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                 Eastwards, ever eastwards 

 
"There is nothing in the desert, and no man needs nothing", says Peter O'Toole as Lawrence of Arabia. 
But it is the very emptiness and nakedness of the desert that has drawn prophets and pilgrims to it over 
the millennia. “A voice reaches out in the thickening night, over pale and barren lands", as "from the 
mountains to the desert and all the fires between”.  

     From the forward to In That Howling Infinite, Poems of Paul Hemphill Volume Five 
 

Journeying aimlessly, canyons and castles 
Pass ageless and ageing and captive in time. 
                      Valences, 2012 
 
Why do sages seek the desert as an antidote to fate? 
                  All Fall Down, 2013 
 

Eager as a hungry flame, 
Eastward, aye, he wandered; 
Circumscribed horizons change, 
Burst and roll asunder. 
 The Day After Creation, 1975 

 
 

 
 

                                                 Siya-se. Damascus, March 2009. The blue says "death to Israel", and the black, "I love you".  
 

 
 
 

  



            Eastward, aye, he Wandered 

 
In these troubled times, I look back on a part of the world that has captivated much of my intellectual life. I was drawn to the Middle East 
in another age, when it was the land of myth and magic, of dreamers and adventurers, of quixotic tilters at windmills, of pioneers who 
would make the deserts bloom, of dissemblers and deceivers with bearing false promises. The ancient lands of the bible and the fabled 
realm of A Thousand and One Nights, and the restless quests of Richard Burton, Charles Doughty, and TE Lawrence. The pulp fiction 
fantasies of Frank Herbert, James Michener and Leon Uris, and the celluloid myths of Peter O'Toole, Omar Sharif, and Paul Newman.  
 
These are the lands of testament and prophecy, of sacrifice and sacrament, of seers and sages, of vision and vicissitude, of warriors 
and holy men. The spiritual and the temporal have melded here since time immemorial. We still see the remnants of ancient empires 
and the echoes of their faiths. We can chart their decline and fall in the fortunes of their monuments and their mausoleums, in the 
"tumbled towers and fallen stones, broken statues, empty tombs" where "ghosts of commoners and kings walk the walls and catacombs 
of the castles and the shrines". Histories carved in stone,  mysteries locked in stone, as "canyons and castles pass ageless and ageing 
and captive in time".. 
 
I first travelled through these lands when the gaze of our western world was directed elsewhere. The big stories were the Vietnam 
quagmire, and the Cold War, words made flesh with the Soviet's kibosh on the Prague Spring. Then plucky little Israel made its pre-
emptive blitzkrieg against the braggadocio of Egypt, and the dubious martial prowess of Syria, Jordan and Iraq, and put the Middle East 
back in the news again. And there it has stayed, with hijackings, hostages and terrorism, the Oil Crisis and OPEC, civil war and invasion 
in Lebanon, Gulf Wars One, Two and Three, The Twin Towers and the Wars of American Vengeance. And so to the present day, the 
brief Arab Spring giving way to a long and bloody Arab winter, and the demolition of the Sykes-Picot dispensation with Daish’s 
redrawing of the map of the Middle East.  
 
There is a place for dissertations on the state of the world, and the tectonic movements that reverberate through these most antique of 
lands. And this is not one. But they have been the inspiration for much of my writing, and this volume is an anthology of those pieces. 
And unavoidably, they reflect and comment upon ideas and incidents, actions and accidents, memories and monuments.   
 
Embryo was the beginning literally and figuratively, setting the scene in a particular physical and spiritual landscape. "There is nothing 
in the desert, and no man needs nothing", says Peter O'Toole as Lawrence of Arabia. But it is the very emptiness and nakedness of the 
desert that has drawn prophets and pilgrims to it over the millennia. “A voice reaches out in the thickening night, over pale and barren 
lands”. It references sura-t from Al Qur’an al Kar-im, ending with Al Laylat al Qadr - The “night of power” that celebrates when the Angel 
Gabriel dictated God’s revelation to Muhammed. 
 
Ruins and Bones sees past and present coexist in timeless concord. It could almost be subtitled 'In Praise of Archeology'. In rocks and 
the ruins, the past is manifest in stone, as seen in Jerusalem and Damascus, Palmyra Apace, Krak de Chevaliers and Qala't 
Salahuddin. Thence we segue to the myths that gathered  about events and personages, namely Alexander The Great, Ghengis Khan, 
and King Arthur.  
 
E Lucivan Le Stele is likewise a catalogue, but this time,  of the bad things that happen. Its title is that lovely song from Puccini's Tosca, 
but the context is that of Dante Allegheri. In his famous poem, Dante begins his descent into Hell saying:”I came to myself in a dark 
wood where the straight way was lost”. Journeying down and then back up through the seven levels of Hell, he finally returns to the 
surface saying: “And thence we emerged to see the stars again". As the poet journeys downward he travels through seven levels, each 
representing escalating punishments for escalating degrees of crimes, from liars and cheats, through oath breakers and traitors, to 
robbers and murderers, and most particularly, down in the depths where languish the killers of children and other innocents. Many of 
these misrecreants are represented by historical figures and personalities from his own time, but here we name no names. By their 
deeds, we surely know them. 
 
This, then, is the essence the poem. The new world economy where millions of souls are on the move and everything can be traded for 
value. "Bombs and babies, girls and guns, dollars, drugs and more besides". False prophets and bad dreams, broken promises and 
forlorn hopes, obscured visions and false horizons. "And time 'tis said reveals its dead, and we will speak what was unsaid, how I was 
wrong, and he was led, his song I sing who gives me bread". And blood, so much blood! "Many have perished, and more most surely 
will" - a line taken from WH Auden's often overlooked masterpiece The Age of Anxiety, a meditation on a world in transition between the 
wreckage of The Second World War and foreboding for the impending armed peace that was itself to endure for another forty five years. 
It is sadly ironic that our present world is passing through another time of uneasy transition, between the fixed certainties of great power 
rivalry and the intractable and bloody asymmetrical conflicts of today.   
  
The Watchers of the Water has a more limited brief. Back in the last century, before ANZAC Day became the secular Christmas that it 
has become, before marketing people and populist politicians saw its commercial and political potential, before the fatal shore became a 
crowded place of annual pilgrimage, my Turkish friend, the late Naim Mehmet Turfan, gave me a grainy picture of a Turkish soldier at 
Gelibolu carrying a large howitzer shell on his back. Then there was this great film by Australian director Peter Weir, starring young Mel 
Gibson and Mark Lee. There were these images of small boats approaching a dark and alien shore, of Light Horse men sadly 
farewelling their Walers as they embarked as infantry, and of the doomed Colonel Barton humming along to a gramophone recording of 
Bizet's beautiful duet from The Pearl Fishers, 'Au fond du temple saint', before joining his men in the forlorn hope of The Nek. There 
were other melodies I could never quite get out of my head. One I first heard in a musical in Beirut before that magical city entered its 
Dark Ages  -  Al Mahatta, written by the famous Rabbani Brothers and starring the Lebanese diva Fayrouz.; and The Foggy Dew, one of 
the most lyrical and poignant of the Irish rebel songs.”Their lonely graves are by Suvla’s waves and the fringe of the grey north sea”. 
Three thousand Irishmen died at Gallipoli. 
 
Rhythm of the Revolution is another compendium, of actual events. As a young man, I followed the famous Hippy Trail eastwards. In 
Kashmir, in the fall of 1971, war was about to break out between India and Pakistani. I was trying to get across the border before the 
balloon went up. The lights of army trucks break the darkness as I watch from across Lake Dal. Passing through railway stations as war 
is breaking out, I rush southwards as battalions of young soldiers head up the line. Cut to Egypt and the Canal "war", the phony war that 
preceded the 1973 Yom Kippur or Ramadan War. The government exhorts the people to make sacrifices for the good of the battle. Cut 
to the Philippines in 1986. The people of Manila storm the Malacalang Palace, precipitating the fall of the Marcos dictatorship. All this 
against a back-drop of the revolution despoiled, hijacked, and betrayed. "The revolution's father, the hero psychopath" shows us how 
hopes and dreams can be "fooled by the riddle of the revolution". As we said in another song, All Fall Down, "words carried far in time 



and space can topple tyrants, but there's no salvation", and we are back to A Watch in the Night, shorn of its liberal optimism, and the 
dystopia of Red Rain. 
 
The Darkness, or Red Rain, to use its performance title, speaks more of The Book of Revelation. As I wrote in Roman Holiday – The 
Poems of Meniscus Diabetes, “Meniscus’ melancholy muse was leading him down by dark waters, making him to lie down in barren 
pastures. He was clearly journeying through a confused ethical landscape to a sinister philosophical place. One could be tempted to 
postulate that his travels may have taken him off to visit the prescient seer of Patmos”.  
 
When Freedom Comes is a tribute to journalist Robert Fisk, who could say "I walk amongst the conquered, I walk amongst the dead" in 
"the battlegrounds and graveyards" of long forgotten armies and long forgotten wars. If it is about any struggle in particular, it is about 
the Palestinians and their endless, a fruitless yearning for their lost lands. Ironically, should this ever be realized, freedom is probably 
the last thing they will enjoy. They like others before them will be helpless in the face of vested Interest, corruption, and brute force, and 
the dead hand of history. The mercenaries and the robber bands, the warlords and the big men, az zu'ama', are the ones who 
successfully "storm the palace, seize the crown". The people are but pawns in their game.  
 
The Old Road to Jerusalem is more direct, concluding with the plight of those Palestinians after first addressing those who came 
before: those who passed through and more often, perished, Christian pilgrims and the Crusaders, and those who came to stay. Israelis 
are the "exiles in a stolen land" and the Palestinians, the "broken ones" with "hollow hears, empty hands". As the song says, it is a 
"rocky road to heaven's gate".  
 
For "the road of good intentions leads us to the Devil's gate". I Gotta Book, is a commentary on the trials and tribulations of Al Ahl Al 
Kitab. The People of the Book are the three monotheistic faiths that emerged out of the Middle East. In particular, it is about the 
potential expulsion of Christians from the Holy Land, and the rise of Islamic fundamentalism that has brought them to this. I am not a 
religious person, and hold to no faith or creed.. But it is a sad thing that a faith that originated in these lands, and coexisted with myriad 
others for millennia should now reach a point of extinction. So much history, so much culture, so much shared memory. Likewise, the 
destruction that we are seeing today of pre-Islamic ruins, relics and monuments. Even the prophet exhorted the Faithful to learn from 
the civilizations that went before them, and to preserve their traces. Is this the way the world ends, in so much bloodstained rubble and 
dust? 
 
After all the doom and gloom of most of the pieces in this anthology, O Jerusalem is redemption of a kind insofar it is light of heart. It is 
a reminder that amidst the madness and mayhem of today's Middle East, there is still an aura of romance and magic that at this point in 
time has been buried amidst the man-made ruin and rubble. Will the better angels of our nature reassert themselves?  Or have indeed 
the lights of this land been extinguished, not tot be lit again in our lifetime?  
 
I conclude this forward with an abridged adaption of A Watch in the Night, a poem by the Victorian poet Algernon Charles Swinburne. It 
was published in 1871 in his Songs Before Sunrise, a celebration the Risorgimento, the Italian struggle for unity and independence. 
Swinburne wrote it as a chant of optimism and hope, of yearnings finally fulfilled after generations of sacrifice and sorrow. I have 
reduced its nineteen stanzas to three: 
 

Believer, what of the night?  
I cannot tell; I am blind. 
I halt and hearken behind 
If haply the hours will go back 
And return to the dear dead light, 
To the watch fires and stars that of old 
Shone where the sky now is black, 
Glowed where the earth now is cold. 
 
Holy man, what of the night?  
The night is horrible here 
With haggard faces and fear, 
Blood, and the burning of fire. 
Mine eyes are emptied of sight, 
Mine hands are full of the dust. 
If the God of my faith be a liar, 
Who is it that I shall trust? 
 
Tyrant, what of the night?  
Night with pestilent breath 
Feeds us, children of death, 
Clothes us close with her gloom. 
Rapine and famine and fright 
Crouch at our feet and are fed. 
Earth where we pass is a tomb, 
Life where we triumph is dead. 
 

The poem ended with an almost exhausted exhilaration, as if to say:  “Ah, it is over now. We have won!” 
 
Liberty, what of the night?  
I feel not the red rains fall, 
Hear not the tempest at all, 
Nor thunder in heaven no more. 
All the distance is white 
With the soundless feet of the sun. 
Night, with the woes that it wore, 
Night is over and done. 

 
But we have not, and we shall not, for we cannot. 
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Every Picture Tells a Story 
 

 
 

1. Cover. In the Eyes of our Children. A mural in Gaza by German artist Akot. The Guardian, 12th June 2015. The 
Arabic writing says “look through the eyes of our children”. 

2. Siya-se. Damascus, March 2009. The blue says "death to Israel", and the black, "I love you".  
3. Yarmouk Refugee Camp, Damascus. Waiting for UNWRA aid., Al Jazira 26th Feb 2013 
4. "The past beats inside me like a second heart", John Banville,The Sea. Layers of history, Damascus 
5. Khan Al Zait Street, Jerusalem May 2014 
6. Paul in Petra, Summer 1974, and in Wadi Rum, Summer 2007 
7. Under African Skies. December 2008 
8. Sundown in the Dead Cities of the North, Syria March 2009 
9. The Decamanus of Apamea in Spring, Syria March 2009 
10. Bucolic vista of the ancient Roman trading city of Apamea, between Hama and Aleppo. Syria, 2007 
11. Babes in the Wilderness. Syrian children in the eye of the storm. Al Jazeera, September 2011.  
12. Turkish soldiers at Gallipoli. 
13. Shahid. Raymond Hoff’s bronze sculpture, Sacrifice, Hyde Park Cenotaph, Sydney, a memorial to the Australians 

who fought and fell in The Great War.  
14. Will You Volunteer? Bolshevik recruitment poster 1917. 
15. Behold A Pale Horse! Gustave Doré depicts a Horseman of the Apocalype from Revelations. 
16. Timeless. A Syrian moment, in Foreign Policy 23rd July 2012. Paul Simon once sang “On the side of a hill in a land 

called somewhere”. Little changes. 
17. David Rubinger’s iconic photograph of Israeli paratroopers at the newly liberated Western Wall, une 1967. 
18. God is With Us. Al Jazeera. The flag is Egyptian, and the child, a Coptic Christian.   
19. So Far From Home, William Barnes Wollen’s The Last Stand of the 44th Foot at Gandamak, 13th January 1842 

(1898). “So far from home” is young Mary Driscoll’s1847 account of her migration from Ireland to America.  
20. Tiflit Al Harb (War Child), Syria. The Independent 18th March 2013 
21. The Jesus Guy, Carl James Joseph of Detroit, Michigan 
22. “See that girl who’s dressed so plain, thinks she's Mary Magdelene”, Church Of The Holy Sepulcher, May 2014 
 
 

  



     Holy Races and Pious Peregrinations 
 

I first travelled eastwards in the northern summer of 1971. First, Greece, then Egypt, Cyprus, and finally, 
Israel. Upon graduating, I was seized by the idea of visiting the two principal antagonists of the almost recent 
Six Day War. What was planned as but a two month holiday extended to over six months as the appetite 
grew with the eating, and the journey expanded to take in Lebanon, Syria, Jordon, Iraq, Iran, Afghanistan, 
Pakistan, India, and all the way back to England via Turkey. I used the great rivers as my way-stations, 
following  the course set by what I recalled of the conquests of Alexander The Great. The Nile, Jordan, 
Yarmouk, Tigris and Euphrates, Indus and Ganges, and back to Europe across the Bosphorus. At that time, I 
knew nothing of the lands and peoples of the Middle East, of their history, their politics, society and culture. 
My closest contact had come with the movie ‘Lawrence of Arabia’!      
 
I kept a travelogue of places and experiences. The following is what I wrote in August 1971 after walking 
through the Old City of Jerusalem on a hot Friday afternoon. It is observant and lyrical, but in retrospect, 
after almost a lifetime of study and revisiting, is naive, ill- informed, and prejudiced. I include it here as a 
marker-stone on a long and exciting journey, for that first Middle Eastern adventure of mine set my life’s 
course. On my return to the UK, I resolved to know more about this magical world. I studied the history and 
politics, learnt Arabic, embarked on a short-lived academic career, and even worked for the British 
government.   
 
Down along the Western Wall they come, a ‘weeping and a ‘wailing, a ‘bobbin’ and a ’sobbin’, lamenting the 
woes of the long Diaspora, and praising its ingathering. Down along King Herod’s wall, Hassidim in ghetto 
garb and crazy coiffure, and mellifluous odours. Black hats, shorn skulls, side locks and strings, prayer 
shawls and all. And the State of Israel is indeed to some an abomination to the name of The Lord. For its 
recreation must await the advent of The Messiah. And down the road, beyond the golden walls, a running 
fight with the batonned law, holy spit and blessed stones a ‘flying though the violated sanctuary of the Mea 
Sharim Shabbat. 
 
And meanwhile, down Dolorosa way, the baptised brethren, the uncircumcised, the unclean, recreate the 
death march of their own prophet. Up the narrow road, arched and time-trode, come the holy ones, 
chorusing from the heart and singing al fresco, bel canto, acapella. From Pontius’ front door, the race runs 
down and along, up and around. At the starter’s bell, off go the hairy ones. Bass, Greek, sombre and 
ponderous, slow, slow, be getting there some day. Then away go incense-swingers, black ku klux klan clad, 
Armenians. Follow their lamentation, a mournful wailing, their leader flailing his burner like bolas. Literally 
running the course, they are, threatening to pass the lumbering leaders. And coming up behind them are the 
little brown brothers, organ-backed and augmented by angelic, lay-lady-lay and nunny voices. True style 
from the true faith, rising in majesty and oneness with the message, and tinged with the mystery and 
sadness of a defunct Latin litany. Slow, ceremonial, a pious dilatoriness, a shunning of sectarian celerity. 
They win the Holy Races though sheer physical beauty and spiritual transcendence. 
 
And above the heads of the bouncing zealots, still a bopping and a beating, from atop the holy masonry, 
taped muezzin calls the other faithful to their five times a day ass-salat. In the Mosque of Omar, above the 
Wailing Wall, Muslims a ‘dabbling, up-tails all. Fain to raise the unimpeded forehead to The Lord God. Line 
upon line of shiny bums, dirty feet, and holey socks, all pointing northwards, to Damascus, to Byzantium. 
 
“I gotta book, you gotta book, all God's chillern got a book. Together we shall throw the book away and go 
cruising ‘round God’s Heaven”.  
 
 

                                 
  



                                     Jordan Images 
 
Behind, tank-transporters carry away buckled Russian hardware. I had seen the working model a few 
months before in Egypt. And beyond, three long kilometres of soundless wasteland. A rolling plain, without a 
feature, bare and brown, its blankness scarred by abandoned earthworks and indiscriminate tank tracks. 
Signs of war are hidden by the horizon and the lengthening shadows of the evening. The afternoon is hot, 
the wind searing, and the walk, seemingly endless. A clump of trees, the only trees for miles around 
sheltering a rectangular block that announces “Welcome To Jordan”. The silence is all of a sudden shattered 
by birdsong. It reminded me of The Ballad Of O’Driscoll:  “And never was singing so sad, and never was 
singing so gay”. Beautiful, strange, enchanting, amidst the surrounding barrenness. And yet, as I 
approached the rock, a black swarm of flies descent, as messengers of the darkness, intent upon driving 
away all who trespass.   
 
From Ras an Nab and beyond, the black mountains rise like cancers from out of an ochre desert, the 
awakening of mysterious and sinister giants. The sandstone batholiths of streaking strata rise wind-worn and 
naked from the red land which sprawls, dissected by phantom watercourses. The eyes spin wildly, anxious 
to catch everything that the landscape hurls.  
 
And there lies Ma’an, ruined adobe along a dead river, memorial to the toll of a freak tornado and a killer 
flood that came rushing down the wadi. Fresh white stone blends incongruous to the old, and all clean and 
dazzling in sunlight bereft of shade. Dirt track roads revealed as macadam under eh churning wheels of taxis 
and trucks. Open shops spill out onto the boardwalks, scattered goods sprinkled liberally about. Livestock 
and people lounge and linger with nothing doing. Policemen in paramilitary drag recline in the cool shade of 
a squat pseudo-fortress waiting for nothing to happen. Taxi men stand on street corners waiting for custom 
that rarely comes. Children race and create, throwing gestures and words at the cripple boy who stalks, 
baboon-wise, on all fours, his back arched in grotesque paralysis. A shop keeper s[porting a six gun and a 
cartridge belt over his gelabeya shoos them away, but like the flies, they buzz and swarm, darting erratically 
and ever-reconvening with renewed vigour and curiosity. 
 
And in the late afternoon, to wander though the Siq, the narrow, twisting, water-cut gorge which opens out as 
the precipitous and perpendicular gateway to the hidden city. Petra, the city of stone, the city of rose. Steep 
and protective, deeply faulted,, veined in multicoloured strata. Scree beneath eh feet crunching, tearing. 
Guttural cries of birds in the meagre trees which hang suspended from the bare walls. These are the only 
edges to the personal silence that falls. In the heart of the mountains, Petra within its high-rimmed rim of 
stone which changes chameleon, with the rise and the fall of the sun. Dull sandstone in metamorphosis from 
yellow to red to gold, and at last, to a mortified evening grey. At times the very rock is melting, pouring like 
horrific wax down the streaked rock face.  
   
 

 
                  



                                             Embryo 
 

 
 

  اْقَرأْ  ِباْسمِ  َربِّكَ  الَِّذي َخلَقَ  َخَلقَ  اإْلِنَسانَ  ِمنْ  َعلَقٍ   
 

Iqra biismi rabbika alladee khalaqa, khalaqa alinsana min ‘alaqin 
Recite in the name of your lord who created, created man from an embryo  
Surat Al ‘alaq 96:1 
 

 لَْيلَةُ  اْلَقْدرِ  َخيْ رٌ  مِّنْ  أَْلفِ  َشْھرٍ . َساَلمٌ  ِھيَ  َحتَّى َمْطلَعِ  اْلَفْجرِ 
 
Laylatu alqadri khayrun min alfi shahriin.Salamun hiya hatta matla’i alfajrii 
The night of power is better than one thousand months. 
(That night is) Peace until the rising of the dawn.  Al Qur’an, Surat Al Qadr 97 

 
In the start was the void and the void became Man, 
It was cold, oh so cold, and so frightening; 
From the waters of emptiness, condensed the land, 
In the life born of thunder and lightening; 
Hiding His face in the cloud, surveying all He’d endowed: 
 
And the day couldn't come ‘til He’d first made the morning come. 
Night couldn't come ‘‘til He’d first made the day. 
Light couldn't come ‘til He’d first made the morning sun 
To chase the darkness away. 
 
And this low embryo slowly made his ascent, 
So alone, so alone, he was frightened, 
Of the cause and laws unto which He’d been sent, 
In the seeing and being enlightened. 
Confined to Earth, he was bound, born with his face to the ground: 
 
And the day couldn't come ‘til He’d first made the morning come. 
Night couldn't come ‘til He’d first made the day. 
Light couldn't come ‘til He’d first made the morning sun 
To chase the darkness away.  
 
And a voice reaches out in the thickening light 
Over pale and barren lands; 
Calls to the One who brings forth the night 
By covering the Sun with His hands; 
He stains the thickening skies with a rainbow guise: 



 
 
And the day couldn't come ‘til He’d first made the morning come. 
Night couldn't come ‘til He’d first made the day. 
Light couldn't come ‘til He’d first made the morning sun 
To chase the darkness away.  
 
He's the One who commands, He made all the plans, 
All creation revolves 'bout His head; 
With a wave of His hand, He laid out the land 
At His feet like a carpet bed; 
Song to creation, He sings, song in the firmament rings: 
 
And the day couldn't come ‘til He’d first made the morning come. 
Night couldn't come ‘til He’d first made the day. 
Light couldn't come ‘til He’d first made the morning sun 
To chase the darkness away.  
 
Shape without form, a voice without sound, 
He moves in an unseen way; 
A night of power, eternal hour, 
Peace until the break of day; 
The doubter's dart, the traveller's chart, 
An arrow piercing even to the coldest heart, 
A hand surpassing every earthly art, 
And shows everyone his own way: 
 
And the day couldn't come ‘til He’d first made the morning come. 
Night couldn't come ‘til He’d first made the day. 
Light couldn't come ‘til He’d first made the morning sun 
To chase the darkness away.  

 
 

 
 

 هللاَّ  َعلَى ُكلِّ  َشْيءٍ  َقِديرٌ 
Allaha ‘ala kulli shayin qadeerun 
God has the power to will anything 

 
Lailatul Qadr (ليلة القدر ), (the Night of Destiny, Night of Power, Night of Value, the Night of Decree or Night 
of Measures), is the anniversary of the night Muslims believe the first verses of the Qur'an were revealed 
to the Muhammad. Qadr is most commonly translated as power, or wisdom, and also as probability. But 
there is no direct equivalent word in English. In Urdu it is called Andaza, the night where the probabilities 
of the universe are adjusted (somewhat like the expansion and contraction of the universe?). 

  



                                        Ruins and Bones 

   
    
               I  

"My name is Ozymandias, king of kings: 
Look on my works, ye Mighty, and despair!"  
Nothing beside remains. Round the decay  
Of that colossal wreck, boundless and bare, 
The lone and level sands stretch far away. 
                               Percy Bysshe Shelley 

 
In ages far beyond our ken, 
These stones weren't set by mortal men.       
In friendly fields and foreign lands. 
They say these walls were by giants' hands were raised. 
But few, few remember when. 
 
With mortar mixed with blood and soil 
And leavened thence with sweat and toil. 
The masons and the muscle  
All are bones, bones, dry bones,  
And nothing else remains.  
 
Their histories are carved in stone. 
Their mysteries are locked in stone. 
And so the monuments decay 
As lonely sands stretch far away, 
And hide the stones. 
 
Razed down to the bedrock 
Like Jerusalem of old, and built and built again. 
The past now rises up like prayers 
Emerging from the very layers of dust 
That cover time and man. 
 
On sweeping plains and on high places 
Where those who went before us left their traces. 
By lonely towers and standing stones, 



Amidst the castles and the shrines, 
Tracing lives and story lines, 
Lie the ruins and the bones, 
The ruins and the bones, 
Ruins and bones.  

   II 
 

 
 
 
 كان يا ما كان،في قديم الزمان، وسالف العصر واألوان 
  kan ya ma kan fi qadim izzaman wsalifi al`asri wal'awan 
               Once upon a time in ancient times 

 
Time and tide and warp and wind, 
Ah, see what ship by waterside  
Takes us far, and what betides us 
To look back, and watch, and wonder. 
Oh yes, we wander. 
 
And sing such songs as we might hear 
In dreams before day breaking, 
As ancient echoes hide between 
The slumber and the waking. 
We remember,  
Yes, we remember  
 
Iskander marched this way and back 
Across these battlefields of old. 
Persepolis he burned and in Babylon he died,  
And now, embalmed in gold,  
He lies waiting. 
 
The killer khan in death reclines 
Amidst his guards and concubines, 
Who died so none would ever see  
The final resting place where he 
Lies waiting. 
 
And in our own imagining 
The fabled, once and future king 
Upon an island in a lake, 
He slumbers still but will awake 
One day. 
 



To tumbled towers and fallen stones, 
Broken statues, empty tombs. 
Ghosts of commoners and kings 
Walk the walls and catacombs, 
The castles and the shrines,  
Marking lives and story lines,  
Lie the ruins and the bones, 
The ruins and the bones, 
Ruins and bones. 
 
 

 
 

            
  



       E Lucevan le Stelle 
         

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                       
 

Mi retrovai per una selva oscara,che la diritta via era smarrita.  
E quindi uscimmo a riveder le stele 
                                                Dante Alighieri:  Inferno 
E lucevan le stelle ed olezzava la terra  

 Giacomo Puccini; Llibretto, Luigi Illica & Giuseppe Giacosa 
 

In his famous poem, Dante begins his descent into Hell saying:”I came to myself in a dark wood where the straight way 
was lost”. As he journeys downward he travels through seven levels of Hell, each representing escalating punishments 
for escalating degrees of crime, from liars and cheats, through oath breakers and traitors, to robbers and murderers, 
and most particularly, down in the depths,to the killers of children and other innocents. Many represented by historical 
figures and personalities from his own time. Having journeyed down and then back up through the seven, he finally 
returns to the surface saying: “And thence we emerged to see the stars again 
 
TS Elliot wrote, “between the idea and the reality, between the motion and the act, falls the Shadow”.  
 

High stand the stars and moon, 
And meanwhile, down below, 
Towers fall and tyrants fade 
Like footprints in the snow. 
 
The bane of bad geography, 
The burden of topography. 
The lines where they're not meant to be 
Are letters carved in stone. 
 
They're hollowed of all empathy, 
And petrified through history, 
A medieval atrophy 
Defends a feeble throne. 
 
So order goes, and chaos flows 
Across the borderlines, 
For nature hates a vacuum, 
And in these shifting tides,  
 
Bombs and babies, girls and guns, 
Dollars, drugs, and more besides, 
Wash like waves on strangers' shores, 
Damnation takes no sides. 
 
Many have perished, 
And more most surely will. 
 
The paradox of piety observes no disconnect,  
Nor registers anxiety  
As the ship of fools is wrecked.  
So, leaders urge with eloquence, 
And martyrs die in consequence. 
We talk in past and present tense. 
As greed and fear persist. 
 



For reasons only dead men know, 
Few can resist the call to go.  
That is your fate, the wise man said, 
The good book in his fist! 
 
The craven call of hatred rings 
Across a thousand hills. 
The children play in war array. 
Communication kills. 
 
The rockets fly in desert sky 
And swift and deadly the reply. 
So babies die and mothers cry, 
United in the bye and bye. 
 
Many have perished 
And more most surely will. 
 
And time, 'tis said, reveals it's dead, 
And we shall voice what was unsaid. 
Why he was wrong, and I was led, 
His song I sing who gives me bread. 
 
I was not weak, I used my head, 
I had my kin and kind to serve, 
It wasn’t me – I kept the faith,  
It wasn't me who lost his nerve! 
 
All glory to the gods of men 
Who guide us hence and back again 
All glory to the men of gods 
Who goad us thence with iron rods, 
 
Admonish all who rise too high,  
And all who ask the reason why, 
For are all here but to live, 
And die as we're commanded 
    
And is not life a bitter pill, 
The rock to hew, the soil to till, 
Oh, brother, are we striving still? 
We are so sorely stranded. 
 
Many have perished, 
And more most surely will. 
 
We've laboured since antiquity 
In mines of man's iniquity 
We've marvelled at the perfidy 
That covers all we do. 
 
Observed with incredulity 
The boundaries of cruelty, 
How the men they slew, 
The young ones too. 
 
What is a moral soul to do? 
In times. in times of such morbidity, 
But strive for lost lucidity 
And yearn for higher ground. 
 
Above the flood of bigotry, 
We reach for cleaner poetry, 



And pray that in a better place, 
We'll hear, we’ll hear a joyous sound. 
 
Many have perished  
For the protocols of hate. 
Many have perished 
On the orders of the state. 
Many have perished  
By the prophets' holy words 
Many have perished 
By the gun and by the sword. 
Many have perished  
In defence of blood and soil. 
Many have perished  
For diamonds and for oil. 
Many have perished 
In the inquisition's fire. 
Many have perished 
On the wall and on the wire. 
 
Many have perished 
And more most surely will. 
Many have perished 
And the stars are shining still. 

     
And cast down, creation’s crown must one day pay the cost. 
As swept off in the maelstrom, the straight way we had lost. 
But out there in the shadow lands upon that darkling plain, 
We may come out of darkness and see the stars again. 
 
Above the clouds that rise so high, indifferent to all, 
Concealing the anatomy of man’s ascent and fall, 
Concealing trails of infamy beneath the veil of night,  
Above the clouds that cover all, the stars are shining bright. 
 
I wear the weave of history like a second skin, 
I wake with runes of mystery of how we all begin, 
I walk the paths of pioneers who watched the circus start, 
The past now beats within me like a second heart. 
 
I stand as on a rock amidst the churning of the sea, 
I gaze into the distance that is laid out far for me, 
I wonder lonely as a cloud that roams o’er vale and hill, 
Above the clouds that cover all, the stars are shining still. 
 

God moves in a mysterious way 
 His wonders to perform; 
 He plants His footsteps in the sea 
 And rides upon the storm. 
William Cowper  (1731-1800) 
 



 The Watchers of the Water 
 

 
 

They shall grow not old, as we that are left grow old:  
Age shall not weary them, nor the years condemn.  
At the going down of the sun and in the morning,  
We will remember them. 
                 Laurence Binyon, For the Fallen, 1914 
 

The Sun's fiery furnace beat down on our backs. 
We fixed our sharpened bayonets and shouldered heavy packs; 
We marched in ordered files to destiny that day, 
To a land God had forgotten, due east of Suvla Bay. 

 
In hills so rough and rugged, we hauled our guns by hand, 
Raised our shells upon our shoulders to the heights we must command; 
We watched and prayed and waited, each heart beating like a drum, 
We all had our eyes on the sea-ward horizon, to west where they would come. 

 
And the cold moon she rose on the watchers of the water, 
The stars hung brightly, high above the trees, 
And in the warm night-tide, sheep came to the slaughter, 
From their land, so far away across the seas. 
 
When night fell, oh, she fell so soft and silent, 
We could have been in the Garden of Paradise; 
And no man raised his voice, not a soul made a noise, 
Though our blood ran as cold, as cold as ice. 
 
And the cold moon she shone on the watchers of the water, 
The stars hung brightly, high above the trees, 
And in the warm night-tide, sheep came to the slaughter, 
From their land, so far away across the seas. 
 
The cold moonlight upon the water glistened, 
And enwrapped in all of our hopes and fears; 
As through the long night-tide, oh, we watched and listened 
With sharpened eyes and very, very frightened ears. 
 
We saw small boats come sailing from great ships far out to sea; 
And the shells came at us wailing in infernal symphony. 
 
With fists of fire and steel we were hammered hard that night, 
And many brave men went to God without the chance to fight; 



And as the boats drew nearer, oh, we watched with bated breath, 
As we waited for the order, and our turn to deal out death. 

 
And the cold moon looked down on the watchers of the water, 
The stars hung brightly, high above the trees, 
And in the warm night-tide, sheep came to the slaughter, 
From their land, so far away across the seas. 

 
 

 
        

  



The Rhythm of the Revolution 
 

There are decades when nothing happen; and there are weeks when decades happen.  
Attributed to VI Lenin. 

The revolutionary movement grows extremely slowly and with great difficulty. 
VI Lenin Christmas 1916 from: “Bolshevism and Revolution”, Alan Wood. 

 
Kashmir, the fall of 1971.The lights of army trucks break the darkness as I watch from across Lake Dal. Passing through 
railway stations as  war is breaking out, I rush down the line as battalions of young soldiers head up the line. Egypt 
1973, just before the Yom Kippur War, Egyptians feel the weight of poverty and deprivation, and are told it is all for good 
of the battle. Manilla 1983. People Power storms the Malancanang Palace, ending the corrupt and violent reign of 
Ferdinand Marcos. And now, as 2011, the new Year of Revolutions draws to a close amidst violence, hope, and 
economic chaos, we can but wonder at the euphoric, erratic, quixotic, and so often, cyclic march of History. 

 

 
 

 
We have come, guns in our hands; 
We’re not singing songs of love. 
We’ve not come with peace in our hearts; 
We’ve come to kill the dove. 
Young men trained to kill and forced to fight; 
Convoys burning into the frightened night. 
On their armour, their faith is burning bright –  
The revolution’s come. 
 
We ate black bread and water; 
We were waiting for the fight. 
The waiting grew no shorter; 
We were starving for the fight. 
The marching song and the chorus, 
And the beating of the drums 
Will not fill our stomachs for us,  
Will not bring us back, no, give us back our sons… 

 
So we march to the rhythm of the revolution; 
Oh it is our shining hour. 
Move to the rhythm of the revolution, 
And the revolution’s power. 
Run with the rhythm of the revolution, 



Storm the palace, seize the crown. 
Rise to the rhythm of the revolution, 
Shake the system, break it down! 
 
We are waxing lyrical,  
And the days are warm with hope. 
We get play-acting cynical, 
And theatrical in scope. 
The marching song and the chorus 
Will make truth out of the lies; 
You who do the thinking for us 
Guide us to an empty, to an empty prize… 
 
I’m the body, you’re the soul,  
Touch my mind and make me whole; 
In the darkness, give me light,  
When I’m blinded give me sight. 
In the long run, so you say,  
We will greet a brighter day. 
In the long run, so you said – in the long run, we’ll be… 

 
Dead in the middle of the revolution, 
Waiting for our shining hour; 
Lost in the riddle of the revolution, 
And the revolution’s power. 
Washed in the river of the revolution, 
There is no fear, no pain, 
Tied to the wheel of the revolution, 
As the cycle starts again. 
 
March to the rhythm of the revolution; 
Oh it is our shining hour; 
Move to the rhythm of the revolution, 
And the revolution’s power; 
Rise with the rhythm of the revolution, 
Storm the palace, seize the crown. 
Long live the rhythm of the revolution! 
Shake the system - break it down! 
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 When Freedom Comes 
For Robert Fisk 

 

 
 
 

Flashing for the warriors whose strength is not to fight 
Flashing for the refugees on the unarmed road of flight 
An' for each an' ev'ry underdog soldier in the night 
An' we gazed upon the chimes of freedom flashing 

      Bob Dylan, Chimes of Freedom 
 

    Hear the cry in the tropic night, should be the cry of love but it's a cry of fright 
    Some people never see the light till it shines through bullet holes 

                                                                        Bruce Cockburn, Tropic Moon 
  

 
There goes the freedom fighter, 
There blows the dragon’s breath. 
There stands the sole survivor; 
The time-worn shibboleth.   
The zealots’ creed, the bold shahid, 
Give me my daily bread 
I walk amongst the conquered 
I walk amongst the dead  
 
Here comes the rocket launcher, 
There runs the bullets path, 
The revolution’s father, 
The hero psychopath. 
The wanting seed, the aching need  
Fulfill the devil’s pact, 
The incremental balancing  
Between the thought and act. 
 
The long-forgotten army  
In the long-forgotten war. 
Marching to a homeland. 
We’ve never seen before. 
We feel the wind that blows so cold amidst  
The leaves of grass. 
When freedom comes to beating drums 
She crawls on broken glass 
 
There rides the mercenary, 
Here roams the robber band. 
In flies the emissary 



With claims upon our land. 
The lesser breed with savage speed 
Is slaughtered where he stands. 
His elemental fantasy 
Felled by a foreign hand. 
 
 
The long-forgotten army  
In the long-forgotten war. 
Marching to a homeland. 
We’ve never seen before. 
We feel the wind that blows so cold amidst  
The leaves of grass. 
When freedom comes to beating drums 
She crawls on broken glass. 
 
Thy kingdom come, thy will be done 
On heaven and on earth, 
And each shall make his sacrifice, 
And each shall know his worth. 
In stockade and on barricade 
The song will now be heard 
The incandescent energy 
Gives substance to the word.  
 
Missionaries, soldiers, 
Ambassadors ride through 
The battlegrounds and graveyards  
And the fields our fathers knew. 
Through testament and sacrament, 
The prophecy shall pass. 
When freedom runs through clubs and guns,  
She crawls on broken glass. 
 
The long-forgotten army  
In the long-forgotten war. 
Marching to a homeland. 
We’ve never seen before. 
We feel the wind that blows so cold amidst  
The leaves of grass. 
When freedom comes to beating drums 
She crawls on broken glass 
When freedom comes to beating drums 
She crawls on broken glass.  

 
 

  



                             The Old Road to Jerusalem 
  A Nottingham pub, said to be the oldest pub in England, dating to the Crusades 

   

 
 

The air above Jerusalem is filled with prayers and dreams 
like the air above cities with heavy industry. Hard Hard to breath. 
                             From Yehuda Amichai’s  Jerusalem Ecology  
 
In Jerusalem ... the angry face of Yahweh is brooding over the hot rocks which have 
seen more holy murder, rape and plunder than any other place on earth. Its 
inhabitants are poisoned by religion.  
            Arthur Koestler, in Amos Elon’s, Jerusalem: City of Mirrors  
 

   There’s  this thing that happens here, over the hell mouth. Where the way a thing feels - 
it kind of starts being that way for real. I've seen all these things before - just not all at 
once.     
                     Buffy Summers, Buffy The Vampire Slayer, Series 7 

 
Pilgrim of the cross must stand 
On a sun-swept Holy Land, 
Lonely heart in desert sand, 
Strength in faith relying. 
Faith-forged, the palmer's sword, 
In the footsteps of Our Lord, 
He will wander for the word, 
Or will perish trying.  
 
Here's a song to sing, my sons, 
Stories of the holy ones; 
Here's adventure to extol, 
Here's a song to please the soul. 
Wanderers and holy men, 
Lion Heart and Saracen. 
All ye pilgrims cry "Amen" 
On the road to Jerusalem. 
 
Soldier of the cross must stand 
On a blood-stained Holy Land, 
Stony heart in desert sand, 



Strength in arms relying. 
Steel-forged crusader's sword, 
In the footsteps of Our Lord, 
He will conquer for the word, 
Or will perish trying 
 
Here's a song to sing, my sons, 
Stories of the mighty ones; 
Here's adventure to extol, 
Here's a song to please the soul. 
Wanderers and holy men, 
Lion Heart and Saracen. 
All ye pilgrims cry "Amen" 
On the road to Jerusalem. 
 
Strangers in an antique land 
Bid go forth with an high hand. 
Strong heart in desert sand, 
Strength in arms relying. 
Sprung from an ancient faith, 
Forged in fire, honed in hate, 
Broken road to heaven's gate. 
Hear the mountains crying: 
 
Here's a song to sing, my sons, 
Stories of the chosen ones; 
Here's adventure to extol, 
Here's a song to please the soul. 
Wanderers and holy men, 
Lion Heart and Saracen. 
All ye pilgrims cry "Amen" 
On the road to Jerusalem. 
 
Exiles in a stolen land 
Children of the gun now stand. 
Hollow hearts, empty hand…. 
In the prison of their days, 
Casualties and castaways, 
Teach the freemen how to praise… 
 
Here’s a song to sing, my sons, 
Stories of the broken ones; 
Such adventure to extol, 
Here’s a song to freeze the soul. 
Wanderer, holy men, 
Lion Heart, Saracen. 
All ye pilgrims cry "Amen" 
On the road to Jerusalem, 
The road to Jerusalem.  
The old road to Jerusalem. 
 

  



                 I Gotta Book 
 

 
 

Forgive, O Lord, my little jokes on Thee,  
And I'll forgive Thy great big one on me.  
    Robert Frost "In the Clearing" (1962)  
 

 
Saydnaya and Ma'loula,in mountains northwest of Damascus, date back to Byzantine times and 
earlier. Aramaic, the language of bible days, is still spoken in these predominantly Christian 
towns. In October 2013, in the midst of a civil war, a Russian philanthropist financed the raising 
of a gigantic bronze statue of Christ the Redeemer on a mountain above Saydnaya, as a 
symbol of peace and reconciliation. Taller than the Christ in Rio de Janeiro, Brazil, it ue can be 
seen from Lebanon, Jordan, Palestine, and Israel. Soon afterward, Ma'alula was captured by 
Islamist fighters, it's churches and monasteries vandalized, and it's people scattered, whilst the 
Jihadists have also targeted the Christ.  

 
 
On a hill above a road  
Where in old days pilgrims trode,  
Christ himself is risen, 
Borne aloft on Russian gold. 
I know my Redeemer liveth,  
And the crooked path's made straight, 
But the road of good intentions 
Leads us to the devil's gate. 
 
For the fervent true believers, 
And their sanctified brigade, 
The path of least resistance 
Leads them on a lost crusade 
That echoes of old hatreds 
Harking back to harder times, 
And if history don't repeat itself, 
You can be damn sure it rhymes. 
 
I gotta book, you gotta book, 
All God's children gotta book or three. 
One fine day, gonna throw the book away 
And roam around God's Heaven. 
 
We've poured the wine of anger  
On the graves of honest men, 
We've raised the banner once before,  
We'll raise it yet again. 
In holy ground of memory, 
The dragons' teeth are sown. 



And we'll send our sons to die again, 
So far away from home. 
 
They'd sing:  
I gotta book, you gotta book, 
All God's children gotta book or three. 
One fine day we're gonna throw the book away 
And roam around God's Heaven. 
 
There's a village in a valley 
That time has hid away 
Where folk could talk to Jesus 
If he returned today. 
And what is it they'd tell him? 
And how would he reply 
When he saw the rock and rubble 
And the smoke against the sky? 
 
He'd say: 
I gotta book, you gotta book, 
All My children got a book or three. 
One fine day gonna throw your book away 
And roam around Dad's Heaven. 
 
And we'd sing: 
I gotta book, you gotta book, 
All God's children gotta book. Not me! 
One fine day gonna throw the book away 
And roam around God's Heaven. 
 
 

 
 

 
  



O Jerusalem! 
 

 
 
Sound the trumpets of Zion to summon forth the saints.  
                                         From The Song of Solomon 
 

O Jerusalem! 
I never thought that faith could be so strong! 
Ah, Jerusalem! 
I never knew that faith could be such fun! 
 
It's something you don't do at home. 
It happens in Paris and Rome. 
The fevered faithful's illusion   
That causes such holy confusion. 
Scully and Mulder have fought it, 
Homer Simpson has caught it 
In Jerusalem.  
 
Bear me up on angels wings 
And other transcendental things. 
Cradle me in Jesus' arms, 
Far from home but safe from harm. 
Where the Golden Walls still glow, 
Let my people go 
To Jerusalem. 
Never knew that faith could be so strong. 
O Jerusalem! 
Never knew that faith could be such fun! 
 
Filipinas in a row harmonizing with "swing low  
Sweet chariot". 
Charismatic holy clown roams the alleys of the town, 
Says he's hunting down Iscariot. 
Pentecostal Germans heard  
Their  pastor preach the Holy Word 
Drab babushkas clutch their crosses, 
Eastern priest in black now blesses 
Those who lie with arms out swept 
On the rock where Jesus wept 
In Jerusalem! 
Never knew that faith could be so strong! 
O Jerusalem! 



I want whatever they are on! 
 
See that girl who’s dressed so plain, thinks she's 
Mary Magdelene 
Waiting just beyond the Tomb for her Lord 
To come again. 
Is he not already here? Don't you see him 
Over there? 
In his robe of woven wool, sandals, beard,  
And flowing hair 
There's lady known to me 
Who would make a cup of tea 
And take it up to Mount Scopus every morning 
To give to Christ when he returned in glory - 
And I tell you, I'm not making up this story! 
It’s Jerusalem! 
I never knew that faith could be such fun! 
O Jerusalem! 
I want whatever they are on. 
 
Sometimes in morning dreams, I see 
The Holy City in front of me: 
Forever and ever, and world without end, 
We all need an invisible friend 
In Jerusalem.  
 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 



Pity The Nation 

 
 

The Lebanese Civil War broke loose forty years ago this month. A cold war fuelled, by aggregating hostility between the 

Palestinian refugee community, a militarized state within a state, and their reluctant Lebanese hosts, became hot with 

deadly clashes between Palestinian and Maronite militias. Sects, clans, families, and the political parties and militias that 

gathered about them, went for their guns, the hounds of hell were loosed, and the massacres began. 

 

In a Levantine echo of the Thirty Years War that raged through Western Europe from 1618, cities were destroyed and 

the countryside ravaged as armies, militias and gangsters fought over the fallen body of a divided and devastated land. 

Muslims fought Christians, Sunni fought Shi’a, Maronites fought Orthodox, Druze fought Muslims and Christians, 

communists fought nationalists, and Palestinians, at one time or other, fought everyone, including other Palestinians. 

And all changed partners and enemies in a bloody danse macabre that was at once mediaeval and mid-20th Century in 

its savagery. 

 

This Hobbesian “war of all against all” drew in outsiders. Syrians, who during the course of their intervention, changed 

allies and adversaries as their political and strategic aims and interests mutated, and ruled the country until, implicated in 

the assassination of popular former prime Minister Rafik Hariri in 2005, beat an undignified retreat (whilst never quite 

relinquishing the levers of power). Israelis, threatened by guerrilla attacks in the Fatah land of southern Lebanon, 

ostensibly invaded Lebanon to destroy the Palestinian military machine, and as the midwife in the birth of the Shi’a 

Hezbollah, waded with eyes wide shut into a quagmire that many have viewed as their Vietnam. Americans and French, 

who intervened with the aim of separating the warring sides and pushing them towards a ceasefire, departed in the 

aftershock of Hezbollah bombs that killed hundreds of their servicemen. And United Nations Blue Berets who serve and 

die still in the hostile borderlands. 

 

The war raged for the next fifteen years, staggering to an end in 1990 after claiming over 150,000 lives and destroying 

the lives of tens of thousands of others, including over 100,000 permanently handicapped. Nearly a million souls fled 

their homes, and some 76, 000 remain displaced to this day, now forgotten in the midst of the new and greater Syrian 

diaspora, whilst tens of thousands emigrated permanently. There are still some 17,000 “disappeared” who may be either 

still in Syrian or Lebanese jails, or more likely, in one of hundreds of unmarked graves scattered across this tiny country. 

 

There are no memorials, no cenotaphs, no national commission to trace the missing, and no Madiba to gather and 

reconcile the sundered tribes. Just memories of what those who endured call “the events”, and for some, a selective 

amnesia. A harrowing half-life endures, sleeping embers constantly being fanned to life by the ill winds that blow across 



the porous frontier with Syria and the iron curtain that separates Hezbollah from Israel. It said that old wars beget future 

wars. And in no land can this be more of a self-fulfilling prophecy if the Gods Of War have their way. 

 

As well they might as the legacy lives on in the rise and rise of Hezbollah, a non-state that is stronger than the state. In 

the use of car bombs, suicide bombers, foreign hostages, and human shields as canny weapons in what we now call 

asymmetrical urban warfare. In the destruction of the Palestinians’ once formidable military muscle, now quarantined in 

the Gaza ghetto and the impotent Palestinian Authority. In remembrance of the massacres of Sabra and Shatilla that still 

haunt Israeli and Palestinian dreams, when Yasser Arafat decamped for Libya with his army and left his people at the 

mercy of the Phalange militia. The Palestinians are still in Lebanon, still yearning for their terra irredenta in the south. 

 

And in Lebanon redux, some say the old hatreds linger still and could rekindle the fires of war. Others hope that a 

younger generation do not take the road to perdition travelled by their elders. Armed young men in Sunni Tripoli and in 

Beirut’s Shi’a suburbs, and fighting in Syria may disagree. Calmer countries chart their fortunes with the rise and fall of 

their financial indices, whilst Lebanese can check the political weather by watching the market price of hand-guns and 

Kalashnikovs. They may have buried the hatchets, but many know where they are buried. 

 

The roots and fruits of the Lebanese civil war are myriad and complex. The redoubtable journalist Robert Fisk unravels 

them best in his tombstone of book, Pity The Nation. Read it and weep. For it is a bloody saga of trial and treachery, of 

enmity and endurance, of courage and cravenness, but most of all, of infinite sadness. And none more so than when he 

writes of a Lebanese doctor, Amal Shamaa: “I had to take the babies and put them in buckets of water to put out the 

flames. When I took them out half an hour after, they were still burning. Even in the mortuary, they smouldered for 

hours”. “Next morning”, Fisk continues, “Amal Shamaa took the tiny corpses out of the mortuary for burial. To her horror, 

they again burst into flames”. Such is the effect of phosphorous shells on mortal flesh. 

 

The title of Fisk’s book is that of a poem written in 1934 by Khalil Gibran, Lebanon’s most celebrated poet, a poem that 

was both a prophetic testament and a testimony of times to come: “Pity the nation divided into fragments, each fragment 

deeming itself a nation”. 

 

© Paul Hemphill April 29th, 2015. All rights reserved. 

 

http://dailystar.com.lb/News/Lebanon-News/2014/Apr-12/253085-decades-on-lebanon-still-struggles-to-heal-war-

wounds.ashx 

http://en.m.wikipedia.org/wiki/Pity_the_Nation 
 
 
  



                                 Messianic Carpet Rides 
 

 
 
When it comes to stories about The Middle East, I am reminded of the Bobster’s closing lines in the wonderful Black 

Diamond Bay: “Seems like every time you turn around, there’s another hard-luck story that you’re gonna hear”. Anyhow, 

getting away from all the doom and gloom, here is something completely different. 

Our recent visit to Jerusalem inspired several posts on this blog, and several poems. One of the latter, published 

below, examines the Jerusalem Syndrome. 

 

This is a group of mental phenomena involving the presence of either religiously themed obsessive ideas, delusions or 

other psychosis-like experiences that are triggered by a visit to the city of Jerusalem. It is not exclusive to one particular 

religion or denomination, having affected Jews, Christians and Muslims from many different countries and backgrounds. 

 

In The Simpsons episode The Greatest Story Ever D’ohed, the Simpsons travel to Israel where Homer is afflicted with 

the syndrome, the illness and its effect on Homer being one of the plot’s central themes. In The X-Files 

episode Revelations, agents Scully and Mulder try to subdue a man afflicted with a form of the syndrome. 

 

 
 

The featured photograph at the head of this blog is a real-life version of the above Simpsons picture.  The man at centre 

stage is Carl James Joseph of Detroit, Michigan, ‘The Jesus Guy’ we encountered in the Church Of The Holy Sepulchre. 

He has been a common sight around the Old City for many years now.j 



Of all the cities in the world, why Jerusalem? 

 

“The Arabs call the city ‘Al Quds’, “The Holy’. It was deemed sacred from pre-history. Those aforementioned iconoclast 

scholars suggest that Jerusalem was actually the holiest place in Islam, and that like Islam itself and the Prophet, Mecca 

and Medina were retrofitted to suit the conqueror’s narrative. A city of the mind as much as of this earth, it haunts the 

prayers and dreams of three faiths, and to this this day, it is coveted and contested. “The air above Jerusalem”, wrote 

Israeli poet Yehuda Amichai, “is filled with prayers and dreams, like the air above cities with heavy industry. Hard to 

breathe”. Arthur Koestler wrote: “The angry face of Yahweh is brooding over the hot rocks which have seen more holy 

murder, rape and plunder than any other place on earth”. Perhaps it is because Jerusalem is mankind’s number one hot 

spot! “There’s this thing that happens here, over the hell mouth”, says Buffy, “where the way a thing feels – it kind of 

starts being that way for real. I’ve seen all these things before – just not all at once”. More Jews have probably died 

violently in Jerusalem than in the Holocaust. And countless folk of other faiths have likewise perished”. 

From A Brief History Of The Rise And Fall Of The West by Paul Hemphill     

https://howlinginfinite.wordpress.com/a-brief-history-of-the-rise-and-fall-of-the-west-2/ 

 

 
 

© Paul Hemphill, February 21st 2015. All rights reserved 

 

Need to know more about the Jerusalem Syndrome?  Read: http://en.m.wikipedia.org/wiki/Jerusalem_syndrome 

But the article reproduced below by Chris Nashawaty is much more entertaining. 

See also the following article about ‘The Jesus Guy': 

http://www.dailymail.co.uk/news/article-2525844/The-Jesus-guy-Bearded-man-familiar-sight-Jerusalem-wearing-robe-

carrying-cross-revealed-Detroit-preacher.html 

 

    
  



                   The Jerusalem Syndrome: Why Some Religious Tourists Believe They Are the Messiah 

                                                       Chris Nashawaty, Wired, 17th February 2012 

 

Shortly after his 40th birthday, the life of a man we’ll call Ronald Hodge took a strange turn. He still looked pretty good for 

his age. He had a well-paying job and a devoted wife. Or so he thought. Then, one morning, Hodge’s wife told him she 

no longer loved him. She moved out the next day. A few weeks later, he was informed that his company was downsizing 

and that he would be let go. Not knowing where to turn, Hodge started going to church again. 

 

Even though he’d been raised in an evangelical household, it had been years since Hodge had thought much about God. 

But now that everything seemed to be falling apart around him, he began attending services every week. Then every 

day. One night, while lying in bed, he opened the Bible and began reading. He’d been doing this every night since his 

wife left. And every time he did, he would see the same word staring back at him—the same four syllables that seemed 

to jump off the page as if they were printed in buzzing neon: Jerusalem. Hodge wasn’t a superstitious man, he didn’t 

believe in signs, but the frequency of it certainly felt like … something. A week later, he was 30,000 feet over the Atlantic 

on an El Al jet to Israel. 

When Hodge arrived in Jerusalem, he told the taxi driver to drop him off at the entrance to the Old City. He walked 

through the ancient, labyrinthine streets until he found a cheap hostel near the Church of the Holy Sepulchre. He had a 

feeling that this was important. Supposedly built on top of the spot where Jesus Christ was crucified and three days later 

rose from the dead, the domed cathedral is the holiest site in  

Christendom.  And Hodge knew that whatever called him to the Holy Land was emanating from there. 

During his first few days in Jerusalem, Hodge rose early and headed straight to the church to pray. He got so lost in 

meditation that morning would slip into afternoon, afternoon into evening, until one of the bearded priests tapped him on 

the shoulder and told him it was time to go home. When he returned to his hostel, he would lie in bed unable to sleep. 

Thoughts raced through his head. Holy thoughts. That’s when Hodge first heard the Voice. 

 

Actually, heard is the wrong word. He felt it, resonating in his chest. It was like his body had become a giant tuning fork 

or a dowsing rod. Taking a cue from the sign of the cross that Catholics make when they pray, Hodge decided that if the 

vibrations came from the right side of his chest, it was the Holy Ghost communicating with him. If he felt them farther 

down, near the base of his sternum, it was the voice of Jesus. And if he felt the voice humming inside his head, it was the 

Holy Father, God himself, calling. 

 

Soon, the vibrations turned into words, commanding him to fast for 40 days and 40 nights. None of this scared him. If 

anything, he felt a warm, soothing peace wash over him because he was finally being guided. 

Not eating or drinking came easily at first. But after a week or so, the other backpackers at his hostel began to grow 

concerned. With good reason: Hodge’s clothes were dirty and falling off of him. He had begun to emit a pungent, off-

putting funk. He was acting erratically, hallucinating and singing the word Jesus over and over in a high-pitched chirp. 

“Jesus … Jesus … Jesus …” 

 

Hodge camped out in the hostel’s lobby and began introducing himself to one and all as the Messiah. Eventually, the 

manager of the hostel couldn’t take it anymore. He didn’t think the American calling himself Jesus was dangerous, but 

the guy was scaring away customers. Plus, he’d seen this kind of thing before. And he knew there was a man who could 

help. 

 

Herzog Hospital sits on a steep, sun-baked hill on the outskirts of Jerusalem. Its sprawling grounds are dotted with tall 

cedars and aromatic olive trees. Five floors below the main level is the office of Pesach  

Lichtenberg, head of the men’s division of psychiatry at Herzog. Lichtenberg is 52 years old and thin, with glasses and a 

neatly trimmed beard. Born into an Orthodox Jewish family in Crown Heights, Brooklyn, he moved to Israel in 1986 after 

graduating from Albert Einstein College of Medicine in the Bronx and has worked at Herzog more or less ever since. It’s 



here that he has become one of the world’s leading experts on the peculiar form of madness that struck Ronald Hodge—

a psychiatric phenomenon known as Jerusalem syndrome. 

 

On a bright, late summer morning, Lichtenberg greets me in the chaotic lobby of the hospital, smiling and extending his 

hand. “You missed it!” he says. “We had a new Chosen One brought into the ward this morning.” We go down to 

Lichtenberg’s office; on top of a bookcase is a giant shofar, a curved ram’s horn that religious Jews sound on the high 

holidays. A middle-aged British man under the doctor’s care had used it to trumpet the Messiah’s—that is to say, his 

own—coming. Lichtenberg explains that allowing me to meet his latest patient would violate hospital policy, and he can’t 

discuss ongoing cases. He’ll talk about past patients as long as I agree to de-identify them, as I did with Hodge. “But,” he 

adds, “that doesn’t mean we can’t try to find a messiah of our own. In a few days, we’ll take a walk around the Old City 

and maybe we’ll find one for you there.” 

 

There’s a joke in psychiatry: If you talk to God, it’s called praying; if God talks to you, you’re nuts. In Jerusalem, God 

seems to be particularly chatty around Easter, Passover, and Christmas—the peak seasons for the syndrome. It affects 

an estimated 50 to 100 tourists each year, the overwhelming majority of whom are evangelical Christians. Some of these 

cases simply involve tourists becoming momentarily overwhelmed by the religious history of the Holy City, finding 

themselves discombobulated after an afternoon at the Wailing Wall or experiencing a tsunami of obsessive thoughts 

after walking the Stations of the Cross. But more severe cases can lead otherwise normal housewives from Dallas or 

healthy tool-and-die manufacturers from Toledo to hear the voices of angels or fashion the bedsheets of their hotel 

rooms into makeshift togas and disappear into the Old City babbling prophecy. 

 

Lichtenberg estimates that, in two decades at Herzog, the number of false prophets and self-appointed redeemers he 

has treated is in the low three figures. In other words, if and when the true Messiah does return (or show up for the first 

time, depending on what you believe), Lichtenberg is in an ideal spot to be the guy who greets Him. 

 

“Jerusalem is an insane place,” one anthropologist says. “It overwhelms people.” 

 

While it’s tempting to blame the syndrome on Israel’s holiest city, that wouldn’t be fair. At least, not completely. “It’s just 

the trigger,” says Yoram Bilu, an Israeli psychological anthropologist at the University of Chicago Divinity School. “The 

majority of people who suffer from Jerusalem syndrome have some psychiatric history before they get here.” The 

syndrome doesn’t show up in the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders, but it and its kissing cousins are 

well-known to clinicians. For example, there’s Stendhal syndrome, in which visitors to Florence are overwhelmed by 

powerful works of art. First described in the early 19th century in Stendhal’s Naples and Florence: A Journey from Milan 

to Reggio, the disorder can lead to spontaneous fainting, confusion, and hallucinations. Paris syndrome, first described in 

1986, is characterized by acute delusions in visitors to the City of Light and for some reason seems to preferentially 

affect Japanese tourists. Place, it seems, can have a profound effect on the mind. 

 

What’s actually happening in the brain, though, isn’t completely clear. Faith isn’t easy to categorize or study. Andrew 

Newberg, a neuroscientist at Thomas Jefferson University in Philadelphia, has conducted several brain-imaging studies 

of people in moments of extreme devotion. The limbic system, the center for our emotions, begins to show much higher 

activity, while the frontal lobes, which might ordinarily calm people, start to shut down. “In extreme cases, that can lead to 

hallucinations, where someone might believe they’re seeing the face of God or hearing voices,” Newberg says. “Your 

frontal lobe isn’t there to say, ‘Hey, this doesn’t sound like a good idea.’ And the person winds up engaging in behaviors 

that are not their norm.” 

 

The psychosis typical of Jerusalem syndrome develops gradually. At first the victim may begin to feel symptoms of 

anxiety, nervousness, and insomnia. The next day, there may be a compulsive urge to break away from the rest of the 

tour group and visit holy places like the Church of the Holy Sepulchre or the Church of the Nativity in Bethlehem. 



Sufferers might follow this with a series of purification rituals such as shaving all of their body hair, clipping their nails, or 

washing themselves free of earthly impurities. The afflicted may then venture into the Old City to shout confused 

sermons claiming that redemption is at hand. In some cases, victims believe they are merely a cog in an ineffable 

process, helping to set the stage for the Messiah’s return with some small task they’ve been given. In more extreme 

cases, they can be swept up by psychotic delusions so intense, so ornate, that they become convinced they are Jesus 

Christ. “Jerusalem is an insane place in some ways. It overwhelms people, and it has for centuries,” Bilu says. “The city 

is seductive, and people who are highly suggestible can succumb to this seduction. I’m always envious of people who 

live in San Diego, where history barely exists.” 

 

In other words, what you can blame Jerusalem for is looking like, well, Jerusalem. The Old City is a mosaic of sacred 

spaces, from the al-Aqsa Mosque to the Western Wall of the Temple Mount to the well-trodden stones on which Jesus 

supposedly walked. Like every city, it’s the combination of architecture and storytelling that makes Jerusalem more than 

just a crossroads. Great cities, the places that feel significant and important when you walk their streets, always rely on 

stagecraft—a deftly curving road, finely wrought facades, or a high concentration of light-up signage can all impart a 

sense of place, of significance. This architectural trickery can even instill a feeling of the sacred. The colonnades around 

St. Peter’s Square at the Vatican, the rock garden at Ryoanji temple in Kyoto, and the pillars at the Jamarat Bridge near 

Mecca all shoot laser beams of transcendence into the brain of a properly primed visitor. “Part of the experience of going 

to these places is the interweaving of past and present,” says Karla Britton, an architectural historian at the Yale School 

of Architecture. “There’s a collapse of time. And for some people who visit these sacred sights and spaces, this collapse 

can be psychologically disorienting. The whole act of pilgrimage is deliberately intended as a kind of disorientation.” 

 

That in and of itself doesn’t make someone crazy. “There are a lot of people who come to Israel and feel God’s 

presence, and there’s nothing wrong with that,” Lichtenberg says. “That’s called, at the very least, a good vacation. God 

forbid a psychiatrist sticks his nose into something like that.” He smiles and rubs his beard. “But the question is, at what 

point is belief OK and at what point is it not OK? If someone says, ‘I believe in God,’ OK. And if they say, ‘I believe the 

Messiah will come,’ fine. And if they say, ‘I believe His coming is imminent,’ you think, well, that’s a man of real faith. But 

if they then say, ‘And I know who it is! I can name names!’ you go, wait a second—hold on!” 

 

When people with Jerusalem syndrome show up at the hospital, doctors often just let them unspool their stories, 

however strange the narratives may seem. If the people aren’t dangerous, they are usually discharged. Violent patients 

might be medicated and kept under observation pending contact with their family or consulate. After all, the most 

effective treatment when it comes to Jerusalem syndrome is often pretty simple: Get the person the hell out of 

Jerusalem. “The syndrome is a brief but intense break with reality that is place-related,” Bilu says. “When the person 

leaves Jerusalem, the symptoms subside.” 

 

Lichtenberg didn’t know any of this when he started at Herzog. Then, shortly after he began his residency in the late 

1980s, he met a 35-year-old Christian woman from Germany. She was single and traveling alone in Israel. He 

remembers her as being gaunt, prematurely gray, and highly educated. The police had picked her up in the Old City for 

badgering tourists about the Lord’s return. “She arrived in a state of bliss because she believed the Messiah was 

coming,” Lichtenberg says. “I probably thought, she’s just meshuggeneh.” 

 

Over the next few days, Lichtenberg underwent a transformation of his own. He became obsessed with the German 

woman’s case. He thought about how she would ricochet from periods of giddy rapture to moments of outright hostility 

and confusion. During her more manic moments, she wanted to share the Good News with the doctor. In her more 

depressive ones, she wandered the psychiatric ward desperately trying to hear the voices in her head that had gone 

momentarily silent. She would rub her temples as if she could dial in the voice of God, like someone trying to tune in a 

far-off radio station. 

 



The woman stayed at the hospital for a month, until the doctor could arrange for her to be sent home. Lichtenberg has no 

idea what happened to her after she returned to Germany, but more than 20 years later he can still recall the smallest 

details of her case. “It was so interesting talking to her, but I was also a little embarrassed because there was no one at 

the hospital to encourage that sort of thing back then. At the time, the thinking here was more like, OK, what dosage is 

she getting? Should we increase it?” 

 

This way of thinking is more sympathetic than many psychiatrists would call for. Actually, it wasn’t that long ago that one 

respected Israeli physician put two patients who both claimed to be the Messiah in a room together just to see what 

would happen. Each rabidly accused the other of being an impostor, barking fire-and-brimstone threats. 

 

“People come to Israel and feel God’s presence,” Pesach Lichtenberg says. “There’s nothing wrong with that.” 

 

Self-styled prophets have been journeying to Jerusalem on messianic vision quests for centuries. A certain Nazarene 

carpenter was merely the most charismatic and most written about. But it wasn’t until the 1930s that an Israeli 

psychiatrist named Heinz Herman clinically described Jerusalem syndrome for the first time. One of his early cases 

involved an Englishwoman who was so convinced the Second Coming was at hand that she climbed to the top of 

Jerusalem’s Mt. Scopus every morning with a cup of tea to welcome the Lord. 

Most cases are harmless, but there have been disturbing exceptions. In 1969 an Australian tourist named Denis Michael 

Rohan was so overwhelmed by what he believed to be his God-given mission that he set fire to the al-Aqsa Mosque, one 

of Islam’s most sacred sites, which sits atop the Temple Mount directly above the Wailing Wall. The blaze led to rioting 

throughout the city. Rohan later said that he had to clear the site of “abominations” so it would be cleansed for the 

Second Coming. (The mosque was rebuilt by a Saudi construction company owned by Osama bin Laden’s father.) 

 

More recently, an American man became so convinced he was Samson that he tried—and failed—to move a block of the 

Wailing Wall. An American woman came to believe she was the Virgin Mary and went to nearby Bethlehem to search for 

her baby, Jesus. And a few years ago, the Israeli press reported on a 38-year-old American tourist who, after spending 

10 days in Israel, began roaming the surrounding hills muttering about Jesus. Shortly after being hospitalized, he jumped 

off a 13-foot-high walkway near the emergency room, breaking several ribs and puncturing his lung. 

 

Lichtenberg says that during times of uncertainty and conflict (not infrequent in Israel), admissions to his ward spike. For 

example, in late 1999, when the rest of the world quaintly panicked about the Y2K bug and whether they’d be able to use 

their ATMs on January 1, Israel was on high alert, afraid that deranged religious crazies would flock to Jerusalem in 

anticipation of a millennial apocalypse. At the peak, five patients a week were brought into Lichtenberg’s ward. The 

country’s defense forces were concerned that someone would try to blow up the al-Aqsa Mosque, finishing the job 

Rohan started 30 years earlier. 

 

One of the patients brought into Herzog at the time was an old man who sold novelty wooden back-scratchers near 

Lichtenberg’s home. The doctor knew him. He also knew that the man firmly believed he was King David. “Was he 

psychotic? Yeah, OK,” the doctor says with a shrug. “But I didn’t see any need to keep him. Unfortunately, he passed 

away recently. Otherwise, I would have loved for you to meet him. He would have been happy to talk to you.” 

 

At 9 the next morning, the doctor and I are walking the narrow streets of the Old City. It seems like a good way to 

conduct an interview, outside the sterile confines of the hospital. Plus, we are still hoping to meet a messiah. 

 

The scents of cumin and turmeric and cardamom are so overwhelming that my eyes begin to water. And even though the 

doctor has lived in Jerusalem for 25 years, his sense of direction in the winding alleys of the Muslim Quarter seems 

sketchy at best. After several embarrassing wrong turns and switchbacks, we find ourselves standing face-to-face with 

an Arab butcher skinning a goat that hangs on a giant rusty hook. We detour left down a dark passageway and nearly 



crash into a dozen elderly Italian women dressed in the black clothes of mourning, carrying a 6-foot wooden cross on 

their hunched backs. They’re huddled together like a rugby scrum, chanting in Latin as they take plodding steps along 

the Stations of the Cross, reenacting Jesus’ bloody march to his crucifixion. 

 

We move aside to let them slowly pass. Neither one of us says a word. And as soon as they turn the corner and 

disappear from view, he turns to me. “I’ve got chills. Do you?” I have to admit I do. 

The doctor asks me to try to describe what I’m feeling as if I am one of his patients, and I stammer a response about 

going to Sunday School as a kid and the thick smell of incense I remember at Easter Mass at my father’s Syrian 

Orthodox church. But, really, as soon as I try to put the sentiment into words, the chills subside and trickle away. 

 

This is essentially what happened to the patient I’ve called Ronald Hodge. After a month of taking antipsychotic drugs 

under Lichtenberg’s care at Herzog, he gradually came to accept the hazy reality of what he’d been through. He was still 

confused, but he was calmer, more cooperative, and he no longer felt voices thrumming through his body. The American 

consulate arranged for his discharge and put him on a flight back to the States. He went back to his old life. 

 

Lichtenberg and I come to the Church of the Holy Sepulchre. Inside the entrance is the Stone of Unction, symbolizing the 

spot where Jesus’ body was anointed and wrapped in a shroud after he was taken down from the cross. Men are 

kneeling with lit candles. Women are kissing the stone and running their rosaries along the top of it. Many are crying. It’s 

profoundly moving. 

 

We head east toward the Wailing Wall. There, rows of men dressed in black and wearing sidecurls are rocking back and 

forth as they pray. Lichtenberg grows quiet and slowly approaches the wall, rubbing his hand on one of the giant stones. 

He leans forward and softly kisses it. After a few minutes, he looks around and says, “No messiahs here today. Sorry.” 

He seems honestly apologetic. 

 

Later, over a cold drink, Lichtenberg confesses that he sometimes views his patients with less-than-scientific eyes. “I 

guess when someone comes into the hospital claiming to be the Messiah, my interest is not just clinical,” he says. 

“Sometimes you can see right away that the patient isn’t the charismatic type. They’re just a sick patient. But, OK, yes, I’ll 

admit it. There have been a number of people over the years who managed to arouse a certain hope that, hey, wouldn’t 

it be great if this person really is the One? So far I’ve been disappointed. But you never know who will walk through that 

door tomorrow.” His cell phone buzzes on the table. He’s needed back at Herzog. 

 

As Lichtenberg walks off toward the hospital, the drone of the muezzin’s call to prayer crackles and hisses over a 

loudspeaker. The hairs on the back of my neck stand up. Is this the strange power of Jerusalem? Or just the result of an 

overactive limbic system? It feels deeper than that—more holy. But then again, what is deeper than neurochemistry? 

 

Chris Nashawaty (chris_nashawaty@ew.com) is a senior writer at Entertainment Weekly. 

http://www.wired.com/2012/02/ff_jerusalemsyndrome/all/ 

 
  



                   Amazing Grace : There’s Magic In The Air 
 

 
 
“If I forget thee, Oh Jerusalem!”  

 

Jerusalem, The Golden. The Arabs call the city ‘Al Quds’, “The Holy’. It was deemed sacred from pre-history. Iconoclast 

scholars suggest that Jerusalem was actually the holiest place in Islam, and that like Islam itself and the Prophet, Mecca 

and Medina were retrofitted to suit the conqueror’s narrative. A city of the mind as much as of this earth, it haunts the 

prayers and dreams of three faiths, and to this this day, it is coveted and contested. “The air above Jerusalem”, wrote 

Israeli poet Yehuda Amichai, “is filled with prayers and dreams, like the air above cities with heavy industry. Hard to 

breath”. Arthur Koestler wrote: “The angry face of Yahweh is brooding over the hot rocks which have seen more holy 

murder, rape and plunder than any other place on earth”. Perhaps it is because Jerusalem is mankind’s number one hot 

spot! “There’s this thing that happens here, over the hell mouth”, says Buffy, “where the way a thing feels – it kind of 

starts being that way for real. I’ve seen all these things before – just not all at once”. More Jews have probably died 

violently in Jerusalem than in the Holocaust. And countless folk of other faiths have likewise perished. 

Paul Hemphill, A Brief History Of The Rise And Fall Of The West. https://howlinginfinite.wordpress.com/a-brief-history-of-

the-rise-and-fall-of-the-west-2/ 

 

Jerusalem is all about faith and passion. And there is no city on Earth that people get more passionate about. 

 

It is Shabbat in Jerusalem, and there’s magic in the air. 

 

This morning, Enya wafting across the square in front of the Imperial Hotel. This afternoon, a Gregorian Chant rendering 

of REM’s “Losing my religion”. This evening, Haredim hustle through the square on the way to the Kotel, the walls of The 

Citadel are alive with Son et Lumiere, a weird blend of classical and faux movie music, retelling the ageless story of this 

ageless old town. 

 

The Kotel, or Western Wall, is open to all, twenty four seven. Women now have their own section – a hard-fought for 

innovation. And Jews of all courts and communities share the space without rancour, each tribe differentiated by their 

interpretation of the Holy Torah, and by their garb, as determined by the fashion codes of 18th Century forebears in 

Eastern Europe and Mitteleuropa, heedless of the Mediterranean climate. 



This, the only variable remnant of the Herodian Great Temple, is Judaism’s Holiest Place. And down below, in the tunnel, 

one can now actually walk the wall’s fundament (and view the biggest house-brick in history). This too is now a sacred 

site, the more holy the closer one gets to the location of the long-destroyed Holy of Holies. 

 

Immediately above, on Temple Mount, is the Islam’s third holiest. It is said that the Prophet alighted here on his night 

journey to Jerusalem on Borak, the winged horse with a human face, conversed with Abraham, the father of the three 

faiths, and thence, ascended to Paradise. Revisionist historians suggest that Jerusalem may indeed have been the 

primary Islamic city, sacred from times long forgotten, until Mecca and Medina were retrofitted to suit the conquering 

Muslims’ desert narrative. 

 

Non-Muslims can enter the Haram Ash Sharif, for strictly limited times (three hours a day, on five days of the week), and 

then, only through the Maghrebi (or Western) Gate, which ascends like an unsightly concertina from the right of the Kotel 

Plaza. Admittedly, the Haram custodians are wary of would-be desecrators and of Jewish religious elements seeking to 

pray on the Mount (haram!), and set precedents for the rebuilding of The Temple. But they do themselves and Islam no 

favours when the other People Of The Book permit pilgrims of all persuasions and passions to enter their precincts. 

 

And passion is the name of the game. On the Church Of All The Nations, at the foot of The Mount Of Olives, pious of all 

nations prostrate hysterically across the stone where Jesus wept and prayed in Gethsemene. There is bliss in the Filipino 

pilgrims choraling ‘Amazing Grace’ in the Basilica of St. Anne. There is ecstasy In The Church of the Holy Sepulcher, an 

Escher jumble of chapels and chalices. Russian pilgrims, led by a priest in black, and looking like they have just come in 

from their villages on the steppe, clutch their many wooden crosses and clamour at the penultimate Station Of The 

Cross. A young man dressed like Jesus sits in a terry-towel habit of white, beard and hair looking for all the world like the 

Jesuses in ‘GodSpell’ and ‘Super Star’. Groups gather in clumps, cabals, and covens and read the Word to each other. A 

kind of ecclesiastical book club with only one book. 

 

You know you are near the Church of The Holy Sepulcher because the aroma of frankincense and candle wax hits you 

before you reach the it. The Pope arrives for a flying visit next week, so there are banners and all manner of preparations 

taking place to greet His Holiness. Outside the church of churches, still the basilica that the crusaders restored to 

Christendom in a welter of blood and violence, shops hawk kaffiyehs, kippas and headscarves, icons, crucifixes and 

menorahs. Jerusalem is economically ecumenical. And the patronage of pilgrims unites the divided sects of the Old City 

in a common purpose that prevails regardless of the political impasse, positions, and non-negotiables that divide their 

political and pastoral leaders. 

 

At the Jaffa Gate, we look out from our balcony in the Imperial Hotel, a late 19th Century mix of trash & treasure, five-star 

history, and ten-star views. The Kaiser slept here in the days when Germany had an emperor. His bust sits in the 

entrance hall (on the floor, strangely enough, but nothing is surprising in this Fawlty Towers of a hotel). The old gate was 

demolished to let him and his entourage pass through. He didn’t want to walk like Omar did when he first entered al 

Quds and claimed the city for Islam. General Allenby may have even stood on this same balcony in 1918 when he 

addressed Jerusalem and declared it liberated from Turkish rule. He left the the best news for the politicians to reveal a 

while later, and for the world to agonize over ever since. 

 

And meanwhile, back in the now: Jaffa Gate, Shabbat. 

 

The pilgrims are still flowing though like schools of fish, with matching hats, and happy, awestruck faces. Filipinos and 

Brazilians, Indians and Americans. And in a poignant sort of irony, Germans. Gloria in excelsis Deo! Tourists and 

backpackers amble through in daggy dress, maps and cameras in hand, all mini-back-packs and sun hats. Why do 

tourists dress so badly? And why in bright reds and blues that make them stand out so in photographs! Thank god for 

Photoshop! 



 

Jews of all sects walk by all day and all night, in a myriad of hats and coats, the men in their devotional array, their ladies 

in plain garb. Young men walk out in groups of black, locked in serious discourse, young women, in many shades of 

sober fashion, yet all striving somehow for an individual voice. For young folk don bright plumage regardless of the 

chains of faith. Young soldiers ramble by, a hotchpotch in khaki and beige, half with handbags and sandals, clutching 

their mobile phones, and half with weapons and army boots. A reminder that this is at once a land of fable and also one 

on constant alert. And just to prove this, on occasions, noisy groups of stotting teens with Israeli flags gallivant through 

the Old City, and one time, semi-automatics, “trying it on” with the ever vigilant occupying authorities who endeavour to 

keep the peace on this here frontier. Unmarked white vans are never far behind to foil these attempts to mark territory. 

 

Yes, Jerusalem is all about faith and passion, and there is no city on Earth that people get more passionate about. 

 
 
 
  



                                     Nova Via Dolorosa 
 

 
 
In my earlier blog, The Grand Old New Imperial Hotel, I wrote: 

 

Had the hotel been there in Biblical times, what events we might have witnessed from our balcony. King Herod, the 

ostensibly psychotic master builder of Bible infamy dwelt opposite as he planned his Second Temple. So did Pontius 

Pilate. If one accepts the narrative of Simon Sebag-Montefiore, in his Jerusaelm : The Biography, we could also have 

watched the last journey of Jesus of Nazareth. It was but a short distance from the Citadel where he was condemned 

and Golgotha where he died: across the square, right at the New Imperial, left just past the Med, and straight on to the 

Hill of the Skull (where the Church of the Holy Sepulcher now stands). The present Via Dolorosa runs from the site of the 

Antonine Fortress, on the northern edge of the Haram ash Sharif, to The Church, its course set by custom and 

customers from Byzantine days. 

 

And now it appears that this indeed might have been the case. 

 

January 6th 2016 

http://www.washingtonpost.com/world/middle_east/archaeologists-find-possible-site-of-jesuss-trial-in-

jerusalem/2015/01/04/6d0ce098-7f9a-45de-9639-b7922855bfdb_story.html?hpid=z3 

 
  



                        The Grand Old New Imperial Hotel 
 

 
 
As I relate in my earlier post, ‘Amazing Grace – There’s Magic In The Air’ : “from the Jaffa Gate, we look out from our 

balcony in the Imperial Hotel, a late 19th Century mix of trash and treasure, five-star history, and ten-star views”. 

 

Planning our recent visit to Jerusalem (we were there in May 2014, just two months before the recent events), I wanted 

to book a hotel that was both historical and conveniently close to The Old City. I also fancied the idea of staying in a 

pilgrim hotel so we could witness at first hand the excited comings and goings of the faithful. The New Imperial Hotel, just 

inside the Jaffa Gate, was just the ticket. And we struck solid gold! Stepping down from the Nesher bus on the road 

outside the famed Walls of Jerusalem, we looked up towards the Jaffa Gate and there, right above us was the imposing 

facade of the New Imperial Hotel 

 

The Jaffa Gate, in the western wall of the Old City (not to be confused with the ‘Western Wall’ or ‘Kotel’ so revered of 

Judaism), has traditionally been one of the busiest entrances to Jerusalem. Its Arabic name is Bab al Khalil (Gate of the 

Friend) a reference to Abraham, forefather of both Arabs and Jews. The wall bears the inscription in Arabic: “there is no 

god but Allah, and Abraham is the friend of Allah”. Topographically the Gate provided the easiest access, so it’s 

approaches provided most convenient camping ground for the many invaders who sought to conquer the city. These 

included Greeks, Romans, Arabs, Frankish Crusaders, Turks, and finally, the British. Caliph Omar Ibn al Khatab entered 

through this gate after Jerusalem’s capture by the Muslims in 638AD. As did General Allenby, commander of the British 

forces which captured Jerusalem in December 1917. 

 

Just inside the wall, there were fields of winter wheat until the late nineteenth century; and in summertime, the empty 

fields became dumping grounds for carcasses of donkeys, camels and horses. The Turkish authorities moved this 

‘cemetery’ outside the wall, and what was forever the main thoroughfare, became the location for important commercial 

institutions, including the Banco de Roma, the Anglo-Palestine Bank, and the German bank of Johannes Frutiger, the 

Austrian Post Office, The Thomas Cook Tourism and Travel Company, the studios of a number of Jerusalem’s famous 

photographers. And several hotels catering for the growing tourist industry, including the Mediterranean Hotel (now 

called The Petra), and in 1884, the Grand New Hotel, built on land owned by the Greek Orthodox Patriarchate. According 

to the Thomas Cook Tourist Handbook in 1876, the Mediterranean was “the best in Jerusalem”. Travelers were however 

wont to damn the Med with faint praise, and soon began to write about the new really ‘grand’ hotel with great facilities, 

round arched windows, high roof pedestals topped by Grecian urns, imposing entrance staircase, and balconies looking 

right out over Omar Ibn al Khatab Square. See the pictures below from the end of the 19th Century,  showing the square 

in all variety of citizenry and costume. 



 

 
 

 
 

The place comes with a history. During construction, builders uncovered what was believed to be the Pool of a 

Bathsheba. It was said that Uriah’s wife was bathing therein when spied upon by a randy King David. David 

subsequently sent Uriah off on a suicide mission to clear the way for his own passions. the historical record is confused 

here. Leonard Cohen and the painter Jean-Léon Gérôme apparently got it wrong then. They both placed her up on a 

roof. The Bible says he saw her from the roof. 



 
 

Anyhow, there is still an ancient cistern beneath the hotel. And also, part of the second wall. There are still Roman tiles 

signifying the HQ the Roman Tenth Legion, and part a column erected by the legion, bearing a votive inscription 

honouring Emperor Augustus’ Legate, Marcus Julius Maximus. It stands there still, as a pedestal for a street lamp, in the 

mews near the hotel front door and right in from of Versavee Restaurant and Bar, where the writer and his companions 

ate good Jerusalem fare and downed Israeli wine and Taybeh Palestinian beer. 

 

 
Had the hotel been there in Biblical times, what events we might have witnessed from our balcony. King Herod, the 

ostensibly psychotic master builder of Bible infamy dwelt opposite as he planned his Second Temple. So did Pontius 

Pilate. If one accepts the narrative of Simon Sebag-Montefiore,  in his Jerusaelm : The Biography, we could also have 

watched the last journey of Jesus of Nazareth. It was but a short distance from the Citadel where he was condemned 

and Golgotha where he died: across the square, right at the New Imperial, left just past the Med, and straight on to the 

Hill of the Skull (where the Church of the Holy Sepulcher now stands). The present Via Dolorosa runs from the site of the 



Antonine Fortress, on the northern edge of the Haram ash Sharif, to The Church, its course set by custom and 

customers from Byzantine days. 

 

 But I digress. From our hypothetical balcony, we could watch the comings and goings of the conquerors: the entry of the 

Roman Titus’ legions; Omar Ibn Al Khatab entering al Quds on foot; the arrival of the First Crusade at the Gates of 

Jerusalem; the exit of the crusader garrison and the Christian inhabitants when the city fell to Salahuddin (portrayed in 

Ridley Scott’s Kingdom Of Heaven).  And thence, Mamlouks, Seljuks, and Ottomans. The last Kaiser, Wilhelm II, stayed 

at the hotel on his visit to the Holy Land in 1898. His bust still sits in the entrance hall. This is when The Grand became 

the New Imperial! Kaiser Bill came in style. No walking for him. The wall between the Jaffa Gate and citadel was torn 

down and its moat filled in on orders from Sultan Abdel Hamid II to enable the Kaiser and his wife and their  huge 

entourage (looked after in grand style by Thomas Cook Tourism & Travel) to motor into the Old City (again, read Sebag-

Montefiore’s  amusing account). And twenty years later, General Allenby and his British Army marched through the gate. 

The good general entered on foot just like old Omar. And it is said that he made his proclamation of the liberation of 

Jerusalem from one of those balconies (probably the big one in the centre, which now serves the office of the present 

proprietor Walid Dajani). He spoke of how the Holy City had now been freed from the Turkish yoke, and that, safe in the 

bosom of His Majesty’s forces, the Palestinians, in all their diversity, Jews, Christians and Muslims, would enter a new 

era of health, wealth and happiness. If he was aware of the nefarious dealings of Messrs Sykes and Picot, and the 

arrangement made by Lloyd George and Chaim Weizmann, he did not let on. He left the best news for the politicians to 

reveal a while later, and for the world to agonize over ever since. 

 

So we enter the Twentieth Century, with its momentous political upheavals, the hotel having several changes of 

management but remaining largely unchanged, with its balconies, and its grand entry staircase.  Walid Dajani’s father, 

Mohammed, took a “protected” tenancy” of the hotel from the Greek Orthodox Church in 1949, In the 1950s and 1960s, 

the hotel housed a small cinema, and its elegant ballroom was a favourite Palestinian wedding venue. It was damaged 

during the 1948 war, and during the 1967 Six-Day War, it was used as a base by Israeli troops, then returned to the 

Dajani family, the tenants of the property .It is still owned by the Greek Orthodox Church, a status that ten years ago 

gave rise to a curious controversy related in the newspaper article linked below. And thence to the present, with Sayyid 

Dajani greeting us like long-lost relatives, “ahlan wa sahlan bil Quds”. 

 

© Paul Hemphill, Sept 1st 2014.  All rights reserved 
 

 
 
http://www.independent.co.uk/news/world/middle-east/the-man-who-sold-jerusalem-6146508.html 
 



                                 Cha…Cha…Cha...Changes 
 

 
 
Haydarpasha Gan, late November 1972.  The last station on the line, and the end Asia after a twenty four hour train 
journey across Anatolia, from Teheran, including a wintry ferry ride across Lake Van, in the East, in the company of an 
idiosyncratic and proselytizing German pastor and a Pakistani student. We both converted to Lutheranism just to shut 
him up. There were no bridges across the Bosphorus in those days. Just the ferry that met the train to take us across to 
the Golden Horn to Eminou. And thence, a walk up to Sultanahmet, with the address of a doss house given to me by 
someone I met in Meshad. A space on a floor for a few lira a night. And then several weeks in Istanbul on two dollars a 
day, waiting for money to be sent from England. Weeks spent wandering the streets, wondering at the mosques and 
markets, getting stoned (dangerously in those days – remember ‘Midnight Express’?) in the Hippodrome, and dining 
morning, noon and night at the Pudding Shop. 
 
Forty years on, and naturally, things have changed in many ways. Haydarpasha is closed for renovations and a rail link 
crosses the Bosphorus by undersea tunnel. There are now are two impressive suspension bridges. Asian Istanbul, more 
of a sleepy suburb then, with some fine building scattered along the shore, is now a metropolis in its own right. And 
Istanbul is a city of thirteen million people. The Pudding Shop, now world-famous on account of its hippie credentials, 
sells all kinds of good Turkish tucker. A shadow of its former simplicity. 
 
Where once there roamed ragged and rangey adventurers on their journey east or west, tourists of all nations gather en 
masse. Turkey in general, and Istanbul in particular, is now the place to be and the town to see – in these troubles times, 
it is a safe ‘Middle Eastern’ holiday destination, and a big cross on the cruise map. Almost every day, a fleet of giant 
liners ties up on the Yesilkoy quay. And their cargo soon materializes in Sultanahmet to view the BIg Four : the Blue 
Mosque, Aya Sofya, Topkapi Seray, and the Grand Bazaar. 
 
Though no longer the exotic, half-east-half-west departure lounge for the old hippie trail, Istanbul is still a contradiction of 
past and present, trash and treasure, modernity and medaevilism. The dialectic is still evident, and maybe more so, 
between the ever changing now and the ever-present then, in the forever magical monuments and mosques, in the 
contrast between the modern young Turks in their western gaberdine and the many muhajibiin and well-covered 
conservatives. Scratch the surface, and you will find a tangle of medieval streets and 21st Century traffic jams, bad 
drivers, and worse pavements. Walkers watch out! 
 
And there is a poorer, working class, and even rural Istanbul. Suburbs just off the tourist map, where old men gather on 
chai shops smoking, chatting and playing cards, and where women are rarely seen, and when they do, most are 
covered. Many Turks have come in from rural areas, and are still clad in traditional garb. There are now hundreds, 
maybe thousands of Syrian refugees in Istanbul now, seeking shelter from the storm in their sad homeland. And other 
Arabs fleeing the bitter winter that has followed the Arab Spring. Some rent apartments for their families, others beg in 
the streets. In contrast, well-heeled Gulf Arabs arrive with too much money and too little taste. Istanbul is viewed as more 
stable, cosmopolitan, and naughty than tense and tenuous Beirut, and these wealthy visitors often seek to buy property 
here. 
 
The contrasts and contradictions are presently played out in the politics and economics of this modern Turkey, and in the 
street protests, tear gas, and riot gear across the Golden Horn, up the hill around Taksim and Gezi Park. Partisans of 
Prime Minister Erdogan bump up against the Gulenists and against the ever-ardent bearers of Ataturk’s torch. He is still 
revered as the Father of The Turks, but times change, some say, and so then must Ataturk, though the old man must 
spin some in his grave. They say Turkey is a divided nation right now. And this is manifested in accusations of creeping 
Islamization, counter-accusations of occidental decadence and depravity, allegations of corruption and cronyism, and 
street violence and police brutality. Back into November 1972, Military Rule was the norm, and dissent was silenced. 
Turkey was Asian, and Middle Eastern. Now the country still straddles east and west, courting the European Union with 
much less enthusiasm than hitherto or and presenting as the go-between ‘twixt The West and and Iran, and with the 
volatile lands to the south. For better or ill, how things have changed. 



                           People Watching In Sultanahmet 
 

 
 
 

‘If you know your history, then you know where you 
coming from. Then you wouldn’t have to ask me who the 
‘eck do I think I am’.  
                                         Bob Marley, Buffalo Soldiers. 

 
People watching in Sultanahmet on a wet Saturday afternoon. Much like people watching in Newtown, Sydney. The 
history of Istanbul, of Turkey, of the Turkish people, is written in the faces of the passersby. There is no pure Turk, just as 
there is no pure Arab, Jew, Slav, Celt, or Caucasian. Indeed, you see them all passing by. And it has been raining these 
past two days. The umbrella sellers are making a killing with their see-through parapluies. Everyone, tourists and locals 
alike are sporting them. 
 
The weekend is promenade time. Families parade up and down, past the pastry and kebab shops, the hawkers and the 
hustlers. Young men sidle by with their girls, girls walk out with their honeys. Groups of girlfriends, and boy-groups gather 
and gaggle and gossip. Western folk and eastern folk. This is where east and west meet, literally, figuratively, ethnically, 
and yes, geographically. And it is written on the faces and in the garb of the perambulating populace. 
 
Muhajibabes in beautiful scarves (the Great Bazaar is chocka with wonderful cashmeres and pashminas – there is no 
excuse for drabness). Mandy, Mother of Brian in vast and bulbous black. Ladies in full cover, some dark and exotic, and 
mysteriously alluring, and others that make me think that they are doing us all a favour (non-PC, but there you go). I just 
saw a clown with green hair and a red nose. Fashionistas and paysans. And the many, many ordinary folk, old, young, 
and babes in arms, enjoying the weekend. All oblivious to the feral dogs and cats that roam through these parts. 
 
There are no pubs on every corner. There are no rows of wine bars. There are no ice-cream and yoghurt shops. 
 
Oh, it makes you wonder 
 
Istanbul, May 27 2014 
 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 

  



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 About The Writer 
 
 
Multi-award winning songwriter Paul Hemphill has performed 
throughout Australasia and the UK, as a solo artist and as a 
member of the shadowy HuldreFolk, combining poetry and 
music, horror and humour. Vikings, Romans, Mongols, and the 
Spanish Inquisition have all faced the music!  
 
Something old, something new, something that may take us 
disappearing down the foggy ruins of time – pushing poetic 
licence to its hazy limits, reacquainting us with his particular 
take on history, imparting an altogether different perspective 
on pain and pandemonium, and sharing with us dubious 
anthems to power, pride, and prejudice.  
 
You can find out more and listen to some of Paul’s songs on 
SoundCloud and YouTube. Search under Paul Hemphill or 
HuldreFolk  (but ignore the Flemish death metal band of the 
same name)  
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