit with family prior to my scheduled departure for the States.  I was torn; I mostly wanted 

to send quality time with family and continue to take in Israeli culture, yet many of my thoughts were still with those 

remaining at the excavation and the part of me which recognized my approaching departure still sought to stretch my travel 

legs.  This was time in which I had hoped to relax, but also which I sought to utilize to explore unbeaten paths.  I spent some 

cherished days surrounded by family and returning to the local meanderings demonstrated earlier during my stay in Tel 

Aviv.  Yet as the calendar progressed, I was running out of time to make some decisions.  Confronting some trepidation, I 

decided to embark into the true unknown by entering an Arab country alone and with limited preparations. 

 

Summer 1996, Jordan 

The five-hour-long Egged bus trip from Jerusalem to Eilat seemed longer than it was.  While there was another more direct 

route by which to enter Jordan, it was only through this southern crossing where a Jordanian travel visa would be granted 

on-site at that moment, whereas at the closer Allenby Bridge crossing in the West Bank I would have needed a visa prior to 

attempting to cross, something I did not have and could not obtain in a timely fashion.  From a connecting station on the 

outskirts of Eilat, I bordered another bus and proceeded along Highway 90 to the Arava checkpoint a quick few kilometers 

northeast of the city.  It is also known as the Wadi Araba Crossing on the Arab side of the border.  The transfer of I and 

Juval 
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other passengers occurred by foot as we passed through a white and red trimmed border crossing.  Buses were not permitted 

as Israeli and Jordanian vehicles were apparently not allowed to cross the international boundary line, a legacy of the 

preceding fifty years of tensions between the two countries.  In fact, it was not all that long ago when the mere presence of 

an Israeli stamp on a passport would have prohibited me from entering into any Arab country.  However, by 1996 this 

concern had been rendered moot with regard to Jordan, likely as a byproduct of the earlier peace negotiations between the 

two countries.  Nevertheless, attentive armed guards were a visible presence on both sides of the transfer.   

 

Many of the passengers who made the crossing met up with a southbound bus for the Jordanian city of Aqaba, a place 

which, in hindsight, I should have made time to see.  By all accounts it is a beautiful historical city, one which boasts the 

only seaport access of any major Jordanian city.  Yet traveling in such a distant and foreign land as I was has made me 

cautious of overreach.  Venturing through an Arab country was rather unnerving, in part due to my preconceived notions of 

the land and peoples I am somewhat ashamed to admit I held, but also due to my more realistic understanding of political 

dynamics which exist between Arab countries and anything related to Israel and the west, including tourists who crossed the 

border from there.  Safety considerations needed to be my prerogative.  I therefore felt it prudent to be discrete with both my 

own Jewishness and political alliances.  Remaining largely silent as to not betray my place of origin, I made efforts to be an 

acute observer of everything possible, striving to deduce conclusions largely through the process of osmosis.  That is, 

through observation and deductive reasoning.  While I am sure to have been identified as a foreigner by anyone scrutinizing 

my appearance, my hope was they might mistake me for an international journalist or adventurer-survivalist (which I 

suppose I kind of am) rather than the stereotypical connotations usually associated with a tourist. 

 

No one spoke on this partially occupied bus, and indeed everyoneôs glances wandered in any direction except that of making 

eye contact.  The drive northward was long and at times windy, and the scenery at once dull and striking.  This paradox is 

created when the otherwise uneventful, desolate and monotonously vast desert scenery is joined by the knowledge that this 

very region is where T. E. Lawrence was active some eighty years earlier as he advocated for the tenuous Arab alliance with 

his British commanders in pursuit of strengthening their common efforts against the occupying Ottoman Turks.  It is in the 

nearby gorgeous sandstone and granite rock valley of Wadi Rumm where he largely operated, and where the film óLawrence 

of Arabiaô about his endeavors was filmed on site.  This valley is eastward of our route some unspecified distance, yet the 

natural monuments are incredible.  Perhaps that was the dichotomy: knowing that somewhere just beyond the drab repetitive 

admittedly boring horizon lays a truly spectacular Wonders of the World, the likes of which empower and captivate the 

imagination in a dreamlike manner.  Yet while the view from the bus contained hints of the magnificent geological 

formations, the center of the monument remained hundreds of kilometers out-of-sight. 

 

The bus brought us north-northeast through the tan-orange desert sands past El Quweira and a handful of other poverty-

ridden adobe-looking communities to Ras al Naqab before deviating northwest to Wadi Musa, a sprawling town built 

disjointedly upon the rolling desert landscape on the eastern outskirts 

of Petra.  Amid the tan moonscape of the region and occasional 

Bedouin settlements I was shocked to see a sign advertising a shop 

called the ñIndiana Jones snack shopò.  Clearly it was geared toward 

the tourist crowd; I felt its presence presumptuous, and indeed it 

would be outright wrongheaded to assume this was in any way 

indicative of true Jordanian culture.  I did find it interesting, 

however, to recognize how western culture seeped into such a 

traditional society.  But in spite of this, I found the entire swathe of 

the city rather quaint and indeed quintessentially Middle Eastern in 

every sense.   I stayed at the Petra Gate Hostel, a building whose 

extreme tackiness is equaled only by its affordability.  But this was 

ok, as shelter was all I felt I needed it for.  The two Arab staff 

members I met were kind people, preemptively offering to answer 

any questions I had.  They were good respectable ambassadors of their nationality to foreigners like I.  The town was very 

pleasant in the evening, as the few city lights on the outskirts created a yellowish hue against the white buildings situated 

among the darker streets and rolling sand landscape.  It appeared as if it has been gradually built out of the sand banks itself.  

Even the desert bore a faint off-black color against the star-saturated blackness of the sky.  The moon was prominent, 

appearing larger and brighter than I have seen it before.  In the absence of any widespread electric lights, the stars brightly 

presented themselves. 
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I spent the next day at Petra, an incredible ancient historical site and the sole reason for my trip to this desolate region. 

Donkeys, camels and horses were grouped together as merchants strove to gather groups of tourists together.  I negotiated 

the price of a camel ride to get to the site on this smelly animal 

whose jerky lateral-to-medial movements were awkward for me as 

an untrained rider.  Yet in spite of the unsavory aspects of the 

moment, it remains nevertheless a unique experience.  After all, 

how many people in Oregon can say they rode a camel, let alone 

have ventured to this part of the world?  A westward kilometer 

long journey through the orange, dirt-red and brown Siq sandstone 

gorge was very narrow, at times less than a mere 3m (9 feet) wide.  

Itôs amazing how this site was even found by its inhabitants in the 

first place!  Carved patterns were evident within the tall rock face.   

 

As the at-times-steep and dark pathway opened up into a depressed 

valley, magnificent structures appeared carved out of the reddish-

orange stone.  It is magnificent.  There was a ñtheaterò, the site of 

ancient royal tombs, the al-Deir monastery and Al Khazneh (the 

treasury).  The many multiple-story-in-height structures snake 

along a winding valley, with some majestically carved out of the 

rock face alongside cave entryways and others which were 

remnants of tan-shaded square stone walls and vertical pillars.  The 

natural stone walls extended upward at near ninety-degree angles 

at times.  Remarkably, the ancient inhabitants of this area created 

an elaborate system of carved drainage crevices, their routes 

designed to maximize the collection any of the minuscule rainfall.  

As I slowly explored, Bedouins drifted by in white robe-like outfits 

beneath black vests, their heads covered with red headscarves 

dotted with specks of white. 

 

It was extraordinary at times, regardless of whether the tall 

sandstone walls reached vertically toward the sky or appeared to 

gradually form the foundation of the adjacent mountainside.  

Darkened cave entryways dotted the jagged mountains for as far as 

the eyes could see.  It is unclear if anyone continues to reside in 

this site, although I could observe a scattering of people at different 

levels of the mountainside, including some who were situated at 

the entryway of some caves. 

 

I know troublingly little about the origins and cultural history of 

this site, aside it dating to at least the year 1500 bce, with the 

Nabataean population starting to decline as the region transitioned 

from land-based trade routes (which ventured near Petra) to those 

of the sea.  For all its robust construction, occasional evidence of 

the toll which centuries of erosion has had reveals a frailer 

demeanor.  It was not too many years earlier when foreigners were 

infrequent to this region.  According to those who worked at the 

hostel, the 1991 peace treaty with Israel ushered in waves of tourism.  Yet this raises pressing questions, not the least of 

which is: to what extent may a historic site handle thousands of visitors each week while not jeopardizing its continued 

preservation and existence? 

 

Designed a World Heritage Site in 1985, Petra may be remotely familiar to some, as it is where the conclusion to the third 

Indiana Jones movie was filmed.  I saw as many of the architectural gems as I could, although I did not go to the mountain 

of Aaron which reputedly would have required an additional half day of travel.  Venders sold all sorts of little knickknacks, 

of which I regret having not purchased a bottle of decorative sand art which I was deliberating over.  The sandstone walls 

were omnipresent as they seemed to tower above most of the canyon.   
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Because the border crossing through which I was planning to return to Israel closed in the afternoon I knew I would need an 

additional day of travel so I chose to spend the night in the town rather than continue my travels northward that day.  This 

allowed me to spend the entire day submerged in the ambiance which is Petra, and while there was a sizable kiosk with 

snack food near Al Khasznek, my water bottle in this environ quenched both thirst and hunger. 

 

After a second not-particularly-quiet-nor-comfortable night at the 

hostel it was it was time to leave.  I left on the earliest air-

conditioned Jordanian Express Tourist Transport bus for Amman, 

the capital of Jordan.  While there were other options in which to 

travel, the multi-seat minibus taxis did not strike me as being 

particularly safe for foreigners.  There was a safety concern, plus 

a private taxi generally costs over ten times the fare of the other 

two options.  The four-and-a-half-hour journey to Amman 

reflected terrain not unlike that of southern Israel, although with 

considerably fewer agricultural establishments.  Communities, 

when they appeared, were densely concentrated population 

centers. 

 

Amman was a large city, one which seemed cramped as the 

common architecture presented like-appearing rectangular 

buildings with numerous dark windows situated against a blank 

white plaster surface.  The white and light gray shades of the 

architecture perhaps contributed to the lack of distinctiveness 

replete throughout the city.  I did not remain here long, in part 

because of the need to cross the Israeli border before it closed 

and, more so, the dangers presented as a Jewish-American 

traveling in this particular city.  The degree of anti-Zionism, and 

to a lesser extent anti-Americanism, remains vividly apparent, 

more so here than during any prior portion of my journey.  I 

wandered about discretely, trying to take in the culture while not 

standing out, all the while waiting for the busôs departure time to 

arrive.  Numerous people were walking about; men wore a variety 

of clothing, although white tunics, a hear covering and pants were 

not uncommon.  While I did not necessarily seem too out-of-place 

in my shorts, I also cannot say I was inconspicuous.  I would have 

been noticed by anyone looking for foreigners.  The few women I 

saw were in full-body robe-like attire which could have been a 

type of burqa (although Iôm not sure on this assessment).  I was hoping not to have to 

remain here overnight, and since the border crossing is notoriously unpredictable in its 

hours of operation.  I felt it prudent to make my way there promptly. 

 

From Amman, another bus traveled through city centers and eventually on a road 

bordered by mountainous greenery as we approached the Allenby Bridge crossing (also 

known as the King Hussein border crossing).  The Jordan River it crossed, which 

eventually feeds into the Dead Sea, was surprisingly narrow.  Off to one side sat the 

remnants of a pedestrian bridge.  This side of the border was surprisingly desolate and 

barren relative to the construction and foliage on the Jordanian side.  There was no 

evidence of residences anywhere within sight; only a governmental structure by which 

to regulate travelers.  Proceeding through this checkpoint was burdensome, most 

notably due to its long lines and the need to disembark from one vehicle and go through 

passport control before returning to a different, Israeli-company owned bus.  This is the 

most direct and legal way for Arabs to enter Israel and the occupied territories of the 

West Bank, and when considering history, the Israeli government is rightly concerned 

about hostile elements trying to get through.  Once processed through the security 

checkpoint, the road snaked through the desert and toward Jericho, a city which has 

been continuously inhabited for the past 11,000 years!  Itôs population of over 14,000 
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are overwhelmingly Palestinian in ethnicity, and about half are descended from refugees.  Jericho is deeply entrenched in 

the occupied West Bank.  It is also a site of security concerns for the Israeli government.  In recent years there were a series 

of suicide bombings directed toward Israeli infrastructure ï military and civilian alike ï and these attacks emulated from 

locations is the West Bank, including this town.  It would not be considered a safe place for westerners to venture into.  As 

this bus was destined for Jerusalem, our stops in this city were few and, when they happened, brief.  

 

The Allenby border crossing to Jerusalem was only about forty kilometers (twenty-five miles) at length.  Following a rather 

uneventful journey on the bus, I found myself back in Tel Aviv some hours later.  Safe, tired and with under a week 

remaining in my journey this summer. 

 

Summer 1996, Israel part II 

During one of my afternoon walks along the Tel Aviv promenade, I noticed a crowd of several dozen gathering around a 

beachside table.  This was a beautiful cloudless day with a faint breeze, one of many such pleasant days during my journey, 

and my curiosity of this scene took hold.  As I approached the flagging, the image was unmistakable: they were registering 

runners for a five-kilometer race on the beach which would be happening two hours later (as the sun was readying to set, 

hence it would be cooler).  I had run only a handful of times since leaving Pardess Hana, yet the numerous miles explored 

each day had allowed me to maintain cardiovascular and physical fitness.  Intrigued and excited by the prospect of racing, I 

promptly got in line to registrar.  The entry fee was only a few shekels.  It is an uplifting feeling signing up for a race in a 

foreign country and being able to identify ñAshland, Oregon, United Statesò as my place of residence!  Processing in my 

mind a list of things to do in order to be ready, I returned to Malkaôs apartment just long enough to change into my running 

clothes and tell her where I would be.  She seemed curious upon hearing of my plans, but I suspected the idea of racing for 

fun was perplexing to her.  It was, as she said with a tone of approving resignation, ñsomething the younger generation 

does.ò  Perhaps this was a cultural disparity as much as a generational one; after all, I have seen only few Israelis out on 

runs during my time here (yet they undoubtedly run due to their military training).  Besides, Malka is of a generation who 

survived the Shoah and who built this country amid adversaries and uncertainty; the seriousness of life experience and 

related concerns of her generation are unfathomable to those of mine who have not confronted such perils. 

 

I returned to my meanderings around streets of Tel Aviv and along the promenade, familiarizing myself with parts of the 

flagged race course and mentally adjusting to the state of mind I would need to be in before long.  Returning near the 

registration table, I found myself with a little under an hour prior to the start of the race.  My usual preparation routine was 

not particularly necessary in this climate; what normally would have been a thirty-minute warm up with stretching would be 

satisfied in half the time, I figured.  Loosening up, I noticed two familiar appearing young women stretching in the distance.  

It was Chelsea and Chaya!   They had heard of the run too and made their way here from Pardess Hana, much for the same 

impromptu seemed-like-an-exciting-idea-at-the-time reasoning as I did.  It was a delight to see them.  Chelsea had added an 

inch-wide streak of dark blue hair-dye to her hair in the time since I last saw them.  We jogged about and stretched together 

as we awaited the start of announcements which none of us expected to understand.  As Hebrew-language announcements 

began we followed the crowd to the starting line, all the while assuming the procedure was akin to the start of the many 

races we had run before.  The field consisted of over a hundred runners, perhaps totaling about one hundred and twenty or 

so.   

 

Interestingly, in this country of firearms the starter chose to use a high-pitched electronic whistle attached to a megaphone 

speaker rather than a traditional starting gun.  I speculate this may be to avoid inadvertently alarming people who would 

hear the shot but not know about the race, although I never got this suspicion confirmed. We gathered amid the crowd a 

runner or two behind those on the front line, not being presumptuous enough to assume positions alongside them, yet 

cognizant enough to remember that early race positioning would be important.  I pinned my race number to the side of my 

shorts so I could run without a shirt.  A dozen runners took off aggressively from the outset at a pace I did not expect, and 

by the half mile mark I came to realize I was racing against not only a few visiting tourists but also many people trained by 

the Israeli military!   This meant they were not only in shape, but also would not come back to me if they pulled away unless 

I made mid-race adjustments.  Some of them were out of my league!   The race was tough as it was along the sand, and I 

made every effort to run on the compacted damp sand where I would have more solid footing, all the while emphasizing 

forward knee drive to compensate for any ógiveô by the sand.  I picked up my pace, confident that running at sea level in 

conjunction with the physical shape I was in had eased the risk of any emergence of exercise-induced asthma.  The 

temperature was perfect, and the Mediterranean breeze subtly came as the sun was setting in the west.  I found my focus on 

the competition distracted by the crashing of waves. 
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The course was not really marked, in so much as we raced southward along the beach without flagging, cones or signs, and 

beachgoers seemed largely unaware of the event.  I and two gentlemen with whom we were dueling side-by-side, ran right 

through a group of tanned teenagers who were walking toward the 

seaôs edge.  An athletic and toned figure ahead of us, who was 

going at an impressive pace, reached up ï mid-race! ï intercepted 

a red Frisbee and then short-tossed it to itsô originally intended 

young recipient!  This might be the closest thing to mid-race 

intimidation Iôve ever felt!  Itôs not so much that he was showing 

off, but more so this action belied his having fun and perhaps 

hinted toward the effort he was holding in reserve. 

 

Even with the competitive nature of the event, I found it to be 

rather serene; the silence was broken by the slapping sound of 

footsteps against the sand, small waves rumbling together, labored 

breathing of the runners, and a rare vehicle horn or bystander 

cheer.  

 

I was surprised to see the lead runner speeding pass us on his return to the start, which doubled also as the finish line.  Then 

I noticed closer runners ahead of me making a wide, gradual turn in the sand, following orange cones which seemed to be 

situated amid the towels and picnic bags of beachgoers, all of whom politely stayed out of the way and applauded as runners 

passed.  As the group I was running with entered this turnaround chute, we transitioned from the sturdy solid damp sand 

onto loose, warm dry sand.  Suddenly we were kicking up sand in our wake as it gave beneath our feet.  This was strenuous, 

and made the former surface seem effortless by comparison!  Only after this turnaround was the immense depth of the field 

revealed.  Competitors of both genders were spread out over about a quarter mile (400 meters).   

 

Still running near two others, we transitioned back to our preferred racing surface, escalating the pace, pulling even with a 

few runners while others from behind have come into contact with our growing group.  A mile out there were at least ten of 

us running as a pack in unison.  However, some could not maintain that early level of aggressive speed and dropped off.  

Before long I noticed Chaya and Chelsea, the former about twenty seconds ahead of the latter.  With their good racing form, 

in sports bras and racing shorts against the backdrop of the setting sun glistening off the Mediterranean Sea, they were 

beautiful!  This was a transcendent moment, one which if caught on film would be perfect in its encapsulation of all which 

is special about running.  There was a magical quality to it.  They, too, were running on the damp sand for improved 

traction, along with several others runners.  We offered labored grins and gestured with a brief wave as we passed one 

another.  In the middle of a foreign land, suddenly there was a sense of support in this athletic endeavor, a feeling like I was 

not racing in isolation.   Indeed, we were not in isolation.  We were together.  Curiously, Chelsea was running barefoot! 

 

With less than a kilometer remaining I found myself amid a half dozen runners, all toned Israelis in their twenties, wearing 

military dog-tags, and with three hundred meters left and our transition back to the dry sand it seemed we were all sprinting 

as best we could just to stay amid the pack.  Lead knees and arms powered while we kicked up sand behind us.  It was 

agonizing as I thought my quad and calf muscles would fall off!  Such was the pain of the moment on this unyielding 

surface!  I powered across the finish line alongside two others, in as much of a sprint as I had remaining, but the moment I 

began to slow I felt myself staggering about while sweating profusely, all the while struggling to remain standing as I strove 

to control the emerging asthma-related wheezing which could not withstand passing the anaerobic threshold I surpassed in 

the final quarter mile.  I ran reasonably well given the surface, somewhere in the mid-sixteen-minute range in finishing 

eighteenth overall, although I only defeated a pair from that aforementioned pack I was struggling to get ahead of.  The 

others were much better athletes and I had no chance.  As some fellow competitors and I shared congratulatory handshakes, 

I noticed the girls quickly approaching.  Chaya was in a duel with a dark-haired Greek woman who was a foot taller in 

height and slimmer in build, and in their sprint it was clear my friend had an edge in her racing mechanics and strength.  

Chelsea was not particularly far behind them, although too far removed to influence their duel.  They did very well, racing 

in the high-nineteen minute and low-twenty-minute ranges respectively while finishing within fifteen seconds of one 

another.  They were among the top five female finishers.  Their race was equally intense throughout, having to powerfully 

drive their knees and arms with every step just to prevent the group they were in the midst of from pulling away.  It seems in 

spite of our experience in different corners of the United States, we all learned the same basics of race strategy and were 

applying those tactics here.  Crossing the finish line, they likewise staggered about on the uneven footing, hearts pounding 

visibly as they regained their composure. 
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We walked over to the ocean and stook ankle deep in the surf.  Chelsea, I learned, got sand in her shoes in the first eight 

hundred meters and paused momentarily to discard them, sacrificing her positioning and momentum in the race but figuring 

that doing so then would be more advantageous than running the entire race with them.  When striking a balance between a 

tactical and comfort perspective, it was likely a good idea.  Joining her barefooted inspiration, the three of us, shoes in hand, 

did our cooldown jog down the beach in search of her shoes and our post-race stretching together.  We thought weôd get a 

meal together before their bus, so walking back to the apartment together to get me wallet I realized this would provide an 

opportunity for them to meet my relative too.  Malka seemed thrilled to meet my friends ï she was channeling Yenta, the 

matchmaker! ï and in true Jewish-grandmother-like fashion, she repeatedly offered refreshments and complimented upon 

how beautiful the girls were, much to their modest shyness. 

 

Shortly it was necessary to head to the bus station if Chaya and Chelsea were going to make one of the evening buses to 

Pardess Hana.   Malka, however, would hear nothing of it.  She insisted the girls remain in the apartment that night as the 

sun had already set.  Having agreed (never argue with the hospitality 

of a Jewish grandmother; itôs futile), Chelsea, Chaya and I rinsed our 

racing clothes in the sink and placed them on the balcony to dry, and 

visited further with Malka before spending the next few hours 

walking on the bustling downtown streets.  Near a colorful water 

fountain, there was a fruit stand and movie theater situated above a 

busy roadway.  By the time we returned to the apartment, our legs felt 

the exhaustion as we collapsed nearly fully clothed on the couch and 

floor.  In spite of a constant low the hum of noise and frequent voices 

and car horns emulating from the street and heard through the open 

balcony door, we promptly fell asleep.  The following morning, I 

walked with the girls to the central bus station some miles away to see 

them off for Pardess Hana.  This second expression of goodbyes was 

no less bittersweet than the first we expressed a week earlier.  Given 

the unexpected nature of these events toward the end of the trip, it 

was a perfect way to bring this journey to a close. 

 

It was two days later when my flight departed for the United States.  In the interim between seeing my friends off and my 

own departure, my time was consumed with extensive daily walking and relaxing. 

 

The flight back to the United States in 1996 proceeded uneventfully with a lengthy multi-hour layover at the Frankfurt 

International Airport in Germany, long enough to become familiar with every corner of the crowded facility but not so long 

as to provide time to train beyond the airport itself. 

 

I again apologize for the tremendous delay in sharing these recollections with you.  It is with regret I did not compose this 

earlier when more memories were within my grasp, and those memories which I do retain today (some of which I did not 

include in this writing) were of a more vivid nature.  Yet by putting this together now these experiences which I recall with 

certainty are preserved and protected from any future ravages of my memory caused by the fog of time. 

 

John Cornet 
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There is no contemporaneously-written Travel Journal for this 

spring break trip to Norway and France.  It was prompted by an 

airfare ñwarò which reduced prices significantly, and one of the 

destinations was informed by some friends I knew at the University 

of Iowa earlier in the academic year.  As this is being written many 

years later, it will have more of an itinerary feel than a narrative 

experience. 

 

Norway 

The outbound flight was from San Francisco to Stavanher, Norway, 

with a layover in Copenhagen, Denmark.  The sole purpose of this 

destination was to see a geologic formation known as Pulpit Rock, 

known locally as Preikestolen. 

 

Stavanher is a seaside town jutting out of the raged Norwegian 

coastline.    Its population is perhaps 300,000, so it is quite large.  

From the town to the trailhead was only 25 miles, yet it will take 

nearly two hours to make the distance.  The journey required 

taking a taxi to the port, then a ferry across the fjord, walking to the 

village and finally a half-hour bus to the trailhead.  It was the ferry 

section bridging Stavanher to the village of Tau which was both the 

slowest leg of the journey and also the most beautiful.  Tau is a 

smaller village of maybe 2,500 and very green.  What it lacked in 

tall built-up structures it made up for in its wide geographic 

footprint.  The hiking trailhead was next to a lodge. 

 

The hike itself was moderate in intensity.  It was not necessarily 

easy in a few parts, but not overwhelmingly challenging either.  

The trail alternated between steep and much easier flat terrain.  The 

elevation gain was about 350m (1150ô).  The first half of it was 

beneath the tree line, and the view opens up only as the trail climbs 

above it.  The trail was about two-and-a-half miles each way.  

Much of it was reasonably marked, but some areas were just wide-

open areas of granite.  An occasional red óXô was in the ground to 

mark the paths direction.  On the spring day the route was safe, 

with only one section near any type of drop-off.  Had this been in 

the winter, however, the likely snow, ice and mud would have 

made for very hazardous conditions. 

 

Pulpit Rock is a large plateau overlooking waterways and hovering 

high above the small town of Lysefjord.  It is at an elevation of 

600m.  The site has magnificent views.  The only drawback were 

the large crowds (surprising for a day in March, which was not the 

warmest) and the absence of restrooms anywhere on the hike.  The 

return hike was significantly quicker than the outbound had been 

earlier in the morning.   

 

I had just two full days in Norway, and this did not allow time to 

get to another site I had heard about, called Kjeragbolten.  It was 

out of reach with my few days there.  Weôre I to have tried, it 

would have involved about three hours by car to the trailhead 

followed by a long, eight-mile hike.   This was a daybreak-to-

sunset trip which, while intriguing, I had no time for.   However, 

by reputation, the trip would have been worth it.  It will be put on 

hold for a future journey, I hope. 
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Of my brief two days in Norway, one was devoted to Stavanher 

and Tau, while the other to the trip to Pulpit Rock.  On day three it 

was time for my second and final country of this journey, France.  

I took a cheap two-leg flight to southern France.  Stavanger-to-

Frankfurt was followed by Frankfurt-to-Marseille.   

 

France 

The prompt for including this region in the trip was due to friends.   

I had spent the fall of 1993 at the University of Iowa.  While there, 

I met two foreign exchange students from western France.  They 

were studying in Iowa City.  When I transferred back to Oregon 

and they moved back to their homes, we kept in contact.  They had 

planned to vacation for two weeks in southern France at a time 

which overlapped my spring break.  They were kind to reach out to 

several of their friends to join them.  I was among those who did. 

 

Arriving in Marseilles, I made my way to the hostel in Cassis just 

an hour away. 

 

Cassis is a fishing port on the Mediterranean Sea with a population 

of perhaps 7,000.  The waters are a magnificent shade of blue, 

although beaches farther afield take on a more familiar appearance 

and shade.  My memories of these three days are less about what 

we saw and more about the atmosphere and the company. There 

was a lot of beach time and hiking along the sea at the western 

edge of the village.  I had only a few days here, but to immerse 

myself in the local culture was a splendid break from my studies. 
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There is no contemporaneously-written Travel Journal for this trip to 

Canada.  I drove up through Portland, Seattle and Vancouver, and then 

proceeded northward for some hours before parking and going hiking.  

With my wilderness backpack carrying all I anticipated needing, this  

was camping out under the stars.  It was being immersed in nature, 

which I love. 

 

On occasion I would come across other hikers, but for the most part this 

was a solitary trip.  Myself, with the sound of wind, the scent of nature, 

and hints of wildlife.  It was only four days in the wilderness, carrying 

everything I needed on my shoulders.  But they were rejuvenating. 

 

The photos which follow are glimpses of the experience 
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September 1997 

 

Hi everyone! 

 

I survived my trip.  Extensive rail travel through four foreign countries, concerns pertaining to potential Eastern European 

anti-Semitism, the prospects of danger while in the Middle East nor the many weeks without the convinces of home deterred 

me from doing this trip nor from cutting it short.  As many friends and relations have inquired about the details of my 

journey, Iôve decided to adapt my rough journal into what is essentially this lengthy letter; a ñTravel Journal Narrativeò, if 

you will.  I apologize for the impersonal nature of this correspondence, but it proves to be the easiest way to inform all of 

the events, peoples, cultural observations and relevant details of my journey in an appropriately prompt and comprehensive 

manner. 

 

Now, with this disclaimer having been said, my trip . . .  

 

The initial prompt for this overseas excursion was an opportunity to work at an archaeology excavation in Israel under the 

auspices of a post-graduate academic experience through the University of California at Berkeley.  In reflecting upon 

possible travel arrangements, I decided that when traveling halfway around the world it becomes a necessity to consider 

other destinations which may be accessible along the way.  The formulation of these plans allowed for an opportunity to 

venture to Europe beforehand in order to explore my ancestral homeland, something Iôve grown increasingly intrigued by 

since assuming the mantle of family genealogist.  Understandably, other unforeseen side journeys will emerge throughout 

the progression of my wanderings.  Before it is done, I will have traveled through large portions of Egypt, Germany, Israel 

and Poland.  While there were specific destinations in each I sought to explore, I found it was indeed the very process of 

getting there which proved to be the most exciting endeavor.  Even once at a particular destination, the necessity of 

transversing daily life and customs were enriching experiences.  This was a prime time in my life to travel in such a loosely 

scripted and seemingly arbitrary manner, as I had already completed my undergraduate studies, was not tied to a 

relationship or summer employment and I was seeking to bridge the gap from the present to the start of my eventual 

graduate studies.  In other words, my thoughts were always in the moment and place and not reaching back across an ocean. 

 

Following my involvement within the race management of the Fourth of July Run in Ashland, Oregon, I drove down to 

Berkeley, California, where I spent the night prior to flying out of the San Francisco International Airport in the early 

morning hours of July 5th.  The flight to Germany was remarkable only for its uneventful nature.  Perhaps the biggest 

drawback of my eastward journey was the agonizingly-long seventeen-hour length of this flight to Frankfurt, which 

included one stop in Chicago, Illinois, followed by a fifteen-hour train ride once in Europe.  Yet this is to be expected, as 

transportation to such a far-removed place is understandably time consuming.  But I am getting ahead of myself in the 

narrative here. 

 

I sat beside a kind gentleman named Diego on the transatlantic flight, who was on his way to southern Germany for his first 

international triathlon competition.  He was ambitious in this effort, as he registered for the ólong courseô distance.  His 

nervousness was betrayed by an energetic yet slightly shaky voice as our discourse turned to this topic.  The ólong courseô 

represents the third longest of four categorizations of distances competed in the international arena, proving longer than 

even Olympic distances.  For Diego, this would involve swimming 1.9 kilometers (1.18 miles) in open water, bicycling 90 

kilometers (56 miles) and racing 21.1 kilometers (13.1 miles), all about five days after his arrival.  He feels confident about 

these events in isolation of one another and even the first two stages back-to-back, yet he remains wary of the third stage of 

the competition, wondering more about how his legs will hold up after the earlier athletic strain on them than his 

cardiovascular fitness.  We had an interesting discussion about athletic training principles, particularly as they applied to 

long distance running as this was our shared experience.  Diego stood perhaps six feet with short black hair, thick eyebrows, 

a dark complexion and wide grin; when considering what seemed like a faint accent, one which provided an unintended 

sharpened edge to certain syllables he spoke, I would not be surprised if he was of South American descent, perhaps Brazil 

or Argentina.  We were of about the same age and in appearance, mannerisms and adventurous spirit he reminded me of a 

friend I used to be in the boy scouts with in Berkeley.  It was striking how his biomechanics-orientated readings differed 

widely from the historical non-fiction literary fare accompanying me. 

 

My traveling book for the journey was well chosen, albeit admittedly at the last minute: One Hell of a Gamble ï 

Khrushchev, Castro and Kennedy 1958-1964 by Aleksandr Fursenko and Timothy Naftali.   I learned about this text through 

a book review in the professional periodical Foreign Policy some months earlier.  As this review predated its actual release, 

I was unable to find it at the time and indeed had forgotten about it entirely.  However, when browsing through the airport 
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bookstore the dust jacket of this hardcover book caught my eye.  While not a particularly 

easy or quick read, it nonetheless proved quite fascinating.  In short, it is a history of the 

Cuban missile crisis, pulling from previously available American archived records and 

newly-opened Soviet-era KGB and Politburo documents.  By being sourced from 

governmental records of two of the three nations involved it allows for a more thoroughly 

comprehensive, not American-centric understanding of these Cold War-era events which 

brought the world to the brink of a third world war.  The multiple perspectives introduced 

into its analysis compounded with political complexities illuminate how close to tragedy the 

world came.  Related background put forth in the book include Cold War tensions which 

extended to the division of Berlin and Germany, much of which touched upon my historical 

and political science training.  Its relevance to the environs of my present journey was 

appreciated, yet it occurred to me I was more academically familiar with the eastern Europe 

of a different era ï that of the 1920s through 1980s ï than I was of the contemporary nations, 

to which I have never been far beyond an airport or two.   

 

This, of course, was about to change. 

 

Germany 

Upon arriving in Frankfurt, Germany, at 6:00a, few questions greeted my arrival by the passport official as I proceeded 

through border control with surprising ease.  Once inside, the sparsely populated airport was simple to navigate, in no small 

measure because I had been here just a year earlier.  I collected my bulky blue wilderness hiking backpack and went to the 

closest railway station.  From this point onward I was winging my plans, with no reservations or commitments at any point 

prior to my departing flight to Tel Aviv over a week later.  While this flexibility proved to be a convenience in its 

emboldening me to change plans with little notice, it likewise resonated inconvenience once I left the English-speaking 

west.  This absence of anything even remotely resembling an itinerary actually reflected a purposeful lack of intentional 

planning, something which would quickly catch up with me.  At some level I welcomed the potential an unplanned 

adventure may yield, in spite of the imprudent nature of it. 

 

I tried to purchase a rail ticket to Warszawa Centralna, the central train station in Warszawa, but shortly found that while I 

could purchase the ticket outside the airport, the departure station for the train itself was actually over two miles away.  It 

seemed more appropriate to get to the station first prior to purchasing the ticket.  What had begun as a relaxed pace when 

disembarking from the plane was now accompanied by an air of hurried urgency.  Iôve been in German airports before, but 

never with any measurable time to explore around the society let alone seeking a destination by land outside of the region.  

While trains depart from Frankfurt regularly, I was uncertain how often the specific train I sought was scheduled, or for that 

matter how long it would take to get to my final destination.  I examined a German-language city map to identify, in no 

small measure through speculation and logical deduction, the location of this central train station.  Navigating my way by 

bus to the downtown sector of Frankfurt, I got off a block from my destination.  Germans were in everything from casual 

garb to professional suits as they took to the sidewalks and roads for their day at work.  Walking among the shoulder-to-

shoulder crowds on this cloudless cool morning, I transitioned from the busy sidewalk into a massively huge structure.   

 

The Frankfurt train station was an incredible transition to the travels to come.  Itsô hundred-year-old steel pillars, airline 

hanger-style construction, immensely tall ceiling and nearly three dozen railway platforms were all of magnificent scale.  

The original architecture was of neo-Renaissance style juxtaposed against neo-classic characteristics which were added in a 

1924 renovation of the facility, which involves both interior and exterior tracks.  The place was huge, and the crowd ï many 

young with hiking backpacks, like me, yet also professional commuters ï and numerous small shops added to the decisively 

European atmosphere.  This is among the busiest train station in the world.  I had read that it services an average of 350,000 

passengers daily by nearly 330 long distance and 270 regional trains.  The shops, most of which couldnôt have been much 

larger than an average-sized bedroom or kitchen, sold everything from newspapers and novels to bagels and flowers.  In 

fact, the shops here were so small and stuffed to the brim with various merchandise and food that I had to leave my hiking 

backpack outside.  Indeed, were I to wear it inside, I would not have been able to turn around without risking knocking 

something over.  Being the proverbial bull in a China shop was not something I particularly have an ambition for.  There 

was also a post office and bank elevated on the second level and rectangular stacked racks of óleft luggageô containers which 

were for hire at a cheap rate.  These would have been perfect for relieving the weight from my shoulders were I to be 

remaining in Frankfurt longer. 
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I purchased a ticket for Poland, learning a train change would be necessary once in Berlin.  The posted schedule of 

destinations was truly exhilarating.  Rather than being printed and thus unchangeable, as is commonly seen in the States, or 

even in a digital form on a screen as might be expected in an airport, the European system of display was quite different.  

Here each letter or number owned its own placard, each of which would change in a ripple of sharp click-slapping sounds to 

construct a new destination or time.  I could just sit and be mesmerized by it, marveling at its technological innovation.  

More so, it would be easy to become intoxicated by the diverse array of destination options, an overwhelming majority of 

which I have never been to.  Copenhagen, Riga, Milan, Vienna, Athens, Prague, Edinburgh, Sarajevo; the constantly 

changing list I was transfixed by seemed endless!   Yet all were accessible by rail from here, were I to only board a train for 

one of their destinations rather than for Poland.  The abundance of choices would have been overwhelming were a specific 

direction not already in mind.  The moment was all-consuming, and it would easily have been possible to lose oneself and 

all sense of time in it.  I was transfixed at the possibilities presented in this quintessentially stereotypical European scene.  

 

I briefly met a few travelers, mostly French and Swiss, and an American soldier who was on route to his assigned base in 

south-central Germany.  Todd had been on leave with his family in the state of Georgia while his broken right forearm 

healed.  He noted the American flag patch on my backpack while we were in line at a small pastry shop and struck up a 

brief conversation.  He was in uniform, clean-cut and well spoken.  His square chin and short dark-tan hair were distinctive 

features.  Todd expressed ambivalence about returning to Germany.  This reluctance was not rooted in politics.  Rather, 

while he is proud of his service to his country and excited to return to his unit, he also thoroughly enjoyed his time with his 

wife, infant son and parents.  Duty verses family obligation was the nature of the dilemma for this young twenty-something 

gentleman.  

 

With my belongings in hand and armed with a newly purchased The Economist magazine and a bagel, I removed myself 

from the chaotic noise of the station by boarding the train for the first leg of this journey, a four hour jaunt to Berlin.  This 

train was clearly designed for commuter purposes.  A few handsomely designed advertisements were elevated on the walls 

in an organized, linear manner.  There were social groupings of chairs situated around a central table as well as individual 

seats in each trains cabin.  Wide, un-tinted clear windows adorned both sides of the car.  This allowed for an abundance of 

natural sunlight to enter the cabin as well as a seemingly panoramic view of communities we passed through.   

 

The scenery along the railway corridor throughout Germany was wonderfully beautiful.  I suspect many reading these words 

have seen photos of red shingled rooftops and off-white structures nestled in the forests.  These were indeed prevalent 

throughout my journey.  Many of the communities were resting on the 

side of hills or nestled in lush green valleys.  These valleys tend to 

encompass all of the countryside at times.  It was amazingly pleasant.  

There were many occasions in which I was inclined to just step off the 

train to explore around, forsaking my itinerary, but of course this was 

not really an option at this point of the trip without having to readjust 

plans significantly.  Smaller off-the-beaten-path towns along the railway 

corridor were particularly special to see.  From a distance they conveyed 

a sense of having survived untouched by the impulse of catering to 

tourism which remains prevalent in larger city centers.  It is in such a 

virgin setting wherein German culture presumably remains the most 

authentic.  This is not to suggest their culture has been corrupted by 

capitalistic tourist-orientated considerations elsewhere, but certainly in 

this globalized interconnected world, and particularly when given the 

recent half century history of this region, there is a point when societyôs 

cultural foundations begin to subtly erode in their transformation to 

something else. 

 

I did pass through many old small towns which contemporary 

industrialization seems to have passed by, some with ignored, drab pre-

war railway stations overgrown with dense foliage accompanied by old 

weathered freight cars waiting on the sidings.  For those historically 

inclined, the landscape is heavy with troubling associations from fifty 

years earlier.  Looking at these, one canôt help but wonder the manner in 

which the freight cars and even the railway tracks themselves may have 

been utilized in the past.  This land remains extremely complex; it has 
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an incredibly honorable history spanning several centuries, yet also a dozen years of a murderous totalitarian regime in the 

mid-twentieth century.  No matter where I look, that legacy of the Nazi regime remains in the back of my mind, always 

conscious yet not persistent enough to distract from the knowledge that the land and peoples today bear little resemblance to 

those of two generations earlier. 

 

As the train gently pulled alongside the disembarking platform in Berlin after four hours, I found myself again rushed.  I had 

been hoping to connect with a friend if time allowed, but regrettably I found myself with only twenty minutes to disembark 

from this arriving train in the loud, crowded station and promptly scurry through a tunnel to an adjacent ramp on the 

neighboring platform so I could board my connection for Poland.  Mirjam ï whom I had hoped to telephone ï I met at an 

archaeology excavation a year earlier; she lives alongside Lake Constance in southern Germany where she attends the 

university, although she is was in Berlin visiting her parents at the time of my travels.  However, as the train was already 

boarding when I arrived, I found no time for pleasantries or exploring.  This second train was anything but a commuter train 

by comparison to the first.  Each car had a long wood-paneled walkway along one side with multiple cabins extending off of 

this corridor.  When we left Berlin, every seat in the cabin would be occupied, and the corridor outside extremely crowed 

with standing passengers for hours.  However, this would steadily change as we continued eastward.  As the crowded 

thinned, so too did the conditions outside shift.   The scenery and communities passing by steadily transformed in tone and 

socioeconomic condition.  This area, which had been occupied by the Soviet regime for decades and was not encompassed 

within the Marshall Plan of 1948, increasingly looked dilapidated and ignored.  What might have been well-manicured 

greenery or modern construction in the west appeared haphazard and worn in the east. 

 

During my many hours in Germany I experienced only minimal difficulties with the German language.  I was able to get by 

just fine with my "Hollywood" vocabulary of slightly over a dozen-and-a-half words.  My efforts were benefited by the 

Germans I met who spoke English and, admittedly, the fewer people on the train as we proceeded eastward meant few 

opportunities to associate with someone who might present language barriers.  This ease with language will change abruptly 

as I entered Poland however. 

 

Poland 

Once the train crossed the Polish border, our tickets were checked by officials on six different occasions and passports 

twice, despite our having been checked only once while in Germany.  Another stamp for my passport!  For those who have 

a map out, this was my rail route to Poland, from west to east: Frankfurt ï Fulda ï Erfurt ï Leipzig ï Berlin ï 

Frankfurt/Oder ï Poznan ï Torun ï Warszawa.  This went through the northern and central parts of the two countries.  Most 

of the route after passing Poznan was during the late evening so I couldn't see much.  This was unfortunate as I had heard 

about Torun and was looking forward to seeing it, even if from the railway tracks.  Torun was founded in the thirteenth 

century and most of its architecture is said to have survived both world wars.  I am intrigued by this and hope a future trip 

may include it. 

 

I shared my cabin with several nationalities on route to Warszawa Centralna, most of whom appeared to be of the same 

generation as me.  Yet there existed an inhospitable air to the cabin, as people had a tendency to keep to themselves and 

abruptly averted eye contact when glanced at.  With few exceptions, itôs not so much they were preoccupied by other things 

but instead sat silently, glancing downward with a faint frown.  While my eventual conversation with a young woman 

disrupted the tension, it undoubtedly intensified the standoffishness among some. 

 

Natashenka sat directly across from me, her brunette hair held aloft at the back of her head.  Her name in the west would 

most closely translate to Natalie or Natasha, I suspect.  She is tall, perhaps five foot nine or ten, and wears small, solid-color 

brass earrings. Her eyeglasses are modest; a slightly rectangular silver-gray frame which accents rather than distracts from 

her defined high cheek bones and other facial features.  Slender and fit in appearance, sheôs wearing a loose-fitting white 

blouse and blue dress pants.  There was something familiar about her, although Iôm not sure if this impression was prompted 

by her appearance and mannerisms or perhaps something else, and it is therefore difficult to clearly articulate the notion.  

Yet ñfamiliarò is the appropriate word.  I felt as though I had seen and conversed with her before or shared another even 

familial connection, although I canôt imagine how.  It was our speaking which broke the unwelcoming feel of the cabin. 

 

For much of our journey she had been reading a book or glancing at the passing scenery before softly asking of my 

destination.  Her English proved well-articulated as we shared a revealing discourse during our final hour together on the 

train.  She had been visiting her German boyfriend in Berlin for the past week and was returning home to Poznan where she 

grew up, has an apartment just blocks from her grandparentôs residence and where she attends the university.  She is starting 

to pursue a graduate degree related to the field of biological sciences.  Additionally, she too, as have I, had to contend with 
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the stigma of looking older than her age during her youth.  We spoke about travel, regional politics and contemporary 

change, and comparatively about post-secondary education in Poland and the United States.  It's extraordinary how much 

one may learn about people while traveling, and but how much is shared in common.  

 

Natashenka commented on the impact of the opening of the east to the west.  It was remarkable.  While many restrictions in 

Poland still remain, the flow of commerce and foreign goods from the west proved to be among the most sudden changes.  

Polandôs transformation into a market economy, starting in 1989 when Natashenka was in her later years of high school, 

was rough initially as her family and most others struggled, yet by the mid-1990s it was the first of the former-Soviet 

republics to emerge economically.  The bread lines, which were a regular presence prior to 1989 and not infrequent between 

then and 1995 were essentially nonexistent by 1997 in Poznan, a city of over 570,000 inhabitants.  By the time of my 

meeting her, this open commerce has created employment opportunities of a magnitude previously unimagined.  While the 

younger generation is embracing the changes, their parents and more elderly generations are often shocked by the nature and 

dizzying pace of these same changes.  Furthermore, the ease of movement of peoples has had an immediate impact upon 

migration within the nation, particularly among the youth who may seek to relocate for reasons of employment, education, 

relationships or even just due to the perception of possibilities not available in Poland.  Several of her collegiate friends have 

made the move since the easing of border restrictions and she too has contemplated a move to Germany, a consideration 

undoubtedly spurred in no small measure by her relationship and her having seen the ease of that society relative to her own.  

The legacy of the Marshall Plan in the west relative to the history of Soviet dominance in the east is clearly apparent. 

 

Fears her parents possessed less than a decade earlier pertaining to the arbitrary nature of human rights protections and free 

speech was lifted and remedied by the departure of the Soviet Union, which Natashenka views as an occupying authoritarian 

regime yet her parents accepted as a legitimate governing entity, albeit with discontent.  However, crime remains high in 

Poland, as does the challenge of poorly paid law enforcement authorities to respond effectively.  They maintain a reputation 

for bribery, an uneasy mingling of recently introduced and unrestrained capitalism with the residue of the regionôs despotic 

history, she noted.  Interestingly, in an effort to preserve historyôs accuracy, there is serious discussion among politicians as 

to whether to criminalize denial of communist crimes, something she is in support of.  Apparently, a few of her school 

friends from a half decade earlier had older siblings who were detained during the Soviet rule, accused of something 

unseemly and without evidence.  The inability of family and friends to get information on the circumstances of those 

restricted clearly left an impression.  Natashenka was less animated about the political transformation beyond these points.  

While she did vote in the recent democratic election, it sounds as though there was less of a populist appeal than what may 

be seen in other democracies.  Perhaps this is due to the emerging nature of Polandôs democratic system, or the sizable 

migration of her generation out of the area for better prospects in the west.  While there continues to be a faction of society 

who yearn for their communistic heritage, as it is the only way of life any of them had known and it therefore offers stability 

and predictability, their influence, she asserts, remains minimal.  ñHow do they stop the march of history?ò she rhetorically 

inquired.   

 

Curious, I asked what the most constant reminder of the Soviet era was.  At first Natashenka, with brevity and an air of 

partial levity, commented upon the architecture, accumulation of excess unkempt things on the streets and the attitudes of 

the elderly.  But then she paused before finishing the sentence, as if she found her instinctive interjection of humor on this 

inquiry inappropriate.  She gently removed her glasses and itched her left eyebrow before two attempts at repositioning 

them in a manner which felt comfortable on her temples.  Then, affixing her unpretentious brown eyes to mine, said with an 

air of remorseful seriousness in her soft feminine voice, ñthe bureaucracy.ò  The ever-present bureaucracy ï with its 

complex layers of officialdom and untenable incoherence to the needs of citizens ï remains a constant reminder of Polandôs 

Soviet legacy, not unlike an echo in the dark.  She observed how its redundant, ineffective and time-consuming processes 

affected all generations of her family and friends, and the challenges and anxieties such resultant inaction arose in people. 

 

Natashenka was not the only of my traveling companions who has an intriguing backstory.  Dessi, a Bulgarian native, 

boarded the train on the Polish side of the border and unobtrusively joined our cabinôs crowd.  She was quiet for the first 

several hours and chose not to join Natashenkaôs and my conversation.  In fact, she surreptitiously listened to our discourse, 

in no way betraying that she understood English.  Sheôs relatively short, perhaps five foot two, give-or-take two inches, with 

short thick black hair, dark eyes and thick eyebrows, a round face and broad shoulders.  A year older than I, Dessi could 

easily have passed for a stereotypical ótom-boyô appearance in the States.  Her formal given name is difficult for non-

Bulgarian speaking people to pronounce so she encouraged me to refer to her by this nickname.  After inadvertently 

mutilating her name a few times, I agreed.  She and I began speaking shortly after Poznan, following an incident with 

officials which illustrated some of Natashenkaôs previous reflections. 
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Natashenka disembarked at Poznan, and I regret having not shared contact information.  Our conversation was very 

informative.  After her departure, the journey continued in silence for a time.  Shortly later as we preceded through Poland 

the train came to a halt at a nondescript gray stone station.  The length of our time idle there suggested something other than 

the normal passenger loading and disembarking was occurring.  After ten minutes a trio of uniformed authorities came to 

the cabin asking to see passengersô passports and, if applicable, travel visas.  ñPaszportò one of them dispassionately stated 

through a gruff voice.  Their uniforms were drab brown with pale-shaded highlights and stereotypical military-looking caps.  

Colorful badges were attached to the left breast pocket, hanging down from the button in which they were affixed.  I found 

this counterintuitive, that passports were checked while traveling mid-country and not necessarily only at the national 

borders as occurs in the west.  Presumably this was ostensibly to check the tickets of each passenger, since people board and 

disembark during any number of scheduled stops after entering the country.  Yet while this explanation would account for 

tickets, it does not change the fact these officers explicitly sought to examine our passports.  The similarity of the Polish 

word to its English counterpart and my witnessing others prepare their appropriate travel documents clarified the purpose of 

the moment.  Items were exchanging hands relatively quickly, perhaps due to the routine nature of most documents, until I 

extended my reach.  At first, he glanced through my documents with a detail suggestive that he had not previously seen a 

United States passport, thumbing through the pages to either see if I had previously visited any questionable countries or 

perhaps to assess whether it was a forgery.  He was treating it with a care and precision as I might handle a fragile century 

old historical document.  Whether this was out of respect or suspicion remains unclear. 

 

We shared a moment of mutual confusion as the official seemed to make efforts to communicate a need to me, yet we were 

confronted by a language barrier.  My passport was relayed into the hands of another officer who then commenced 

examining it alongside the third officer, while the subsequent persistent vocalization efforts by the initial fellow remained 

nonsensical to my ears.  Understanding that she could be a bridge in dissuading a continuation of confusion, Dessi 

interjected, her voice at first faint with hesitation as if she were stepping out of the comfortable shadow of anonymity.  She 

offered to translate, and I learned they were demanding a modest fee in accordance with the cabin I was in.  Yet they 

generously waved this requirement, as I did not have any Polish currency and the language barrier, in spite of our kind 

translator, validated an excuse to overlook it.  Significantly, the polish official seemed to hesitate in spite of his eager want 

to clarify a monetary exchange, glancing over his shoulder to see if any of his colleagues could overhear.   This lent an air of 

suspicion.  Dessi and I both felt he was seeking to line his own pockets more than enforce the laws.  Regardless, the matter 

was put to the side.  It was in this context Dessi and I first spoke to one another. 

 

The officialôs collective attention then shifted to Dessi the moment she revealed her Belarus passport.  In any language, the 

Polish border patrolsô interrogation of her was discernable by the repetition of piercing-in-tone rapid fire questions to which 

she offered calm and collective responses to.  A fresh-faced officer who appeared not even old enough to shave was the 

most cautious, whereas the more senior guards seemed ready after a few minutes to let the matter pass.  Throughout their 

exchange I was paying close attention to the temperature of the moment and was struck by the others in the cabin who 

seemed to make every effort to avoid eye contact with the patrol or their focal point.  Eventually the older of the authorities 

directed some short sentences in the ear of their young compatriot and with a grimace he gave Dessi a long look before 

reluctantly handing back her passport.  It appears the more experienced officials had pulled rank on their junior member, 

much to his chagrin. 

 

Dessi let out a shallow sigh once her passport was safely returned to her possession and she quickly tucked it away.  She 

conducted herself well amid an undoubtedly stressful situation.  ñSpasiboò I thanked her in Russian, figuring that while her 

command of English seemed fair, I remained unsure how fluent she was.  Given Belarusôs location next to Russia, it is 

reasonable that Russian she was likely to understand, and then followed it up with the English translation of my 

appreciation.  ñMay I ask about their questions for you?ò I inquired.  Their intense scrutiny of her documents was in all 

likelihood prompted by her nationality, she responded with an air of trepidation, perhaps fearing I would jump to 

conclusions.  This explains her initial disinclination to get involved to assist me, in part to attempt to pass through unnoticed 

and also to not inadvertently implicate me as an associate.  That is, she did not want the focus usually reserved for her to be 

shined upon anyone else. 

 

This is not the first time her nationality has made her stand out in the eyes of authorities.  She had realized years earlier that 

which I already knew, that oneôs passport is their autonomy when traveling outside our own country.  Were she to have had 

her passport confiscated, she would have been unable to dislodge herself from any potential legal situation and even unable 

to prove her own identity. 
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How is it that oneôs nationality could carry connotations of such importance, whereby they are judged first by the passport 

they carry and only secondly by their character?  Contemporary international events offer an explanation.  The first half of 

1997 has been a time of unrest in Bulgaria, a country searching to 

claim its own future from neighboring political entities who in turn 

seek to exert influence upon it, and within the nation itself existsô a 

cultural clash between different and conflicting visions for the nationôs 

direction.  There have been repeated violent demonstrations in the 

countryôs capital between the police and the protesting participants.  

Theft is rampant and organized crime largely unchallenged.  

Furthermore, it is a country with a growing reputation for the 

trafficking of enslaved women as well as in smuggling of illicit 

weaponry since the dissolution of the Soviet Union and related Cold 

War-era regional politics.  Given this reputation for her country of 

origin, it is no wonder Dessi was questioned more extensively than the 

rest of us.  For her present journey she had been in western Poland to 

work as a staff member at a girlôs youth organization.  There she 

supervised the campers, and was now heading to Warszawa to spend a 

few weeks at the organizationsô headquarters translating documents.  

Her entire stay in Poland was to number four months, something she 

has been doing annually for a few years now.  Yet it was her Bulgarian 

nationality and the frequent long stays in Poland which aroused 

suspicion in the authorities. 

 

Additionally in this trainsô cabin was a reserved teenage girl from 

Spain ï perhaps fifteen or sixteen ï with whom I was able to practice a 

some of my Spanish, although Dessi engaged with her in Spanish 

more than I did.  There was also an older Polish woman who did not 

communicate with anybody, preferring to stare out the window of the 

cabin door rather than look at those of us who were generations 

younger.  Perhaps this is due to the generational differences between 

she and the rest of us, or the fact that save for Natashenka we were all 

foreigners to her. 

 

While this is not the first non-English speaking country I have traveled 

through, it is nevertheless the first in which I have been so far removed 

from English-speaking resources and the first where I have gone so 

deep into a land which was potentially dangerous; my three previous 

travels through an active conflict region relating to Israeli-Palestinian 

tensions notwithstanding.  I entered Poland with a thorough grasp of 

the culture and twentieth century history and even a sense of the 

lingering animosities, as well as an overly broad understanding of the 

geography, but I admit I had quite a bit of difficulty in Poland initially, 

largely due to not knowing any of the language.  There are extremely 

few English speakers in this country.  Polish said to be much like 

Russian ï of which I am familiar with a very limited vocabulary ï 

which many say is relatively easy to learn.  Unfortunately, I had no 

background whatsoever in the Polish vocabulary.  Furthermore, I also 

understand Poles are antagonized by Russian speakers, likely due to 

the Soviet legacy.  These languages were out.  So, too, was my rather 

limited Hebrew and Yiddish vocabulary, given lingering anti-Semitic 

temperament and the undoubtedly very few people who spoke these 

languages in the region.  In short, throughout this part of the journey I 

would be roughing it in a survivalist mindset. 

 

Over four hours after having departed Berlin, the sun was setting as 

the train continued to proceed past the now repetitive drab concrete architecture.  Realizing I would be arriving to Warszawa 
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after dark added a new wrinkle in the plans.  Warszawa was not to be my eastward-most destination, and bridging the 

distance from there to Wyszkow was envisioned during daytime.  I would not care to speculate what I would have done 

without Dessiôs assistance upon our arrival.  In our final half hour en route to Warszawa she offered to help me find a place 

to stay once we arrived.  She seemed concerned by the prospect of my seemingly laidback make-it-up-as-I-go-along 

adventurous spirit being confronted by her perception of and experiences in this former Soviet region now reputed to have 

an active undercurrent of crime, something I was loosely aware of yet which we did not speak of in the train.  As it would be 

dark and late enough that many places I had expected or hoped to find would likely be closed, finding a safe place needed to 

be my priority.  My brief examination of travel books prior to my departure along with no reliance whatsoever on internet 

sources, left me with vulnerability I perhaps underestimated.  Yet it must be said that even learning of and understanding 

someplace is not the same as being able to comfortably get by once there.  

 

Downtown Warszawa, where the train station is located, is not safe at night and English is not widely spoken outside the 

university campus.  In fact, even there it is apparently limited in fluency.  Dessi's experiences have taught her not to rely 

upon the public transportation system as the buses are unreliable at 

night and even some taxi companies regularly overcharge as much 

as three times the daytime fees.  Upon arriving at Warszawa 

Centralna after 11:00p, Dessi and I disembarked into a large stone 

hallway-like structure of many different shades of gray.  It had a 

chillingly cool feel to it, as the clipping sound of baggage-on-

wheels echoed throughout the corridor.  Each sound was distinct in 

tone and piercingly sharp.  Emerging from the building in the 

darkened night, everything was wet as the colors reflected of the 

recently fallen rain.  It was not particularly cool nor warm either.  

The briskly clear taste of newly fallen rain lingered in the air. 

 

We shared a taxi into western Warszawa.  This was a typical white 

vehicle with four large red numbers on the side doors, presumably 

a telephone number for the company.  It was late in the night, no 

one around and only a few other vehicles on the streets.  Lights in the heart of the city emulating from tall buildings tended 

to emit bright yellows, while those more commonly attached to the two- or three-story structures, such as restaurants and 

homes, were dull and hinted at a light green hue on the building façade.  Lighting everywhere reflected notably off the wet 

and sometimes cobblestone roads.  Particularly beautiful was the manner in which bright colors from the interior of the 

buildings shown through the windows in glorious contrast with the dull green shades on the outside.  The gray fog overhead 

only occasionally reached to the roadside, but mostly served to be illuminated by and reflect the city lights.  It provided a 

majestic clarity which was akin to trying to see over a distance while submerged.  Buildings in this setting looked like stone 

structures, clearly showing their age and were quite archaic. 

 

The darkness of the night was compounded by the fact that not many street lights were on as we proceeded from the city 

center into a more rural part of the city.  We drove, searching for a place for me to stay.  Dessi had previously made 

arrangements for herself at a girlôs home-shelter in western Warszawa which is affiliated with the organization she is 

working for.  As we reached a hotel, she stepped out and did the talking, seemingly at easy with fluent Polish, before 

returning to tell the driver to proceed onward in search for another possible place to stay.  I would not have been able to 

communicate these needs in such a way and remain appreciative to her for this. 

 

We continued along the deserted streets, eventually approaching sizable hotel facilities.  The first two tree-lined resort-

appearing places we went to were full due to a regional gathering sponsored by Nike.  This was surreal.  I traveled nearly 

half-way around the world from Oregon ï the place of Nikeôs founding and institutional headquarters ï only to see a Nike 

convention here with the companyôs familiar swoosh on event banners!  This reinforces Natashenkaôs earlier assertions 

regarding the profound impact of opening transnational commerce opportunities following the collapse of Soviet 

infrastructure. 

 

It took us nearly an hour to find a hotel vacancy, progressing further toward the outskirts of the city in our search.  We 

eventually arrived at a place after midnight which was two stories tall and from the outside appeared not unlike a poorly-

kept hillside Los Angeles residence.  We buzzed at the gate, and after a few moments a tired, somewhat gravelly masculine 

voice came across the intercom.  Dessi briefly explained the needs I had and the gate was electronically buzzed open 

following a little more auditory grumbling.  This was just a few blocks from where Dessi was staying.  She assured me 
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through tired eyes that I would now be set for the evening.  I gave her my Oregon contact information through the open 

window as she settled into the cabôs front seat, and I was sure to also give her some American dollars to assist with the cab 

fare.  She was reluctant to accept this gesture, but I insisted, taking her wrist and forcing the money directly into her hand 

with a smile.  I told her the truth she already knew; that what would potentially be considerable cab fare could no doubt be 

negotiated downward given the presence of American greenbacks.   

 

I took a deep breath, finding myself on my own again after this brief interlude.  With the electronic gate buzzed open, I 

ventured inside past plaster white exterior walls and through a small darkened courtyard overgrown with lush foliage before 

being met by an unspeaking gentleman and a girl who may have been his daughter.  This would be my first true attempt to 

wrestle with the native language.  The unshaven fellow with short graying brown hair stood by the door, his eyes looking 

me over as I approached, and then hovered in the corner of the main entryway for a minute before disappearing.  The girl at 

the front desk was clearly tired.  Her face at this late hour could be aged to anywhere in her twenties, and her hair was a bit 

chaotic, as if there was a hastily-made effort to put it up.  She wore a light-purple wrap-around bathrobe which she kept 

fiddling with as if to be certain it was securely closed.  She spoke in an almost dry sounding voice and I couldnôt understand 

a single word.  Given her tone I wouldnôt even presume to suggest whether she was speaking in soft or sharp terms.  I made 

efforts as well to communicate with her, using the most basic, elementary-level English vocabulary I could reclaim, but to 

no avail.  Clearly, she was frustrated.  After a few awkward moments we started to bridge this divide by effectively creating 

a new common discourse.  This was accomplished initially by pointing to American dollars and Polish Zloty in conjunction 

with specific key words accompanied by the writing down of numbers.  In such a manner we were able to draw assumptions 

which lead to understanding.   It appears she was trying to communicate to me that guests need to pay their stay in advance, 

and this could only be done in the Polish currency.  Not credit cards nor travelersô checks.  We managed to formulate a 

common understanding and come to a mutual agreement, something we could not put into words but which we seemed to be 

able to reach a common assumption on.  I gave her a down payment in American dollars that evening, and the following day 

I would seek to exchange it for the national currency.  At least, this was my assumption at the moment. 

 

Her gestures indicated I should follow her.  She guided me up a steep narrow semi-spiral stairwell and along a short straight 

corridor to a room.  Every few steps the floorboards creaked with the pressure of a personôs weight.  This place was called 

the ñUFO Hotelò, located at 80 Rzezbiarska Street in what appeared to be an obscure corner of the city.  Its name 

immediately struck me as aptly chosen.  I was shown to a room, went in, and the television was on some type of live Polish 

folk music with its dull light illuminating the otherwise darkened two-bed, one-lamp room.  Imagine listening to the likes of 

Peter, Paul and Mary or even John Denver as they harmonize in an unfamiliar language and you'll understand my trepid-but-

amused reaction.  Keep in mind too that had I not arrived at the hotel, the television would have been left on all night!  The 

roomôs white walls were augmented by black trim and red duvets.  Dualistically being both exhausted from spending nearly 

the entire day on the train and exhilarated by the thought of what future days may hold, I admit looking forward to falling 

asleep.  Yet succumbing to weary fatigue proved to not be easy.  A neighborhood dog barked infuriatingly throughout the 

chilly and damp night.  Furthermore, at one point I was awakened by the sound of the downpour of rain.  Nevertheless, this 

was a roof over my head beneath which I could relax, rest and be protected from the elements.  I was alone in a truly foreign 

land but was secure in my person and belongings. 

 

I awoke early the next morning and took a long hike in an effort to locate a bank from which I could draw the Polish 

currency, the Zloty.  In our earlier conversations on the train Dessi expressed that American dollars were "like gold," which 

by and large I found to be true throughout my stay in this country, with the sole exception being at the UFO Hotel where 

nothing short of the national Polish currency was acceptable.  A bank was not difficult to find, but an ATM machine was 

tremendously difficult.  As a faint mist seemed to perpetually hover in the air, walking along the wet sidings I eventually 

stumbled across an ATM machine and withdrew the largest amount possible.  I did not have a sense of the currency 

conversion, but in my travels it seems that typically the highest amount is about the equivalent of $150 or $200 United 

States dollars.  Returning to the hotel, this was the first time I cold see it in the light of day.  It was on a brick, tree-lined 

street which was quite pleasant.  Parked vehicles lines one side of the street.  The hotel itself had two stories and was of a 

faded peach-like color topped by dark brown shingles.  The elderly gentleman at the front desk, now more amenable, was 

quick to return my greenbacks in exchange for a small amount of the Zloty, thereby assuring me the presumed agreement 

from the night prior was indeed correctly assessed. 

 

Having resolved this financial obligation, I heaved my wilderness hiking backpack upon my shoulders and proceeded to 

explore the surrounding area by foot, hiking in a general northeastwardly direction, although with no particular agenda in 

mind.  I walked along roadways, not quite knowing which to take for my eventual destination of Wyszkow, savoring the 

scenes along the way.  So long as I was heading in the right direction it would all work out.  Greenery seemed abundant and 
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nature was omnipresent, even so much as to encroach upon the drab cement developments.  While few billboards had been 

erected, at least half of those I saw were defaced by graffiti.  I was quite some distance away from the heart of the immerse 

city by this point, and I suspect my impressions, both culturally and architecturally, would have been different were I 

elsewhere in the city. As the kilometers passed, scenery changed only little.  By noon it was pleasantly warm with a 

scattering of clouds overhead, much different in contrast to the rain of the night before. 

 

Wandering through a progressively more unkempt suburban area far removed from the city center, I noticed what appeared 

to be a vibrant open-air market.  Amid the trees which line the periphery of this paved courtyard were several merchants.  

Stationary small white structures lined one length of the area while makeshift ramshackle shacks forged parallel lines of 

merchants, thereby creating several pathways of shops, each with their 

own unique and not-so-unique merchandise.  Shops tended to contain a 

variety of items all the while containing an abundance of one or two 

specific types.  Be it clothing, flowers, toiletries, bootlegged DVDôs, 

basic supplies (paper and pencils), food or wood carvings, the quality 

was generally low yet the variety of options wide ranging.  I loitered 

around, feeling slightly uncomfortable as my backpack betrayed a 

foreignerôs presence on this part of the continent which receives few 

international civilian visitors.  The longer I was there, the more 

frequently I was approached by merchants, only a pair of whom spoke 

poorly broken fragments of English.   

 

At one booth I initially saw nothing of significance before my eyes tracked to a weathered brown cardboard container which 

may have been a large shoe box with its top torn off.  I was struck by what appeared to be a handful of black and white 

photographs capturing images in mid-century clothing.  Lifting a few while pushing others aside as my hand proceeded into 

the box, I was shocked to realize the contents were remnants from the Holocaust (Shoah)! 

 

Everyone has heard of the Holocaust, but not necessarily the terminology of Shoah.  These are common but not necessarily 

interchangeable descriptors.  The former is Latin and Greek in origin and means ña sacrificial offering burnt completelyô, 

whereas the latter is Hebrew and means óa great catastrophe.ô  While the strength of the word Holocaust as a reference to the 

atrocities of World War II stem from broadly defining its victims regardless of cultural, national or ideological inheritance, 

it is overtly deficient in other areas and indeed misleading in its implication of theological motivations.  It implies, among 

other things, that there was a religious impetuous behind Hitlerôs directives.  There was not.  Holocaust is generalized 

culturally and literally to the point of inconsequence, particularly in recent decades by the aspirations of other groups whose 

efforts to express a past horrific event perpetuated against their heritage ï such as the trans-Atlantic slave trade, horrid 

treatment of Native Americans by the national government over time, or even the 1994 genocide in Rwanda ï have been 

increasingly vocal in adopting this rhetoric.  Shoah, by contrast, is in no way misleading in its definition and may be used in 

exclusive reference to those victims of the Nazi regime of Jewish heritage.  Indeed, the Shoah was not just the Nazi efforts 

to dehumanize and murder all Jews, but it also strove to decimate and destroy every trace of Jewish culture and heritage.  By 

wars end it was an effort which was viewed equal to, if not more important than, the military struggle the Naziôs were 

waging against Allied forces.  For these reasons, Shoah is steadily becoming the preferred reference to these horrific events. 

 

It was in this cluttered box wherein lay evidence of the atrocities.  Looking more intently, there were a few damaged 

documents, some bearing photo identification of Jews and written in Polish or German with faded red stamped text over the 

black type.  No more than a dozen armbands of different sorts were here, some with burn scars, apparent bullet holes and 

tears.  With brown and some with reddish stains, their quality ranging 

from a few being worn and weathered but otherwise intact to many 

appearing largely tattered and shredded.  There were faded maps with 

circa-1939 political boundaries, whose edges were frayed, torn or 

burned.  A small collection of pins, jewelry-like knickknacks, dulled 

spoons, a thimble and other items associated with the historical time 

frame of the war, including empty bullet shell casings, were included 

amid the collection.  Given the apparent age of the items, the location 

of where Iôve found them ï this is nowhere anyone but locals would 

venture to ï the fact they were not on outright display but rather 

nondescript off of the corner of the table, and certainly their condition, I have no reason to believe in anything other than 

their authenticity. 




