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by P.J. O'Rourke

Bassboat. Bizport. Passboot. Pisspot. It's the one English word every Lebanese understands
and no Lebanese can say. The first, deepest and most enduring impression from a visit
to Lebanon is an endless series of faces with gun barrels poking through the car window

and mispronouncing your travel documents.

Some of these faces belong to the Lebanese Ar-
my, some to the Christian Phalange, some to angry
Shiites or blustering Druze or grumpy Syrian
draftees or Scarsdale-looking Israeli reservists. And
who knows what the rest of them belong to.
Everybody with a gun has a checkpoint in
Lebanon. And in Lebanon you'd have to be crazy
not to have a gun. Though, I assure you, all the
crazv people have guns too.

One fumbles for passport and credentials thinking,

“Is this Progressive Socialist territory or Syrian
Socialist National party? Will the Amal militia kill
me if [ give them a Lebanese Army press card? And
what's Arabic, anyway, for ‘Mel American? Don't
make me laugh.””

The gun barrels all have the bluing worn off the
ends as though from being rubbed against people’s
noses. The interesting thing about staring down a
gun barrel is how small the hole is where the bullet
comes out yet what a big difference it would make
in your social schedule. Not that people try to
shoot you very often, but the way they flip those
things around and bang them on the pavement and
poke them in the dirt and scratch their ears with
the muzzle sights ...Gun safety merit badges must
go begging in the Lebanese Boy Scouts.

Americans always claim a desire to vacation in
exotic places and see native culture unvarnished
and authentic. Lebanon is notably free of tour
groups and camera-toting Japanese. The beaches,
though shell-packed and occasionally mined, are

not crowded. Ruins of historical interest abound, in
fact block most streets. Hotel rooms are plentiful.
No reservation is necessary at even the most
popular restaurant (though it is advisable to ask
around and find out if the place is likely to be

| bombed later).

One minor difficulty with travel to Lebanon is
you can't. There’s no such thing as a tourist visa.
Unless youre a journalist, diplomat or arms
salesman, they won't let you in. And if you believe
that you'll never understand the Orient. Type a let-
ter saying you're an American economist studying
stabilization of the Lebanese pound. (Sound cur-
rency is one thing all factions agree on. The Cen-
tral Bank is the best guarded and least shelled
building in Beirut.) My letter said I was doing a
story for a trendy New York magazine on “artistic
and cultural life in Lebanon.”

“Artistic and cultural life in Lebanon?” said the
pretty young woman at the Lebanese Consulate.

“And tourism,” I pointed out.

“Tourism?”

I nodded.

She shrugged. “Well, be sure to go see my
village of Beit Mery. It's very beautiful. If you
make it.”

Middle East Airlines is the only carrier to Beirut.
They fly from London, Paris, Frankfurt, and
Rome — sometimes. When the airport’s being
shelled, you can take a boat from Lamnaca, Cyprus.
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