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During the first Palestinian uprising in 1990, Jeffrey Goldberg – an American Jew – served as a
guard at the largest prison camp in Israel. One of his prisoners was Rafiq, a rising leader in the
PLO. Overcoming their fears and prejudices, the two men began a dialogue that, over more than
a decade, grew into a remarkable friendship. Now an award-winning journalist, Goldberg
describes their relationship and their confrontations over religious, cultural, and political
differences; through these discussions, he attempts to make sense of the conflicts in this
embattled region, revealing the truths that lie buried within the animosities of the Middle East.

From Publishers WeeklyStarred Review. Not a light read, this memoir of the author, an American-
bred Zionist, and his 15-year relationship with a Palestinian insurgent is bound to have
detractors, in part because New Yorker Washington correspondent Goldberg is painfully honest
—about his dreams, limitations and anxieties. "I wanted to... have it all," he writes, "my
parochialism, my universalism, a clean conscience, and a friendship with my enemy." Goldberg
lived in Israel as a college student, sharpening the contradictory emotions shared by many of his
American peers and eventually watching his former certainty crumble under the weight of
military service at Ketziot, an Israeli prison. Grounded in his relationship with a prisoner,
Goldberg's book travels from Long Island to Afghanistan as he struggles to understand Israeli-
Palestinian violence. His honesty is itself high recommendation; the book is also marked by
beautiful turns of phrase and a forthrightness that saves it from occasional self-importance.
Some readers will argue with some of Goldberg's assertions (such as his reading of Israel's offer
to Arafat at Camp David), and the author's halting recognition of the role despair plays in
shaping Palestinian thought. Like the warring nationalisms it presents, his book is complex and
deeply affecting. (Oct. 9)Copyright © Reed Business Information, a division of Reed Elsevier Inc.
All rights reserved. --This text refers to the hardcover edition.From Booklist*Starred Review*
With the Middle East ablaze again, a lasting resolution of the Israeli-Palestinian conflict seems
more distant than ever. So this timely and hopeful memoir reminds us that decent men of
goodwill can strive to bridge even the widest gulf. Goldberg is an American-born Jew raised in a
liberal, nonobservant family. He "discovered" Zionism in adolescence and immigrated to Israel
as a young man. He had romantic dreams of fighting to defend the Jewish homeland. Instead,
he spent his military service as a prison guard at Ketziot, a bleak desert jail where Palestinians,
many who fought in the first Intifada, were warehoused. Goldberg provides incisive observations
of various aspects of Israeli and Palestinian societies, including the decline of the kibbutz
movement, ideological divisions between Fatah and Hamas, and, of course, the grinding
monotony (for both guards and prisoners) of prison life. But the core of this story is Goldberg's
evolving friendship with a prisoner named Rafiq.^B At first, they reach out warily toward each



other, but the genuine warmth and affection that grow surprise and even unsettle them. Their
friendship endures, even after Rafiq is released and returns to the political hothouse of Gaza
while Goldberg becomes a journalist. Goldberg has no illusions that he and his friend, working at
the "subatomic" level, have solved seemingly intractable larger problems, but his poignant
account offers the possibility of reconciliation. Jay FreemanCopyright © American Library
Association. All rights reserved --This text refers to the hardcover edition.Review“Revelatory.” —
The New York Times “Fascinating, hilarious, terrifying. . . . The journey is riveting and well-
wrought in a book that makes clear the confusing mess that is the Palestinian-Israeli conflict.”—
The Chicago Tribune“Sensitive, forthright and perceptive . . . . A forceful reminder of how
rewarding, and how difficult, discourse between Israelis and Palestinians can be.”—The
Washington Post“Sharply observed and beautifully written. . . . A bracingly clear-eyed, deeply
emotional and often humorous account. . . . Prisoners offers no easy answers but manages to
inspire the rarest of commodities in the Middle East: hope.” —Los Angeles TimesFrom the Trade
Paperback edition.About the AuthorJeffrey Goldberg is Washington correspondent for The New
Yorker. He was for ten years a Middle East correspondent for The New Yorker and for The New
York Times Magazine. A winner of the National Magazine Award for Reporting, he is also a
former columnist for The Jerusalem Post and The Forward. He lives with his family in
Washington, D.C. This is his first book. --This text refers to the hardcover edition.From The
Washington PostA few years ago, when the Palestinian uprising that began in September 2000
was still raging, I had occasion to chat with a group of young Christians who had come to Israel
to help bring peace to the Holy Land. "If we could just get Jews and Palestinians talking to each
other, that would be a huge step forward," one of them suggested hopefully.Dialogue can indeed
be a cause for hope, but it can also cause despair. Prisoners is Jeffrey Goldberg's sensitive,
forthright and perceptive account of his years as a soldier and journalist in Israel -- and of his
long-running conversation with a Palestinian whom he once kept under lock and key. It is a
forceful reminder of how rewarding, and how difficult, discourse between Israelis and
Palestinians can be.Goldberg grew up in a family of liberal Democrats and attended a socialist
Zionist summer camp. Like many other young American Jews, he grew up with next to no
religious tradition but with a strong sense of Jewish identity. He was potently aware of his
membership in an oppressed people that, in both distant and painfully recent history, had been
unable to defend itself. But Goldberg also believed in another identity -- between his Jewish
heritage and his humanistic values of peace and equality, which he saw as being one and the
same.That sense of identity impelled Goldberg to move to Israel after college and, in 1990, to
join its army. He ended up in the military police and did his mandatory army service as a guard at
Ketziot, the vast, desolate prison camp that Israel set up in its southern desert to hold the
Palestinian rebels of the first intifada, which broke out in 1987.Unlike his native Israeli comrades,
Goldberg felt compelled to speak to the men he helped keep incarcerated. He knew that they
were the enemies of his people, many with Jewish blood on their hands. But he hoped that by
talking he might come to understand them and bring them to understand Israel. One prisoner in



particular caught his attention: Rafiq Hijazi, a Palestine Liberation Organization leader, college
math teacher and devout Muslim from a refugee camp in the Gaza Strip."I soon discovered,"
Goldberg writes, "that he was the only Palestinian I could find in Ketziot who understood the
moral justification for Zionism. For his part, I might have been the only soldier he met who didn't
deny the existence of misfortune in Palestinian history." Unlike most of the other prisoners, Hijazi
read widely and was able to think outside the box of the nationalist and Islamist ideologies
preached, respectively, by the rival Fatah and Hamas factions. Goldberg, unlike many of the
Israelis he met, was able to relate to this individual Palestinian as a human being, rather than as
a specific instance of the deadly Arab enemy. Goldberg hoped -- and hoped that Hijazi shared
the hope -- that if he and his prisoner could somehow agree on a way that Palestinians and
Israelis could live together, side by side, in two states, then maybe, just maybe, their leaders
could do the same.Disillusioned by the harsh realities of Israel's struggles, Goldberg ultimately
returned to live in the United States but continued to visit Israel and the occupied territories as a
correspondent for the Forward, the New York Times Magazine and the New Yorker. Eventually,
after considerable hesitation, he looked up Hijazi -- now released -- in Gaza. There, the tables
were turned. "Are you frightened?" Hijazi asked when Goldberg balked at visiting the Hamas-
dominated Islamic University of Gaza. "How do I know you're not setting me up?" Goldberg
asked.But fear soon gave way to a renewal of the friendship during that hopeful 1990s interlude
when Israelis and Palestinians seemed to be heading toward peaceful coexistence within the
framework of the Oslo peace process. Things were different later, when both men found
themselves living in Washington -- Goldberg as a New Yorker correspondent, Hijazi as a PhD
student at American University.Goldberg's prose is sometimes unpolished, but he is at his best
when he recounts the crisis that nearly ended the friendship. In the face of the bloody second
intifada and the 2003 U.S. invasion of Iraq, Hijazi moves toward fundamentalism. In the book's
most telling pages, the two men read the Koran together and argue over passages that
ostensibly vilify the Jews. In their prison conversations, Hijazi had told Goldberg that these
verses were allegorical admonitions against arrogance. Now Hijazi thinks they predict God's
coming punishment of the Jews and the destruction of their country. In the years after 9/11,
Hijazi's anger seems to make any accommodation or mutual acceptance impossible.Goldberg is
also deft at portraying the huge dissimilarities in the two friends' lifestyles and cultures. His wife,
Pamela, is a dynamic career woman who wears tank-tops and shorts on weekends; Hijazi's wife,
Tahani, wears the hijab head-covering (and later, when they live in Abu Dhabi, adds a veil) and
seldom leaves home.Dialogue is indeed a first step but hardly a sufficient one. Goldberg and
Hijazi are about as open to each other as two such men could be. Their friendship survives, but
barely.As such, Prisoners offers a modicum of hope but also a healthy dose of despair. These
days, the work of bringing peace to Israel and Palestine often looks like an impossible mission.
Still, as the Jewish sages taught, even if we cannot hope to complete the task, we are not
allowed to shirk it.Reviewed by Haim WatzmanCopyright 2006, The Washington Post. All Rights
Reserved.--This text refers to the hardcover edition.Excerpt. © Reprinted by permission. All



rights reserved.Chapter OneTHE THIEF OF MERCYOn the morning of the fine spring day, full of
sunshine, that ended with my arrest in Gaza, I woke early from an uneven sleep, dressed, and
pushed back to its proper place the desk meant to barricade the door of my hotel room. I
unknotted the bedsheets I had tied together into an emergency escape ladder. Then I hid the
knife I kept under my pillow, cleaned the dust from my shoes, and carefully unbolted the door. I
searched the dark hall. There were no signs of imminent peril. Most people wouldn’t be so
cautious, but I had my reasons, and not all of them were rooted in self-flattering paranoia.I was
staying at the al-Deira hotel, a fine hotel, one of Gaza’s main charms. On hot nights, which are
most nights, it brimmed over with members of haute Palestine, that small clique of Gazans who
earned more than negligible incomes. The men smoked apple-flavored tobacco from water
pipes; the women, their heads covered, drank strong coffee and kept quiet.By day the hotel was
mostly empty. The hotels of Gaza had been full in the 1990s, during the long moment of false
grace manufactured by the Oslo peace process. In 1993, Yitzhak Rabin and Yasser Arafat shook
hands on the White House lawn, and it seemed as if the hate would melt away like wax. At that
moment, even a pessimist could envision an orderly close to the one-hundred-year-long war
between Arab and Jew. But this was now the spring of 2001, and we were six months inside the
Palestinian Uprising, the Intifada, the second Intifada, this one far more grim than the last. The
land between the Mediterranean Sea and the River Jordan was once again steeped in blood:
Arabs were killing Jews, and Jews were killing Arabs, and hope seemed to be in permanent
eclipse. Optimists, and I included myself in this category, felt as if we had spent the previous
decade as clueless Catherines, gazing dumbly from our carriages at the Potemkin village of
Oslo.So the Deira did negligible business, except after a noteworthy killing or a particularly
sanguinary riot, which is the specialty of the heaving, thirsty demi-state of Gaza. Then, the press
corps would colonize the Deira; reporters would come to catalogue the dead, and slot the
deaths into whatever cleanly explicable narrative was in current favor.The hallway was dim, and
empty. I went downstairs to a veranda overlooking the Mediterranean, which shimmered in the
early sunlight. Arab fishing boats spread their nets across the smooth water. An Israeli gunboat
cast a more distant shadow. My breakfast companion was waiting for me. He rose, and we
kissed on both cheeks. His nom de guerre was Abu Iyad, and he was an unhappy terrorist who I
hoped would share with me illuminating gossip about Hamas—of which he was a member—and
Palestine Islamic Jihad, two fundamentalist Muslim groups whose institutional focus is the
murder of Jews. I bought him a plate of hummus and cucumbers.Abu Iyad was a thin man, his
face hollow and creased. His nails were yellow, and his hair was gray and thinning. I had known
him for a dozen years. We weren’t friends. We were more like companionable acquaintances; I
could not be a true friend of anyone in Hamas. He had been a bomb-maker earlier in his career,
but he no longer submitted himself to the group’s hard line. His personality wasn’t that of the
typical Hamas ultra. The average Hamas man tends toward narcis- sism and humorlessness,
and projects the sort of preternatural calm organic to people who believe that what follows death
is exponentially better than what precedes it. But Abu Iyad seemed, on occasion, free of



certitude, taking a jaundiced view of some of his more strident colleagues. He only tentatively
endorsed the notion, common among Hamas theologians, that the Jews live under a cloud of
divine displeasure. He was well-educated—Soviet-educated, but still—and he was cultured, for
Hamas. He was familiar with Camus and he was partial to Russian literature, though not to
Russians. We often talked about books. Once, we spent an afternoon on the beach, near
Nusseirat, his refugee camp, eating watermelon and talking about, of all things, the nihilism in
Fathers and Sons.It was a year before the second Intifada, our day at the beach. The strip of
gray sand was the property, in essence, of Hamas; each political faction ruled a stretch of
Mediterranean seaside. The Hamas cabanas were rude concrete slabs, topped with green flags
that read, “There Is No God but Allah,” and “Muhammad Is the Messenger of God.” A crust of
garbage lay over the beach, which was frequently used as a bathroom by donkey and man alike,
but a breeze pushed the smell of shit away from us. The few women on the beach sat separate
from the men. They wore black hijabs of thick cloth, head-to-foot, and they boiled inside them
like eggs. Even when the women went to the water, they went in hijab. They waded in, up to their
knees, splashed each other, and giggled. I could tell from the eyes, and the turn of their ankles,
that they were pretty. I steered my own eyes away, though; even an innocent glance could have a
terminal effect on me.One of the men with us was a terrorist named Jihad Abu Swerah, a
typically inflamed Hamas killer. He believed that the company of any women at all was an affront,
even women who were serving us food. “Women by their presence pollute everything,” he said. A
real killjoy. He reminded me of something the Ayatollah Khomeini once said: “There is no fun in
Islam.”Abu Swerah would eventually die at the hands of Israeli soldiers, who would find him in
2003 and cut him down in his Nusseirat hideout.We tried to ignore him. Abu Iyad and I talked
amiably on the beach that day with a few of his friends. The sky was soft blue and the water was
gentle. It seemed to me an opportune time to throw an apple of discord into the circle. Just to
make the day interesting, I accused Hamas—and the Muslim Brotherhood movement that gave
birth to it—of succumbing to the temptations of nihilism.ME: The Islamists believe in nothing
except their own power. This frees them from the constraints of morality, allowing
everything.ABU IYAD: No, we believe in one surpassing truth, in tawhid, the cosmic Oneness of
God. This is an overpowering belief. A nihilist, on the other hand, believes in nothing.ME: This is
true, in theory, the Islamist does believe in something. But that something is the supremacy of
death, not the supremacy of God’s love. No one, not even Turgenev’s Bazarov is perfect in his
nihilism. But Hamas comes close.ABU IYAD: Jews fear death, Muslims don’t. Death isn’t even
death. It’s a beginning. Love and death are both manifestations of God.ME: You can’t murder
people and say you’ve done them a favor.ABU IYAD: Hamas does not target the innocent.After
the chastising Abu Swerah and his janissaries left, Abu Iyad allowed that the actions of Hamas
bombers could be seen as nihilistic, which is why he said he opposed some of the more bestial
manifestations of his group’s ideology. The men of Hamas, he said, sadly, were not his sort of
Muslim. It was a victory for me, Abu Iyad ceding the point.Sometimes, I couldn’t quite believe in
his apostasy. His distaste for Hamas orthodoxy seemed real enough, but I sensed that it grew



from some apolitical vendetta. Hamas, like any well-established terrorist group, is a bureaucracy,
and, as in any bureaucracy, there are winners and losers, and I got the sense that he had lost—
what, I didn’t know.There was something else, too: Every so often, when we talked, he would
pare off the edge of his words, speak in euphemism, even deny what I knew he felt. The Shi’ites
call this taqiyya, the dissimulation of faith, the concealment of belief in the interest of self-
preservation, or temporal political advantage. Sacramental lying, in other words. I worried that
the face of Abu Iyad I saw was only one in a repertoire of faces. He did, after all, kill a man
once.The man was a Palestinian, his own blood, but a “collaborator” with Israel; Abu Iyad killed
the man with a knife, in an alley in Nusseirat. Abu Iyad only remembered the man’s first name,
which was Mustafa, and he remembered that he was taller than most Palestinians.But then there
were times when I stopped watching Abu Iyad through a veil of distrust, when I thought him to be
a decent man, content to search for imperfect justice, not the world-ending justice sought by
Hamas.In the early 1990s, he favored, in principle, the murder of Israelis, in particular soldiers
and settlers. But in November 2000, a group of Palestinians detonated a mortar shell near an
armored bus traveling between two Jewish settlements, not far from Gaza City. Two settlers were
killed, and three small children—all of the same family—lost limbs. This was unacceptable to
Abu Iyad.“It’s not the children who are at fault,” he said, an uncommon thing to say in Gaza,
where children are both victim and perpetrator. Abu Iyad did not believe, for reasons both
expedient and theological, that the slaughter of Israelis in Tel Aviv and Jerusalem would be
helpful to his cause, and he questioned whether God smiled on the self-immolating assassins of
Hamas. “A person can’t be pure and admitted to Paradise if he kills himself, is my belief. There is
a lot of debate about this among the scholars.”He sensed, even then, at breakfast, that the
second Uprising, which was just beginning, would end badly for the Palestinians.“The Israelis
are too strong, and they’re too ready to use violence against us,” he said.Nonsense, I said.
Things will end badly for the Arabs because it is the Ar... --This text refers to the hardcover
edition.Read more
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CONTENTSCOVER PAGETITLE PAGEDEDICATIONEPIGRAPHAUTHOR’S NOTECHAPTER
ONE: The Thief of MercyCHAPTER TWO: The Mysterious Child of LiesCHAPTER THREE: Our
Lady of LourdesCHAPTER FOUR: The Hill of Jewish BonesCHAPTER FIVE: God’s Golden
ShoreCHAPTER SIX: The Blanket PartyCHAPTER SEVEN: Desert EagleCHAPTER EIGHT:
RafiqCHAPTER NINE: The Army of MuhammadCHAPTER TEN: The Giving Famishes the
CravingCHAPTER ELEVEN: Let My People GoCHAPTER TWELVE: In the Valleys of
JerusalemCHAPTER THIRTEEN: The Past Is the PastCHAPTER FOURTEEN: Peace Without
GunsCHAPTER FIFTEEN: Prisoner Number 26505CHAPTER SIXTEEN: RefugeesCHAPTER
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QuestionCHAPTER TWENTY-ONE: A Lesson for AmericaCHAPTER TWENTY-TWO: A Happy
Man in PalestineCHAPTER TWENTY-THREE: Good GuysCHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR: Stop
Being JewishCHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE: I Want You to LiveACKNOWLEDGMENTSA NOTE
ABOUT THE AUTHORCOPYRIGHT For Talia, Elisheva, and William Ze’evAnd for Pamela The
earth is a prison to man all his life. Therefore I say this truth to the fool; though you rush about,
the sky surrounds you on all sides. Try to get out, if you can.—Shmuel HaNagid, “The
Prison” AUTHOR’S NOTEPrisoners is a personal history. The events described in this book are
real, but I have thought it appropriate, for reasons of security and privacy, to change the names
of several individuals in this book. The following names are pseudonyms: Abu Iyad, Omar, Gadi,
Yoram, Yehuda, Shlomo Efrati, and Evgeny.My recollections of events have been reconstructed
from contemporaneous notes as well as from interviews with many of the people who appear in
this book. CHAPTER ONETHE THIEF OF MERCYOn the morning of the fine spring day, full of
sunshine, that ended with my arrest in Gaza, I woke early from an uneven sleep, dressed, and
pushed back to its proper place the desk meant to barricade the door of my hotel room. I
unknotted the bedsheets I had tied together into an emergency escape ladder. Then I hid the
knife I kept under my pillow, cleaned the dust from my shoes, and carefully unbolted the door. I
searched the dark hall. There were no signs of imminent peril. Most people wouldn’t be so
cautious, but I had my reasons, and not all of them were rooted in self-flattering paranoia.I was
staying at the Deira hotel, a fine hotel, one of Gaza’s main charms. On hot nights, which are
most nights, it brimmed over with members of haute Palestine, that small clique of Gazans who
earned more than negligible incomes. The men smoked apple-flavored tobacco from water
pipes; the women, their heads covered, drank strong coffee and kept quiet.By day the hotel was
mostly empty. The hotels of Gaza had been full in the 1990s, during the long moment of false
grace manufactured by the Oslo peace process. In 1993, Yitzhak Rabin and Yasser Arafat shook
hands on the White House lawn, and it seemed as if the hate would melt away like wax. At that
moment, even a pessimist could envision an orderly close to the one-hundred-year-long war
between Arab and Jew. But this was now the spring of 2001, and we were six months inside the
Palestinian Uprising, the Intifada, the second Intifada, this one far more grim than the last. The
land between the Mediterranean Sea and the River Jordan was once again steeped in blood:



Arabs were killing Jews, and Jews were killing Arabs, and hope seemed to be in permanent
eclipse. Optimists, and I included myself in this category, felt as if we had spent the previous
decade as clueless Catherines, gazing dumbly from our carriages at the Potemkin village of
Oslo.
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the sky surrounds you on all sides. Try to get out, if you can.—Shmuel HaNagid, “The
Prison” AUTHOR’S NOTEPrisoners is a personal history. The events described in this book are
real, but I have thought it appropriate, for reasons of security and privacy, to change the names
of several individuals in this book. The following names are pseudonyms: Abu Iyad, Omar, Gadi,
Yoram, Yehuda, Shlomo Efrati, and Evgeny.My recollections of events have been reconstructed
from contemporaneous notes as well as from interviews with many of the people who appear in
this book. CHAPTER ONETHE THIEF OF MERCYOn the morning of the fine spring day, full of
sunshine, that ended with my arrest in Gaza, I woke early from an uneven sleep, dressed, and
pushed back to its proper place the desk meant to barricade the door of my hotel room. I
unknotted the bedsheets I had tied together into an emergency escape ladder. Then I hid the
knife I kept under my pillow, cleaned the dust from my shoes, and carefully unbolted the door. I
searched the dark hall. There were no signs of imminent peril. Most people wouldn’t be so
cautious, but I had my reasons, and not all of them were rooted in self-flattering paranoia.I was
staying at the Deira hotel, a fine hotel, one of Gaza’s main charms. On hot nights, which are
most nights, it brimmed over with members of haute Palestine, that small clique of Gazans who
earned more than negligible incomes. The men smoked apple-flavored tobacco from water
pipes; the women, their heads covered, drank strong coffee and kept quiet.By day the hotel was
mostly empty. The hotels of Gaza had been full in the 1990s, during the long moment of false
grace manufactured by the Oslo peace process. In 1993, Yitzhak Rabin and Yasser Arafat shook
hands on the White House lawn, and it seemed as if the hate would melt away like wax. At that
moment, even a pessimist could envision an orderly close to the one-hundred-year-long war
between Arab and Jew. But this was now the spring of 2001, and we were six months inside the
Palestinian Uprising, the Intifada, the second Intifada, this one far more grim than the last. The
land between the Mediterranean Sea and the River Jordan was once again steeped in blood:
Arabs were killing Jews, and Jews were killing Arabs, and hope seemed to be in permanent
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decade as clueless Catherines, gazing dumbly from our carriages at the Potemkin village of
Oslo.So the Deira did negligible business, except after a noteworthy killing or a particularly



sanguinary riot, which is the specialty of the heaving, thirsty demi-state of Gaza. Then, the press
corps would colonize the Deira; reporters would come to catalogue the dead, and slot the
deaths into whatever cleanly explicable narrative was in current favor.The hallway was dim, and
empty. I went downstairs to a veranda overlooking the Mediterranean, which shimmered in the
early sunlight. Arab fishing boats spread their nets across the smooth water. An Israeli gunboat
cast a more distant shadow. My breakfast companion was waiting for me. He rose, and we
kissed on both cheeks. His nom de guerre was Abu Iyad, and he was an unhappy terrorist who I
hoped would share with me illuminating gossip about Hamas—of which he was a member—and
Palestine Islamic Jihad, two fundamentalist Muslim groups whose institutional focus is the
murder of Jews. I bought him a plate of hummus and cucumbers.Abu Iyad was a thin man, his
face hollow and creased. His nails were yellow, and his hair was gray and thinning. I had known
him for a dozen years. We weren’t friends. We were more like companionable acquaintances; I
could not be a true friend of anyone in Hamas. He had been a bomb-maker earlier in his career,
but he no longer submitted himself to the group’s hard line. His personality wasn’t that of the
typical Hamas ultra. The average Hamas man tends toward narcissism and humorlessness, and
projects the sort of preternatural calm organic to people who believe that what follows death is
exponentially better than what precedes it. But Abu Iyad seemed, on occasion, free of certitude,
taking a jaundiced view of some of his more strident colleagues. He only tentatively endorsed
the notion, common among Hamas theologians, that the Jews live under a cloud of divine
displeasure. He was well-educated—Soviet-educated, but still—and he was cultured, for
Hamas. He was familiar with Camus and he was partial to Russian literature, though not to
Russians. We often talked about books. Once, we spent an afternoon on the beach, near
Nusseirat, his refugee camp, eating watermelon and talking about, of all things, the nihilism in
Fathers and Sons.It was a year before the second Intifada, our day at the beach. The strip of
gray sand was the property, in essence, of Hamas; each political faction ruled a stretch of
Mediterranean seaside. The Hamas cabanas were rude concrete slabs, topped with green flags
that read, “There Is No God but Allah,” and “Muhammad Is the Messenger of God.” A crust of
garbage lay over the beach, which was frequently used as a bathroom by donkey and man alike,
but a breeze pushed the smell of shit away from us. The few women on the beach sat separate
from the men. They wore black scarves and cloaks of thick cloth, and they boiled inside them
like eggs. Even when the women went to the water, they went in hijab. They waded in, up to their
knees, splashed each other, and giggled. I could tell from the eyes, and the turn of their ankles,
that they were pretty. I steered my own eyes away, though; even an innocent glance could have a
terminal effect on me.One of the men with us was a terrorist named Jihad Abu Swerah, a
typically inflamed Hamas killer. He believed that the company of any women at all was an affront,
even women who were serving us food. “Women by their presence pollute everything,” he said. A
real killjoy. He reminded me of something the Ayatollah Khomeini once said: “There is no fun in
Islam.”Abu Swerah would eventually die at the hands of Israeli soldiers, who would find him in
2003 and cut him down in his Nusseirat hideout.We tried to ignore him. Abu Iyad and I talked



amiably on the beach that day with a few of his friends. The sky was soft blue and the water was
gentle. It seemed to me an opportune time to throw an apple of discord into the circle. Just to
make the day interesting, I accused Hamas—and the Muslim Brotherhood movement that gave
birth to it—of succumbing to the temptations of nihilism.

CHAPTER NINETEEN: Abraham Was a MuslimCHAPTER TWENTY: A Kitbag
QuestionCHAPTER TWENTY-ONE: A Lesson for AmericaCHAPTER TWENTY-TWO: A Happy
Man in PalestineCHAPTER TWENTY-THREE: Good GuysCHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR: Stop
Being JewishCHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE: I Want You to LiveACKNOWLEDGMENTSA NOTE
ABOUT THE AUTHORCOPYRIGHT For Talia, Elisheva, and William Ze’evAnd for Pamela The
earth is a prison to man all his life. Therefore I say this truth to the fool; though you rush about,
the sky surrounds you on all sides. Try to get out, if you can.—Shmuel HaNagid, “The
Prison” AUTHOR’S NOTEPrisoners is a personal history. The events described in this book are
real, but I have thought it appropriate, for reasons of security and privacy, to change the names
of several individuals in this book. The following names are pseudonyms: Abu Iyad, Omar, Gadi,
Yoram, Yehuda, Shlomo Efrati, and Evgeny.My recollections of events have been reconstructed
from contemporaneous notes as well as from interviews with many of the people who appear in
this book. CHAPTER ONETHE THIEF OF MERCYOn the morning of the fine spring day, full of
sunshine, that ended with my arrest in Gaza, I woke early from an uneven sleep, dressed, and
pushed back to its proper place the desk meant to barricade the door of my hotel room. I
unknotted the bedsheets I had tied together into an emergency escape ladder. Then I hid the
knife I kept under my pillow, cleaned the dust from my shoes, and carefully unbolted the door. I
searched the dark hall. There were no signs of imminent peril. Most people wouldn’t be so
cautious, but I had my reasons, and not all of them were rooted in self-flattering paranoia.I was
staying at the Deira hotel, a fine hotel, one of Gaza’s main charms. On hot nights, which are
most nights, it brimmed over with members of haute Palestine, that small clique of Gazans who
earned more than negligible incomes. The men smoked apple-flavored tobacco from water
pipes; the women, their heads covered, drank strong coffee and kept quiet.By day the hotel was
mostly empty. The hotels of Gaza had been full in the 1990s, during the long moment of false
grace manufactured by the Oslo peace process. In 1993, Yitzhak Rabin and Yasser Arafat shook
hands on the White House lawn, and it seemed as if the hate would melt away like wax. At that
moment, even a pessimist could envision an orderly close to the one-hundred-year-long war
between Arab and Jew. But this was now the spring of 2001, and we were six months inside the
Palestinian Uprising, the Intifada, the second Intifada, this one far more grim than the last. The
land between the Mediterranean Sea and the River Jordan was once again steeped in blood:
Arabs were killing Jews, and Jews were killing Arabs, and hope seemed to be in permanent
eclipse. Optimists, and I included myself in this category, felt as if we had spent the previous
decade as clueless Catherines, gazing dumbly from our carriages at the Potemkin village of
Oslo.So the Deira did negligible business, except after a noteworthy killing or a particularly



sanguinary riot, which is the specialty of the heaving, thirsty demi-state of Gaza. Then, the press
corps would colonize the Deira; reporters would come to catalogue the dead, and slot the
deaths into whatever cleanly explicable narrative was in current favor.The hallway was dim, and
empty. I went downstairs to a veranda overlooking the Mediterranean, which shimmered in the
early sunlight. Arab fishing boats spread their nets across the smooth water. An Israeli gunboat
cast a more distant shadow. My breakfast companion was waiting for me. He rose, and we
kissed on both cheeks. His nom de guerre was Abu Iyad, and he was an unhappy terrorist who I
hoped would share with me illuminating gossip about Hamas—of which he was a member—and
Palestine Islamic Jihad, two fundamentalist Muslim groups whose institutional focus is the
murder of Jews. I bought him a plate of hummus and cucumbers.Abu Iyad was a thin man, his
face hollow and creased. His nails were yellow, and his hair was gray and thinning. I had known
him for a dozen years. We weren’t friends. We were more like companionable acquaintances; I
could not be a true friend of anyone in Hamas. He had been a bomb-maker earlier in his career,
but he no longer submitted himself to the group’s hard line. His personality wasn’t that of the
typical Hamas ultra. The average Hamas man tends toward narcissism and humorlessness, and
projects the sort of preternatural calm organic to people who believe that what follows death is
exponentially better than what precedes it. But Abu Iyad seemed, on occasion, free of certitude,
taking a jaundiced view of some of his more strident colleagues. He only tentatively endorsed
the notion, common among Hamas theologians, that the Jews live under a cloud of divine
displeasure. He was well-educated—Soviet-educated, but still—and he was cultured, for
Hamas. He was familiar with Camus and he was partial to Russian literature, though not to
Russians. We often talked about books. Once, we spent an afternoon on the beach, near
Nusseirat, his refugee camp, eating watermelon and talking about, of all things, the nihilism in
Fathers and Sons.It was a year before the second Intifada, our day at the beach. The strip of
gray sand was the property, in essence, of Hamas; each political faction ruled a stretch of
Mediterranean seaside. The Hamas cabanas were rude concrete slabs, topped with green flags
that read, “There Is No God but Allah,” and “Muhammad Is the Messenger of God.” A crust of
garbage lay over the beach, which was frequently used as a bathroom by donkey and man alike,
but a breeze pushed the smell of shit away from us. The few women on the beach sat separate
from the men. They wore black scarves and cloaks of thick cloth, and they boiled inside them
like eggs. Even when the women went to the water, they went in hijab. They waded in, up to their
knees, splashed each other, and giggled. I could tell from the eyes, and the turn of their ankles,
that they were pretty. I steered my own eyes away, though; even an innocent glance could have a
terminal effect on me.One of the men with us was a terrorist named Jihad Abu Swerah, a
typically inflamed Hamas killer. He believed that the company of any women at all was an affront,
even women who were serving us food. “Women by their presence pollute everything,” he said. A
real killjoy. He reminded me of something the Ayatollah Khomeini once said: “There is no fun in
Islam.”Abu Swerah would eventually die at the hands of Israeli soldiers, who would find him in
2003 and cut him down in his Nusseirat hideout.We tried to ignore him. Abu Iyad and I talked



amiably on the beach that day with a few of his friends. The sky was soft blue and the water was
gentle. It seemed to me an opportune time to throw an apple of discord into the circle. Just to
make the day interesting, I accused Hamas—and the Muslim Brotherhood movement that gave
birth to it—of succumbing to the temptations of nihilism.ME: The Islamists believe in nothing
except their own power. This frees them from the constraints of morality, allowing
everything.ABU IYAD: No, we believe in one surpassing truth, in tawhid, the cosmic Oneness of
God. This is an overpowering belief. A nihilist, on the other hand, believes in nothing.ME: This is
true, in theory, the Islamist does believe in something. But that something is the supremacy of
death, not the supremacy of God’s love. No one, not even Turgenev’s Bazarov, is perfect in his
nihilism. But Hamas comes close.ABU IYAD: Jews fear death, Muslims don’t. Death isn’t even
death. It’s a beginning. Love and death are both manifestations of God.ME: You can’t murder
people and say you’ve done them a favor.ABU IYAD: Hamas does not target the innocent.After
the chastising Abu Swerah and his janissaries left, Abu Iyad allowed that the actions of Hamas
bombers could be seen as nihilistic, which is why he said he opposed some of the more bestial
manifestations of his group’s ideology. The men of Hamas, he said, sadly, were not his sort of
Muslim.Sometimes, I couldn’t quite believe in his apostasy. His distaste for Hamas orthodoxy
seemed real enough, but I sensed that it grew from some apolitical vendetta. Hamas, like any
well-established terrorist group, is a bureaucracy, and, as in any bureaucracy, there are winners
and losers, and I got the sense that he had lost—what, I didn’t know.There was something else,
too: Every so often, when we talked, he would pare off the edge of his words, speak in
euphemism, even deny what I knew he felt. The Shi’ites call this taqiyya, the dissimulation of
faith, the concealment of belief in the interest of self-preservation, or temporal political
advantage. Sacramental lying, in other words. I worried that the face of Abu Iyad I saw was only
one in a repertoire of faces. He did, after all, kill a man once.The man was a Palestinian, his own
blood, but a “collaborator” with Israel; Abu Iyad killed the man with a knife, in an alley in
Nusseirat. Abu Iyad only remembered the man’s first name, which was Mustafa, and he
remembered that he was taller than most Palestinians.But then there were times when I stopped
watching Abu Iyad through a veil of distrust, when I thought him to be a decent man, content to
search for imperfect justice, not the world-ending justice sought by Hamas.In the early 1990s, he
favored, in principle, the murder of Israelis, in particular soldiers and settlers. But in November
2000, a group of Palestinians detonated a mortar shell near an armored bus traveling between
two Jewish settlements, not far from Gaza City. Two settlers were killed, and three small children
—all of the same family—lost limbs. This was unacceptable to Abu Iyad.“It’s not the children who
are at fault,” he said, an uncommon thing to say in Gaza, where children are both victim and
perpetrator. Abu Iyad did not believe, for reasons both expedient and theological, that the
slaughter of Israelis in Tel Aviv and Jerusalem would be helpful to his cause, and he questioned
whether God smiled on the self-immolating assassins of Hamas. “A person can’t be pure and
admitted to Paradise if he kills himself, is my belief. There is a lot of debate about this among the
scholars.”He sensed, even then, at breakfast, that the second Uprising, which was just



beginning, would end badly for the Palestinians.“The Israelis are too strong, and they’re too
ready to use violence against us,” he said.Nonsense, I said. Things will end badly for the Arabs
because it is the Arabs who see violence as a panacea.We went in circles on the question:
Which side in this fight speaks more fluently the language of violence? I argued for the Arabs,
and cited, as proof, a statement made to me not long before this breakfast by Abdel Aziz Rantisi,
one of the founders of Hamas. Rantisi was a sour and self-admiring man, a pediatrician by trade,
but one so perverse that he would work his rage on children. “The Israelis always say, when they
kill our children, that they are sorry,” he told me. “When we kill Jewish children we say we are
happy. So I ask you, who is telling the truth?”And I mentioned to Abu Iyad something said to me
by Sheikh Ahmed Yassin, the so-called spiritual leader of Hamas, when I saw him at his home a
few days earlier. I asked the sheikh about the three Israeli children on the bus, their limbs torn
from them by a Palestinian bomb.“They shouldn’t have been on holy Muslim land,” Sheikh Yassin
said, his calm unperturbed by the thought of bleeding children. “This is what happens. The Jews
have no right to life here. Their state was created in defiance of God’s will. This is in the Quran.”I
had no patience for Yassin. The thinking of scriptural fundamentalists seems, to the secular-
minded, or even to the sort of person like me who feels the constant presence of God in his life
but does not believe Him to be partisan in His love, as lunacy on stilts. It is also cruel beyond
measure. Fundamentalism is the thief of mercy. These men, I told Abu Iyad, feel no human
feelings at all.Don’t be so dramatic, he said, in so many words. “The sheikh is just saying this
because this is what reporters want to hear.” Dream murders, he suggested, do not constitute
policy. They are to be understood as the last refuge of men stripped of all dignity.“Well, it’s
pathetic,” I said.Abu Iyad asked, “It’s the way you feel about the Germans, right?”I didn’t answer. I
could have told him the truth: I was born, to my sorrow, too late to kill Germans. I could have said
many other things, but I wasn’t going to argue the point with a man who thinks the Shoah, the
Holocaust, was a trifle compared to the dispossession of the Palestinians.“Sometimes, I feel
very satisfied when a Jew gets killed,” he confessed. “I’m telling you what’s in my heart. It gives
me a feeling of confidence. It’s very good for our people to know that they have the competence
to kill Jews. So that is what Sheikh Yassin is saying.”So you build your self-esteem through
murder?You misunderstand me, Abu Iyad said. Sheikh Yassin, he explained, was not typical of
the Palestinian people; he succumbed to the temptation of violence too easily. The sheikh
represented one side of the divided Arab heart, the side hungry for blood. The other side craves
peace, even with the Jews.Abu Iyad was a fundamentalist, hard where the world is soft, but he
was also soft where the world is hard.I am not the only Jew who divides the gentile world into
two camps: the gentiles who would hide me in their attics when the Germans come; and the
gentiles who would betray me to the death squads. I thought, on occasion, that Abu Iyad might
be the sort to hide me.I was late for an appointment, and so I excused myself copiously. I did not
want to offend Abu Iyad, who, like his brother-Palestinians, was as sensitive as a seismograph to
rudeness.It was not an appointment I was keen to keep. I was meant to visit a Palestinian police
base that had been rocketed by the Israeli Air Force the night before. I was reporting a story, and



the drudgery of reporting is the repetition, going back again and again to see things I had
already seen, in the naïve hope that I would finally see something different, or, at the very least,
understand it more deeply. But in the first months of the Intifada, I saw Palestinian cars rocketed
by Israeli helicopters, as well as Palestinian police stations, government offices, and apartment
buildings. I saw blue-skinned corpses on slabs in the morgue, and children whose jaws and
hands and feet were ripped away by missiles. I was familiar with the work of Israeli rockets.The
base belonged to Force 17, the personal bodyguard unit of Yasser Arafat. My regular taxi driver,
a man called Abu Ibrahim, delivered me there. Abu Ibrahim means “Father of Abraham.” His
given name was something else, which he seldom used since his wife gave birth to a son he
called Ibrahim. He asked me once if I was father to a son. I said yes. He was relieved, on my
behalf. I have two daughters as well, I said. But you have a son, he said, reassuring me. He could
not pronounce my son’s name, so he called me “Abu Walad,” “Father of a Boy.”He wasn’t much
of a talker, in any case. He wouldn’t tell me that he was a killer. Fifteen years before, he
murdered an agent of the Shabak, the Israeli internal security service. He lured the agent to an
orange grove, and there he killed him, with a grenade.That’s a great name you have, I told Abu
Ibrahim once. There’s peace in that name: Jews, Christians, Muslims, all of us are sons of
Abraham. He just grunted.He was a hard man. He never smiled, and his arms were roped with
prison muscle. I don’t think he cared about anything. Years before, I had learned from one of the
chattier members of the Gambino organized crime family the expression menefreghismo, which
means, roughly, “the art of not giving a fuck.” Abu Ibrahim was an adept of menefreghismo; its
practitioners were scattered about in the occupied territories. Once, in Hebron, I watched a
Palestinian man, a cigarette dangling from his mouth, approach an Israeli soldier and stab him in
the chest. The cigarette stayed between his lips through the attack. That’s menefreghismo.Gaza
City is a compressed jumble of four- and five-story concrete apartment buildings, built at illogical
angles on streets that are sometimes paved and sometimes not. Suddenly, out of the tangle, the
Force 17 base appeared. It was a modest place—a few barracks, a parade ground, single-story
offices. Its entrance was guarded by a life-size plaster statue of Arafat fixed on a battered plinth
and gazing out over his ruined kingdom. The anonymous sculptor who created this homage to
the Palestinian Ozymandias thickened the chairman’s features, giving him the appearance of a
fat-lipped Che Guevara. THIS CAMP WAS BUILT WITH FUNDS PROVIDED BY THE
EUROPEAN UNION, a sign over the statue read.Missiles had destroyed the base’s
communications room, a barracks, and a weapons warehouse. In the rubble were spent razors,
shoes, cardboard containers of fruit juice, and the carcasses of rats.I met a Palestinian reporter
who showed me the damage, which was a testament to advances in the science of precision
guidance. We were left with the impression that specific men were targeted. They were not hit,
however.“No one sleeps in the barracks anymore,” a Force 17 commander told us. “We all sleep
outside.”Force 17—the number refers, it is believed, to the first address of the group’s
headquarters in Beirut, at 17 Faqahani Street—is divided into two operating units, an
intelligence division and a presidential security division. It has, in Gaza and the West Bank,



roughly three thousand men under arms. What these men do with their arms on their off-hours
had been a subject of study by the Israeli security services, which reached the conclusion, early
in the Intifada, that they were using the arms for no good.I knew someone in Force 17, a colonel
named Capucci. We hadn’t seen each other in some months, and I was hoping to say hello.
Capucci’s actual name was Muhammad Hassanen, but he took his nom de guerre to honor a
former Greek Catholic bishop of Jerusalem, Hilarion Capucci, who was convicted in Israel in
1974 of smuggling arms in the trunk of his Mercedes from Lebanon to Israel on behalf of the
PLO. Hassanen and the bishop shared a cell for a while in an Israeli jail.One of the Force 17 men
ran over to us, holding a bent piece of metal in his hand, a piece of the American-made rocket
that took apart the communications room. He delivered a pro forma lecture that began, “America
says it wants peace, but it sends missiles.”Then I saw Capucci, in the distance, getting into a
jeep. I smiled, and waved. He looked at me curiously, and waved back, but tentatively. Then he
sped away. How odd, I thought.I didn’t realize quite how odd it was until an hour later. I was
sitting in the Café Delice on Izzedine al-Qassam Street in downtown Gaza City. The café was a
regular spot for me. It was shabby and neglected; the yellow walls were water-stained, and a
carpet of dust covered the shelves. But the café was well located, and there is not an extensive
selection of cafés in Gaza City, in any case.Izzedine al-Qassam Street is one of the main streets
of Gaza City. It is named after an early leader of the Arab Revolt in Palestine, a proto-Arafat who
murdered several Jews in the early 1930s before he was shot dead by the British. Hamas has
named its terrorist wing after him. The street that honors his memory is potholed, without
demarcated lanes, and is life-threatening. Braking is out of favor in Gaza, though honking is not.
Officers of the Palestinian Naval Police were standing in the middle of the street, trying in vain to
direct traffic. The Palestinian Authority has no actual navy, but it has a naval police. The
whitewashed walls of the Shifa Hospital, across the street from the café, were covered in graffiti,
drawn in violent strokes. “We Will Die Standing Up,” one wall read. Near this was a sloppily
painted picture, in red and black, of a bus, emblazoned with a Star of David. The bus was
depicted in mid-explosion, and stick figures of green-uniformed and dead Israeli soldiers were
scattered about the margins of the painting. Another line of graffiti, written against a backdrop of
bleeding knives and exploding hand grenades, included a passage from the Quran: “The
unbelievers will wish that they had surrendered. Let them eat, to take their joy, and to be
bemused by hope; certainly, they will soon know!”I was sitting at my usual corner table,
underneath the café’s dripping and gasping air conditioner, drinking coffee with an
acquaintance. I chose the table, in Malcolm X fashion, because it gave me a wide view of the
door and the street beyond. Not that it mattered. Three men, brooding in appearance,
fantastically armed, and in a great hurry, burst through the open door and announced that I was
under arrest.The leader of the arrest party was a big man, his heavy shoulders straining against
his brown suit coat. His brow was thick, and separated from the rest of his face by a single
eyebrow. His cheeks were well padded, but he had a thin, elegant nose, not at all the nose one
associates with Semites. He wore black shoes and white socks, and a gold bracelet on one



wrist. He seemed to be about forty years old. The two other men, in their late twenties, were
thinner at the waist. One of them carried an AK-47; the other a machine pistol. It was not at all
clear which police apparatus these men represented, but this was not strange in Gaza, whose
one and a half million people have been blessed with the protection of at least ten competing
secret security organizations, not including the Naval Police.The owner of the café, a small, soft-
bodied man, maybe fifty, stood by the espresso machine. His expression suggested passivity in
the face of superior firepower. I resented him just then, since he knew me, though I recognized
that there was not much a seller of damp pastry could do to help.One of the gunmen, the most
ostentatiously menacing of the three—he kept his eyes purposefully narrowed, and he wore his
black mustache thick, in the Ba’ath Party style—lifted me by my elbow, and pushed me to the
door. He wore black pants and a black shirt. He said, in Hebrew, “Come with us.” I feigned
ignorance, and said, loudly, for public consumption, in Arabic, “I don’t understand.” He said,
again in Hebrew, impatiently this time, “Just come with us.” I waved my American passport in
front of his face. “I’m an American!” I yelled. I had learned, in previous encounters with dyspeptic
and well-armed Muslims, the tactical importance of behaving in the manner one associates with
Steve McQueen, and so I resisted the urge to unleash, as I do in moments of tension, great
gusts of words.The man I was meeting followed us out of the café, onto Izzedine al-Qassam
Street. A dark blue Jeep Cherokee idled by the curb. Its driver was smoking, and appeared
unnaturally relaxed. My companion argued with the men, vouching for my good character. This
had no discernible effect, which surprised me, since he was a leader of Fatah, Yasser Arafat’s
own political faction within the PLO.I was maneuvered to the Jeep. Schoolboys in brown pants
and white shirts were walking by, but only a few of them turned to watch; Gaza children see
many unusual things—Gaza is notable for its complete absence of normalcy—and this drama,
though large in my mind, could not hold their interest.My own taxi was parked across the street,
outside the gates of the hospital. I looked up and down the street for Abu Ibrahim, without seeing
him. I think he was napping in the backseat.I was pushed into the Cherokee. The three men got
in; the chief in the front passenger seat, the two younger men on either side of me, in the back.
They were so close I could feel their sweat on me. The driver pulled the Cherokee into the street
and sped away. The four Palestinians looked out the windows, at the sky above. They feared, I
guessed, the return of Israeli Air Force helicopters. It struck me, finally, that I was being arrested
for spying. In the febrile imaginings of a Palestinian security agent, it would only make sense that
an Israeli helicopter would be tracking my movements. I was not a spy, but that wasn’t to say that
I wasn’t in trouble. I did have something to hide. Once, for a short time, I placed myself in the
service of the people who hunted down men like these. This was something known only to a
handful of people in Gaza. The men privy to my secret, I realized, included both Abu Iyad and
Capucci.The agent in the front passenger seat, the man in charge, turned around a few minutes
into our trip. He said, in Hebrew, “Don’t worry, this won’t take long.”I again feigned ignorance. I
said, in English, “Listen, I’m an American journalist and I demand that you release me. Do you
understand me? Do you speak English?” He turned to his companions in the backseat, and



said, in Arabic, something like, “The Jew is playing games.”The two men laughed.“What were
you doing this morning?” the thick-browed man asked, in Hebrew.“I’m sorry,” I said in Berlitz
Arabic, “I don’t speak Arabic.”“Come on already, give me a break,” he said. His Hebrew was
colloquial, and fluid, but low, from the street. There are several places Palestinian men of his age
could learn alley-boy Hebrew: in the kitchens of Tel Aviv restaurants, on construction sites in
Jerusalem, on the road gangs that pave the highways, or in prison. This man would have been in
his twenties during the first Intifada. Tens of thousands of Palestinian men passed through Israeli
prisons during the original Uprising, and it was ex-prisoners who filled the ranks of the
Palestinian security apparatus.“I don’t speak Arabic,” I said again.“Okay, okay,” he said, and
turned back around.“I want to call the American embassy,” I said, loudly, in order to convince
them of my Americanness.“I’m going to take out my cell phone from my pocket,” I said. The man
in the front seat turned around. In English, he said, “Give me the telephone.” I did, without
protest.We drove around Gaza some more. I had to go to the bathroom. I caught a glimpse of
myself in a side mirror. My face shone like a well-polished boot.“I have to go to the bathroom,” I
said. They ignored me.I tried to keep track of our route, which was not easy. Gaza City is colored
solely in differing shades of dun, and the streets are laid out at arbitrary angles.I am not brave, in
the fuller meaning of the word, but I do have the ability to stay hinged in moments of physical
peril. Several years earlier, in the eastern Congo, at a roadblock of burning tires, a group of Mai-
Mai rebels, who were notable for their consumption of formidable quantities of marijuana, as well
as for their love of pillaging, pulled me out of a jeep and placed their spears at my throat. I talked
my way through the Mai-Mai checkpoint. I could, I believed, talk my way through this.We were, I
realized, driving in circles. When we reached our destination, it was familiar to me: the
headquarters of Palestinian Preventative Security, the largest of the secret services in Gaza. We
drove through a gate into a nearly empty courtyard. I was encouraged, because I knew the chief
of Preventative Security, a man named Muhammad Dahlan, and I was reasonably sure he would
bring this sorry episode to a quick end. I was sure he would even make these men apologize
(and I would graciously accept their apologies). Dahlan was, during the 1990s, a favorite of the
Central Intelligence Agency, as well as the Shabak. He was charged, during the peace process,
with suppressing Hamas and the Islamic Jihad in Gaza, which he did intermittently, but when he
did it, he did it with iron. He was a greasy man, very Tammany Hall, but he was an effective
security czar, and he was a pragmatist.“Call Dahlan,” I said in English, as I was helped from the
Jeep. “He knows me.” Never before had name-dropping seemed so urgently self-
preservational.The man in charge said in Hebrew, “This is not Dahlan’s business.” I said, again,
“I don’t know what you’re saying.”I was led down a first-floor hallway and directed into an
unadorned room, with two narrow windows set high on the wall. A thin-legged wooden table sat
in the middle of the room, two chairs on each side. My captor, the most obviously malevolent of
the three, instructed me, in Arabic, to stand against a wall, feet spread apart. I put my back
against the wall. No, no, he yelled, and motioned me to turn. I did so slowly. He frisked me. His
technique was well informed, though he performed his job with more enthusiasm than was



necessary, giving my balls a savage squeeze.Asshole, I said, in English.He emptied my pockets:
my wallet, a notebook, two pens, a miniature tape recorder, a packet of Pepto-Bismol, 25
shekels in coins, my passport, several random business cards, folded newspaper clippings,
gum, gum wrappers, balled-up pieces of paper containing scribbled notes, and the keys to my
car, which I had left to cook in the sun on the far side of the Erez crossing, the main border
between Israel and Gaza. I think my captors were astonished by the mass of junk that fell from
my pockets. My tape recorder was taken away, but everything else was thrown onto the table. I
was told to sit. The men left, and I stewed. I reached for my pad, and took notes on the events of
the day. This had a calming effect on me.The air in the room was still, but I could smell thistles
and the sea air, and sweat.I was left alone for quite a while. I assumed the goal of my captors
was to provoke in me a neurasthenic crisis, to give me time to manufacture dire thoughts about
torture, or at the very least, habeas corpus, which is not a cherished value of Arab security
services. It was clever of them to leave me alone. It was my misfortune to be familiar with the
many creative methods of torture employed by interrogators of the Palestinian services. The
previous June a Palestinian in the custody of Preventative Security was asphyxiated to death.
Not long before that, a group of Palestinian students at Birzeit University, on the West Bank,
were beaten and threatened with rape by other agents of Preventative Security. The crime of
these students was to have thrown rocks at the visiting French prime minister. There were many
stories of cruelty in Arafat’s prisons. Two of the more common modes of torture were shabeh and
farruja. In shabeh, a prisoner is bound in a kneeling position, his arms pulled back and tied to the
ankles. The prisoner is then left hooded for several hours. This torture causes hellish pain in the
joints, and it stimulates an overwhelming desire to die, according to people I know who have
survived the treatment. In farruja, the prisoner is bound in similar fashion, but then lifted off the
floor, suspended from a hook. (During the Inquisition, this was known as the “Queen of
Torments.”) Prisoners in Palestinian jails are often beaten—usually on the soles of the feet, with
rubber truncheons. They are sometimes hooded for long periods of time; and burned as well,
with molten plastic, or cigarettes.On the other hand, this wasn’t Syria.I had one other thing going
for me. Journalists were more or less inviolate, beneficiaries of a kind of unspoken policy of
extraterritoriality. This is what I told myself. This incident occurred in a more innocent time—the
definition of an innocent time being any time before the murder of the Wall Street Journal
reporter Danny Pearl—and so the torture of an American journalist in an Arab jail seemed
unlikely to me.Finally the head man came back into the room, and sat down. He said in English,
“My name is Abu Hamad.”I introduced myself, and extended my hand. He shook it, to my
surprise.Abu Hamad took my wallet, and emptied its contents on to the table.He studied my
Washington, D.C., driver’s license, then my Costco Warehouse card, my credit cards, my
expired New York Police Department press pass, and a card identifying me as a Friend of the
National Zoo. In tradecraft, this mass of junk is known as “pocket litter,” which I would carry on
me to convince counterespionage agents of my innocence. Of course, proper pocket litter
wouldn’t include a press pass issued by the Israeli Government Press Office. Abu Hamad picked



it up.“The New Yorker,” he said.Yes, I said with pride, The New Yorker. I told him The New Yorker
is exceptionally popular among Palestinians in America. This may be true, or it may not. I had no
idea.In Hebrew, he said, “Why don’t you speak Hebrew with me? I need the practice.”I have the
sort of face that suggests guilt even in moments of virginal innocence, but I tried to contain
myself.I said, in English, “I’m sorry, I don’t understand.”“Really,” he said, his eyes slicing into me,
“it’s not a big deal. So you speak Hebrew. Everyone speaks Hebrew.”I said nothing.“What do you
think? We’re going to hurt you because you speak Hebrew? I speak Hebrew,” he said.His logic
was weak, but so was I. I gave in. “Look,” I finally said in the language of my people, “you can’t
expect me to speak Hebrew on Izzedine al-Qassam Street, do you? That would get us both
lynched.”This brought a smile to his face. I was happy to see him smile, and then my happiness
curdled into self-loathing. Who knew I would be such an amateur? What a crashing
demonstration of interrogational incompetence. This wasn’t a spear at the throat. I wasn’t being
tied up like a chicken. He wasn’t even yelling. He was the good cop, and there was no bad cop.It
was his stare, I think, combined with the fact that there are Arabs in Gaza with whom I speak
Hebrew (and I’m sure he knows that already, I thought), that led me to believe that no harm
would be done by an acknowledgment of the obvious. But wait. He had his victory. So why did
the smile disappear?“Lynched?” he asked, his face a black cloud. “You said lynched. What do
you mean by lynched? You think we’re really animals?”I didn’t get his meaning.“The lynching,” he
said.Several months earlier, two Israeli army reservists took a wrong turn on their way to their
West Bank base, and wound up in the hands of the Palestinian police. The two were brought to a
Ramallah police station, where they were swarmed by a mob, which tore them apart by hand,
then rubbed their hands in the blood of their victims, and displayed them for the cameras. The
lynching of these two reservists left many Israelis believing that their neighbors were not only
unappeasable but barbaric.“Well, that was Ramallah,” I said. “What do you expect?”Jokes at the
expense of the West Bank usually go over well in Gaza. Not this one, however.“You see what
your people do to us,” Abu Hamad said, a hard edge to his voice. “You were there this morning.
How can you think we’re the animals? The Israelis are the animals.”If I were quicker, I would have
said: The difference between action and reaction is the difference between Palestinians and
Israelis.Instead, I asked, “Why are you following me?”Abu Hamad answered my question with a
question: “Why were you visiting the Force 17 headquarters this morning?”“I’m a reporter,” I
said.“Who do you work for?”“The New Yorker.”“Who do you work for?”“The New Yorker. If you
don’t believe me, check with anyone. Check with Dahlan.”“I don’t work for Dahlan.”“Which police
do you work for?”“You’re a spy, yes? For the Shabak.”“No.”“Mr. Jeffrey,” he said, “what are you
doing here?”A very pertinent question. What I was doing here was trying to get out of here.
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Janashii, “Descriptive and Perfectly Told Truths!!. I spent a great amount of time in this area of
the world and found Jeff Goldberg "right on" in all the locations he experiences throughout the
book. I was surprised though that he did not change the names of all the Palestians in the book. I
know this because I have met most of them in my business dealing or know people who know
them. But thats ok- it makes it even more entertaining for us. My question is : "Why has Goldberg
NOT written another book since this one?" I love his writing style!! I am so "thirsty" to read more
of his work in a book vs. magazine article. If you are interested in the Middle East- this is a must
read, as well as Thomas Friedman's "From Beirut to Jerusalem"- updated version.”

EFM, “enriched my understanding greatly.. Jeffrey Goldberg is an excellent, engaging writer who
brings a deeply-considered perspective to a very difficult topic. Personal but framed broadly, I
gained excellent insight into the true dynamics in this situation. Left me sad and doubtful about
the prospects for peace but enriched my understanding greatly.”

Fnm, “prisoners. A must read about a young man's quest to live as a full and complete Jew in
Israel as told through his own personal experiences as a journalist.Jeffrey Goldberg's narrative
is both honest and eloquent.He presents a very personal view if his true feelings about Israel
and it's dealings with the PLO and terrorist organizations determined to wipe Israel off the face
of the map.”

Edward, “One of the most revealing and engaging studies of the Israeli-Palestinian conflict ever.
As one who teaches the Israeli-Palestinian conflict in the university I am in a strong position
when I say simply that this honest and raw work is an unqualified triumph of penetrating analysis
and unusual in its capacity to illuminate both politics and human beings on both sides.
Goldberg's background as a true Israeli "insider" who once served as jailer to the Palestinians
whose friendships he later seeks, produces astonishing insights. Stylistically spare, but often
eloquent, the author's testimony is a constant revelation. Not to be missed!”

Elisabeth Mwanza, “brilliantly perceptive and very sad. I read it in 2 nights. It is truly brilliantly
perceptive and indescribably sad - he, like so many, see no solution, not really, despite his
theme of coexistence. By now there's so much hatred on both sides, so much
misunderstanding, so much blood shed unnecessarily, that any happy end is virtually
impossible.Ruth Weiss, Author, Germany”

R. Forman, “Wow!. Jeff is an American Jew that heads to Israel with enthusiasm, naivete and
inspiration that all people that want to see an improved world possess. Over the course of his
time in Israel, he sees firsthand the level of distrust that exists and the scale of the
insurmountable problems in the israeli-palestinian conflict. Time and time again, Jeff tries to



reach out to the Palestinians and he is hopeful that they will reciprocate his desire for
friendship.His journey is a personal journey that is well written, fascinating and at times funny.I
highly recommend this book.”

reading widely, “for all fans of great non-fiction. I picked up this book because I have admired
Jeffrey Goldberg's writing on a number of topics. This book is more a memoir than a political
history (although I learned quite a bit of that in the course of reading this book -- the middle east
is not a topic about which I know that much). If you are a fan of well-written non-fiction, then you
will enjoy reading this book. Mr. Goldberg's writing is lively, largely cliche-free, often moving, and
engrossing. As I write this, I realize that Prisoners is also a travel narrative of ancient and
modern Israel...All in all, a lot of bang for one book.  Highly recommended.”

Robpunx, “a stimulating and fresh read.... Coming from a land that is notorious for bigots, i'm
very used to a biased story, and subtly biased. I was surprised by this book to find that it gave a
beautiful picture of humanity on both sides of a great divide, and also paints a story of how easy
it is for us to succumb to our animal instincts”

The book by Jeffrey Goldberg has a rating of  5 out of 4.3. 33 people have provided feedback.
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