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FOREIGN PASSPORTS 

 

                 May 22, 2009 The older I get, the more of 
an Arab I become. I don’t know whether it’s because of the 
new belly, or maybe the cheap haircuts in the eastern city, 
but I do know that my national identity is more blatant than 
ever. Lately I can hardly get past a security guard without 
showing an ID card.  

 

                Well aware of the new profile I’ve 
developed as a usual suspect, I took great pains to prepare 
for my encounter with Ben-Gurion Airport. I went to a Jewish 
barber for twice the price. I washed the car inside and out, 
and almost hung an aromatic freshener in the shape of a Star 
of David from the mirror. I put on the polo shirt I’d asked 
my wife to buy me as a birthday present. I slipped on my 
shades, uttered the prayer for a safe journey, and set out 
for Ben-Gurion.  

 

                I waited in the line of cars at the entry 
gate. The cars moved ahead one after the other, the guard 
barely glancing inside and gesturing to the driver to go 
ahead. Until my turn came. The guard held up his hand for 
me to stop. “Where are you arriving from?” he asked, looking 
straight at me. I knew that if I said Jerusalem the story 
wouldn’t end well. I’ve never been able to pronounce the 



city’s name in Hebrew without making mistakes. Jerusalem 
is the nightmare of every posturing Arab. In addition to 
the “r,” there is also a “u” and too many consonants. I 
thought of saying I was arriving from Tel Aviv, but that 
would be a risk, because if it didn’t work and I was asked 
to show an ID card, I would be both an Arab and a liar, and 
that could morph from a check to an interrogation, if not 
an actual arrest.  

 

                “Jerusalem,” I muttered in a low voice. 
“ID, please,” the security guard said, looked long and hard 
at my details, and, still holding the ID, signaled me to 
pull into the bay on the right, shut off the engine, and 
wait for someone to come over to me. Ten minutes later, a 
security man came over and, after a check, wished me “a 
pleasant flight.” The situation must be serious, I thought 
as I drove to long-term parking. Generally I get through 
that checkpoint easily. And I even arrived in a Citroën, 
which I’d bought especially for the checkpoints. God in 
heaven, who ever saw an Arab driving a Citroën? 

 

                 The shuttle bus dropped me off at the 
entrance to the terminal, along with the  

                 long-term parkers. Another guard was 
standing at the entrance. Pulling my suitcase, I walked with 
the others, reminding myself not to look at the guard like 
I always do. A kind of glance of expectation to be arrested. 
I lowered my head and tried to be natural. But naturally, 
I looked suspicious to the guard. “Sir,” he called to me, 
and I smiled like an idiot when he signaled me to go to the 
Arab detectors. I came out clean, was released, and entered 
the terminal, anticipating a day packed with security 



guards. If I hadn’t managed to get by the two guard posts 
where they work with their eyes, God knows what awaits me 
inside when I’ll be asked to show my passport.  

 

                “What’s the origin of the name?” the guard 
asked as he flipped through my passport in the line ahead 
of the airline counters. “Arab,” I replied. He marked 
circles on white stickers and asked the usual questions. 
“Did anyone give you anything to take with you?” I answered 
no to everything, even though I always have the suspicion 
that maybe my wife stuck something into my bag in order to 
settle some score with me. “Suitcase to the baggage X-ray 
machine,” the security man ordered. I complied gladly. 
Everyone goes through X-ray, irrespective of creed, race, 
or gender. X-raying is the beautiful side of democracy. But 
not everyone goes through without a hitch. When my small 
suitcase arrived on the other side of the machine, another 
security guard stuck another sticker on it and instructed 
me to proceed to the security-check counter opposite. What 
could she have seen on her computer screen? I wondered. All 
I’d packed for this short, two-day trip was a shirt, two 
pairs of underpants, and socks. I don’t take a computer to 
the airport. An Arab with a computer is nothing less than 
an agent of Hezbollah. The security woman at the counter 
asked me to open the suspicious bag. I complied proudly. 
I have underwear and socks that are designated exclusively 
for the airport. Hugo Boss and Calvin Klein. To impress the 
guards. An Arab, yes, but an Arab with class. I came out 
clean. The security woman said I could close the bag, which 
I did, and then she took out a kind of orange plastic 
handcuff and locked it on to the handle of the bag, like 
a bracelet. My body temperature shot up. I felt dizzy and 
had difficulty breathing. I looked around at the other 
counters and didn’t see anyone with a bracelet like mine. 



I knew people were looking at me, I knew I was marked. A 
feeling of being cruelly insulted seized me whenever 
someone passed by and looked at the orange bracelet, driving 
daggers into my heart. I’d been to the airport dozens of 
times before, and this was the first time I’d encountered 
a flagrant bracelet like this. Trying to choke back tears, 
I continued on the Via Dolorosa to the plane. “Go to counter 
fourteen,” the security woman before the entry to the 
duty-free area told me. Only people with bracelets were 
there. A security man took my passport and boarding pass, 
waved them, and asked, “Who wants them?” I came out clean, 
put on my shoes, put the belt back on my pants, and went 
on to passports. A security woman with a boy and a girl who 
were holding notebooks and looked like schoolkids asked to 
see my passport. “B-3,” she said, and the girl with the 
notebook exclaimed, “Wow, I thought it was G-2 for sure.” 
Released, I stood, head bowed, in the passport-control 
line. “Sir,” the policewoman behind the glass snarled at 
me, and handed me back my passport, unstamped, “this is not 
for Israelis!” With a scolding finger she pointed to the 
illuminated sign above her stand. I looked up and discovered 
that I was in the line for foreign passports.  

 

  

  

  


