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Waiting
Entries from a Filmmaker’s Diary in and around Tel
Aviv
A N N A FA R O Q H I
# Sunday 16th March 2003
...It’s five in the morning and still dark. I take a bus from
Ben Gurion Airport into Tel Aviv.
Behind me, passport control and questions from a security man
with shaven head and sexy lips:
“You speak Hebrew?”
“A little”.
“Why have you come to Israel?”
“A private visit”.
“What do you mean?”
“I’m visiting friends”.
“What are their names?”
I gave him some names.
“How come you know them?”
“Through other friends”.
“And what are their names?”
Again I complied, giving Jewish names. My interrogator smiled.
“How come you speak Hebrew?”
“I take lessons, in Berlin”.
“Thank you”. He let me go. I’m familiar with this kind of interview, but not accustomed to getting a come-on from the interviewer.
It’s a strange time to be in Israel. Friends in Berlin and in
the USA advised me against it, not just because of imminent war,
with the Americans and their “alliance of the willing” poised to
invade Iraq. Iraq, they claim, has Weapons of Mass Destruction
and Israel could be a target. And there could be more suicide
bombings.
Transferring from the bus to a share-a-ride taxi, I reach
David’s apartment as dawn begins to break over a city I recognize as pleasingly shabby and oriental. In my absent friend’s
chaotic room, I find a space and settle down to sleep. He’s in
Paris, not due back for several days.
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# Scaffolding
(Three workers scrape
and hammer at a house
front.)
Arabs on a scaffolding
scrape and hammer at
the facade of a house
opposite
my
window.
Not before time, renovation work is under
way on the district’s
fine
but
crumbling
1930s
Bauhaus-style
buildings.
The
men
wear
no
protective
masks. Israeli Arabs,
or migrant labour from
Israeli-occupied
regions?
This latter is unlikely, with only around 7,000 Palestinians
still working in Israel. Those here legally have been rare in
the Jewish state since the start of the Second Intifada in
2000. Now, job seekers are imported from Rumania, China or
Thailand, with residence permits lasting only as long as there
is work for them. There are many illegal immigrants, entering on
tourist visas or going ‘underground’ when their job contracts
expire.
# Foreign workers, waiting.
(Russians and Chinese crowd around a car, which moves on, and
they resume waiting.)
Here, in Tel Aviv’s migrant labour quarter, they mill around,
morning after morning, hoping a car will arrive with offers of
employment for a few days or even a few hours.
# Rothschild
(Posh street, trees, renovated houses, pedestrians with dogs.)
It’s mid-day, sunny and mild. I buy bread, still warm and I eat
it sitting on a bench on Rothschild Boulevard.
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It’s a quiet street, offering shelter from crowded Shenkin and
Allenby Street. Today is Purim, commemorating Esther’s foiling
of Hamon and the Persian vizier’s plot to eliminate Jews. The
biblical event is remembered by way of a sort of street carnival. Many youngsters are costumed as witches or winged angels.
Some concede only a hair clasp, a wig or satanic horns made of
cloth. Others are Cleopatra or Superman. The festivities, monitored by police officers, are fun to watch.
Later, I call on Avi, who works at the opera. He and his friend
have separated after 13 years of cohabitation. They haven’t decided who gets the apartment and its contents. (Avi hasn’t yet made
up his mind where he wants to live.) Besides, he could soon be
unemployed. Israel’s economy is in poor shape. But for the first
time in years, Avi feels free. He is planning a trip to Berlin.
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# Night, Allenby, frontal
(Nocturnal street, lights. Hints of decay. Focus moves to beach;
lights.)
In the evening, I meet Micha and his girlfriend Anat at the cinematheque. We sit on a bench, already occupied by three teenage
girls. We discuss the film we’re about to see. The girls, who’ve
already seen it, join in.
...The girls are in high spirits, telling us they’ve come into
town from a Tel Aviv suburb for Purim. They’re off work for three
days, until Wednesday. One of the girls is sure they’ll get
Thursday off too because that’s when the war will start, she says.
...Gas masks are being distributed to the public. Israelis are
told they must have a “cheder atum”, a sealed room, in case of a
gas attack. Micha says he only has an old gas mask from another
war and that the filter probably no longer offers protection. He
doesn’t have a sealable room either. He doesn’t see a real danger and is angry that people just accept the inevitability of war.
...Micha, it seems, has at
least four jobs and numerous other sidelines. His
girlfriend appears not to
lack
employment
either.
The
truth
is,
it’s
a
strategy for survival in
Israel,
a
means
of
deflecting from a desperate struggle.
# Monday 17.3.2003
Allenby, frontal, daytime.
(Same street, now daytime.
First quiet, then busier.
Following military police.
Long drive toward beach.)
Heading for a mid-day rendezvous,
I
walk
along
Allenby
Street,
which
intersects
Rothschild
Boulevard and cuts right
across the city before
veering toward the sea.
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Allenby had an elegance in the 1920s, but has acquired a rundown image since the 1950s, when Dizengoff Street became Tel
Aviv’s shop window. It’s the location of houses representing all
of Tel Aviv’s main construction periods – Arabic architecture,
eclectic style, Bauhaus. Allenby is a popular thoroughfare, with
its own street market.
I meet up in a café with Rafi. We drink carrot juice and eat
little triangular pastries filled with dates, nuts or poppy seed
paste called osnaiim shel Hamon, The Ear of Hamon – a traditional Purim speciality. It being a time of public festivity,
the café offers them free and children make the most of it. The
place is crowded. We sit enjoying the sun, almost as on a spring
day in any normal country.
Rafi is a jeweller. He shows me jewellery he makes and sells
to shops along the Ben Yehuda Street. His cell phone keeps
interrupting our conversation – his brother, a friend, a
friend’s father, all needing small favours. We have an unspoken agreement not to mention the imminent outbreak of war. But
Rafi does say how important he thinks it is that I have come
to Israel at this time. He wants me to tell the world that
life in Israel is good and goes on as normal. The phone rings
again. This time, a friend asks him to procure 50 tequila
beakers for a Purim party in the evening.
We meet another of Rafi’s friends in Dizengoff Street. Jordan
lives alone in a three-room 1960s luxury apartment with marble floors and smart furnishings. He teaches English at a
school in Yaffo, north of Tel Aviv. Jordan has lived in Israel
for the past seven years, but he’s still lonely. He is sitting
in his living room with a friend from Denmark, rolling a
‘joint’. Jordan has just turned thirty. The table in front of
him is littered with greeting cards. We refuse his offer of a
draw on his joint. He tells us his parents object to his use
of drugs, but points out that marijuana can hardly be called
a drug, despite the fact that its possession in Israel carries
stiff penalties.
We don’t stay long. Rafi doesn’t have much time. In the car,
he tells me Jordan can’t bear silence or being alone. Once a
month his parents come from Britain. They show their gratitude
for Rafi’s friendship with their son by letting him live rentfree in the house, though he rarely stays there. Jordan reminds
me of a character in a fin de siècle novel, a spoiled British
lord who can’t find his place in the real world.
An e-mail from David announcing that he won’t return until
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Thursday makes me mad at the thought of waiting another day
and possibly getting embroiled in the war.
I go for a walk.
# Market
(Stallholders at work. An ill-tempered Orthodox Jew grudgingly
hands a customer a plastic bag for his purchases. An old man
meticulously chooses bananas and apples. Smartly dressed women
meet. A cute baby on its mother’s arms.)
A man recites a war poem for my camera and me. (We need the
translation of the market poem.)
# Market stalls, night time.
(Empty market stalls after dark, claustrophobic
rain. Pass by a group in raincoats.)

atmosphere,

In the evening, I watch television. International diplomatic
negotiations are broken off. No UN Security Council vote on a
new resolution on Iraq. The pro-war powers - the USA, Britain,
Spain and Italy - decide it’s now up to them to determine what
happens next. The Americans are their mouthpiece. President Bush
is to address the nation and will probably issue an ultimatum
to Saddam Hussein to leave Iraq. There’s no longer any doubt:
there will be war. I can’t guess what it means for this country, for Israel, where people have gas masks and airtight rooms.
The television reports that an Israeli family has suffocated in
its airtight room.
Micha calls and I tell him of my fears. He advises me to do what
everyone else here is doing: “Be local”, he says, “Keep busy”.
# Tuesday 18.3.03
Travelling streets to Camp Adjami, rain.
(Rain swept streets, rundown and deserted. To camp, then along
the perimeter (?). Barbed wire and wall, then view of military
camp, military vehicles with boxes containing rockets.)
The air feels strange, the sky yellowed by sand and rain suspended in cloud. This is the Chamsim, a sandstorm from the
Sahara. It hits me that I’m not in Europe or America, but in the
middle of the desert.
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I switch on the television; Bush has delivered his address,
threatening Saddam with war unless he leaves Iraq with his closest associates. Saddam is showing no signs of complying. War is
a certainty. Newsreaders on all channels wear grim expressions,
look tense and excited. Somehow, the pace of events animates
them.
I reach David in Paris. He got the dates mixed up and will come
on Wednesday after all. I tell him I’m afraid of the war and
can’t be as calm as the people around me. David answers:
“A terrible country. Why are you there?”
Avi calls. “Get yourself a gas mask,“ he says. “Not that anything will happen, but you’ll feel better. What if you’re sitting among lots of people in a café and the sirens go off and
everyone puts on gas masks and you don’t have one?”
A gasmask retails for 25O shekel for non-Israelis, allegedly
refundable when they leave the country. Avi advises me to register with the foreign ministry as a journalist, assuring me of a
place in the Hilton Hotel bunker should the need arise.
In the afternoon, I meet up with Micha and Anat and their friend
Ofek. Ofek says, “Ha milchama-se kef – War is fun. The war ten
years ago, that was the best time of my life. People get closer
together. Parties. Close friendships. You could call anyone at
any time. Lots of children were born nine months after the Gulf
War”.
We drive to the beach at
Yaffo. There, the French
ambassador has his residence, surrounded by parkland and children’s playgrounds.
On
the
beach
itself there’s a big camp.
Tents, armoured vehicles,
soldiers – and rockets. On
some of the trucks, you can
see the crates containing
Patriot missiles earmarked
for Baghdad. The camp was
set up only two weeks ago.
The weapons are American.
“Just like in a Hollywood
film”, says Micha. “We
don’t
have
automobiles
like that here”.
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The soldiers at the gate are Israeli and very young, among them
two women. There’s a sign saying, “Welcome to Camp Adjami”.
We stand at the barbed wire fence and Micha points the camera
into the camp. Filming here surely must be forbidden.
Ofek says “I grew up at the border, in a Jewish settlement. I
feel safe when I see barbed wire fencing”.
There are other onlookers besides us – a father with two children. He hoists one onto his shoulder and points to the missiles.
Micha tells us that during the Gulf War, lots more people had
gone to see the camp and the Patriots, but at a different location.
A newspaper has a special supplement with tips on how to make a
room airtight, a cheder atum. Comic strip figures use plastic
foil and adhesive tape to seal windows. There’s a list of items
to be kept in the room – a TV set, a pail of fresh water, chairs
and beds, and games for the children, a toilet facility and food
conserves. Another page contains illustrations of missiles –
nice, new, confidence building weapons on ‘our’ side and old,
ugly, nasty looking monsters belonging to ‘them’, with details
of how they work. Child’s play!
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# Yaffo Street lateral, night time.
(Rather shabby shopping malls, some cafes, viewed laterally.)
British Airways announces the temporary suspension of all
flights to and from Israel. Unlike the United States, British,
Italian and Japanese missions, the German embassy issues no
warning to its nationals to leave Israel, saying the likelihood
of an Iraqi missile attack was almost non-existent. Television
reports from Iraq speak of demonstrations by patriotic, proSaddam Iraqis, shown brandishing pistols and machine guns. Grimfaced Iraqi military spokesmen, crudely translated from Arabic,
reaffirm Saddam’s will for victory. France, which has shunned
the ‘coalition of the willing’, says it’ll join the war if the
Iraqis use biological or chemical weapons against US troops.
In the evening, I meet Avi. He plans to fly to Germany tomorrow, Wednesday. Germany’s Lufthansa airline can’t say if there
will be any flights. Avi hopes the war won’t start until the
weekend. He wants to get to Germany and be stuck there for a few
days longer than planned. The calendar of war has become part
of his agenda.
# Wednesday 19.3.03
Soldiers and guards
(Soldiers sitting in a Burger King café, guard at door. Security
men, bored, check shopping bags. Policewomen telephone, stroll.
Shot of girl soldiers looking at window display.)
In the morning, I clean up the apartment – a necessary chore
even on the brink of war. I’m looking forward to seeing David
again; nothing new on the TV news – just waiting for Bush’s ultimatum to run out and Saddam Hussein still obstinate.
Avi calls. He’s getting ready to leave. His Lufthansa reservation has been put back to tomorrow, Thursday morning, with
flights booked out today as foreign nationals rush to leave
Israel. Avi won’t say if he thinks it wise for me to stay, concentrating on his own hectic preparations to leave. We agree to
telephone in the evening.
There are rumours that the war will begin tonight, just before
the Bush ultimatum expires at 20 hours Mid-Western time – around
2 am in Israel.
I visit an exhibition with Micha, who meets a female friend, a
soldier in uniform. She’s carrying a carton imprinted with the
word ‘gasmask’. “Soldiers must carry their gasmasks at all
times”, she tells us. “Just like students and kids, who’re not
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allowed into kindergarten without their gas masks”.
A pretty girl with blonde hair who laughs easily, she can’t be
older than twenty-four. She and Avi talk about movies, not war.
As we part, she calls to me, “Have fun”.
# Travelling Dizengoff, nighttime
(Shops lit up. D Centre, guarded entrances)
David arrives in the evening. Before we can really celebrate our
reunion, we get drawn into war talk with two neighbours outside
the apartment. They discuss various precautions for the war: who
has brought in canned food and water, should one install an
emergency power generator. Jokes are cracked, but faces are
serious. Fate is awaited seemingly without fear.
David has to work on his film into the night. Like many Israeli
intellectuals, he has no wish to remain in Israel permanently.
But there are family and work commitments. We drive to a film
studio in Haifa, fully manned despite the late hour. Studio
costs are lower at night. An evening paper is passed round in
the corridor. The front page carries the greenish night-vision
photo of modern warfare.
Back in Tel Aviv after just an hour’s drive, David and I have a
late meal in a café on Bograshov Street.
A couple of people sit at the bar, some at a neighbouring table.
No radio, no television, only Israeli pop music. No sign of
imminent war.
We get back to the apartment at 2 am. I’m too tense to sleep,
unaccustomed to David’s closeness and unsure of our future relationship. I wonder what it must be like to live in a country in
a permanent state of emergency.
# Thursday 20.3.03
People wait outside embassy
(Grim-faced people wait outside Ukrainian embassy. Guard opens
the iron gate and admits a few.)
It’s said that, since the Second Intifada, 100,000 Israelis have
left the Jewish state. Those in possession of British, German or
American passports, thanks to a second, inherited nationality, have
the choice of making a fresh start away from Israel. Applications
are even being lodged for Polish or Hungarian passports.
A Russian woman employed as a nursemaid by Ronen told me of acquaintances queuing outside the Russian or Ukrainian embassies hoping
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for entry visas for their old homelands. They claim they merely wish
to visit relatives or check out property they own. In reality, all
they want is to get out of a country unable to fulfil its promise
of a new home.
# Day of travel, Rotschild
(Drive along smart avenue. Refuse collection. People out walking. Bauhaus house. Quiet.)
8 am. It’s quiet outside. Work hasn’t yet started on a nearby
building site. “Maybe the war has started”, I venture and we turn
on the radio. Missiles have struck Baghdad. An Iraqi government
spokesman talks of Saddam’s will for victory.
CNN shows shots of bright spots said to be rockets fired into
the night sky. The US administration promises a wave of “shock
and awe” over Baghdad. The words are imbued with the fear of
God. And Iraq answers that the USA will be made to regret the
attack. David and I drink coffee in silence. Outside, it’s cool
but getting warm.
Newspapers carry the message “The war begins”, but the streets
are quiet and all appears normal. The tension of the past couple of days erupts from a banality into a verbal battle between
David and me. The phone rings and David has to leave. I’m at a
loss what to do, so just carry on waiting – for another night
of war, another night with David.
Lufthansa confirms that I could get a flight back to Germany on
Sunday, but I don’t book. I want to wait.
Avi tries to console me. He has not gone to Berlin. His flight
was cancelled. Hurrying between two meetings as he plunges into
hectic activity after the forced change of plans, he says to keep
on waiting and try to decide what it is I really want.
Later, David and I talk. We have calmed down.
Heavy bombardment of Baghdad during the following night.
# Friday 21.3.03
Kids with gas masks, kindergarten
(Little children accompanied by mothers and fathers in kindergarten. Woman security guard. Plastic sheeting shields off the
view from the garden. Here, vigilance against attack is a daily
routine.)
Iraqis were killed last night. Their exact number is not known
- or so we’re told. Three hundred sixty missiles were fired. TV
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news says Iraqi troops surrender to British forces. Shots of
young soldiers with raised arms and white flags.
Video of a tired-looking old man with a moustache, beret and
spectacles – possibly Saddam Hussein, but maybe not. Perhaps
he’s dead in his palace, or injured.
In San Francisco, 1,000 people are arrested demonstrating
against the war. Here, children go to kindergarten as usual,
carrying their gas masks in brown boxes with red or green print.
For very small children, there are gas proof tents in blue plastic containers with yellow marking.
# Scaffolding, hammering
(Men at work on scaffolding.)
Work goes on as normal. David and I are speaking again.
# Allenby, lateral, night
(More shots of shops in busy street. Not so many people around.)
David left his car standing in the street the last time he left
Israel. Police came after two weeks and took the car apart, took
out the seats, dismantled the number plates. A car without a
driver here is a ‘chefez chashud’ – a suspicious object.
The car won’t start, has to be taken to a repair shop. This done,
we visit Gidon and Tamar and their little child. We watch the
child playing, talk about everyday issues. The television is on
for the child, showing a kiddies’ programme with cute figures
singing, dancing and adventuring. Then, studio shots in which
children are shown how to don gas masks.
Now the war does come up. Everyone agrees that, at best, gas
masks and sealed rooms could extend life expectancy by a maximum of fifteen minutes.
My friends assure me this war won’t threaten Israel, unlike the
1991 Gulf War over Kuwait. Then, Tel Aviv was repeatedly
attacked for a whole month, with sirens constantly wailing.
People were terrified, fleeing the city in search of safe
havens. But they didn’t stay away long, returning by day. David
says he felt safest in the open or in his car. The worst thing
wasn’t fear for his own safety. Like everyone here, he was once
a soldier and worried more about the people he loved than about
himself.
Gidon frowns. His elder son is in the army, due to complete basic
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training in one week, and then be deployed for active service.
One exercise involved mine detection and clearance. Gidon is
worried, although he, too, was once a soldier. Like his wife,
he was an officer, but in less dangerous times. But their son
is proud of his role.
Television reports that New York’s JFK airport has been partially closed after an Israeli passenger was found with a gas
mask and suspicious white powder.
# Shabbat 22.3.03
Beach
(People jog and speed-walk on a promenade. Two women with radio
receivers clamped to their heads like Mars beings. Children
play. People put up parasols. The Stars and Stripes flutters
under the Israeli flag. Dogs sniff at each other and run off.)
CNN: More attacks on Baghdad and other Iraqi cities. Turkish
forces have crossed into northern Iraq.
It’s Shabbat and the sun is shining.
In a small café on the seafront, we eat Jachnon - an oriental
shabbat food made of pastry and vegetables, served cold. We
stroll to the beach and David tells how he slipped and fell onto
the quay with a film camera, onto his arm. The location is without colour, deserted and not pretty. But somehow his banal anecdote gives me reassurance.
David receives a call about a job not connected with his profession but offering money. I gaze upon a sparsely populated sea
front in a rich, poor country beyond my comprehension.
Travelling Rothschild, daytime (Back in smart street. End with
children playing with their father.)
CNN claims hundreds of Iraqi soldiers have surrendered in northern Iraq; reports 2,000 bombs dropped since last Friday, 200
dead or wounded civilians there; speculates on Saddam’s possible death or the collapse of the regime. British troops are shown
taking Umm Qasr, claiming they’d expected more resistance and
are almost disappointed the conquest was so easy.
A howling siren makes me panic, but only for a moment. This war
is taking place on television here.
David returns, tells me about an opinion survey with the question: what would you do if we were hit by Scud rockets? Many say
they’d just put on their gas masks or retire to their air-sealed
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rooms. More than 40% reply that they would climb on to their
roofs to watch the missiles.
We’re back on speaking terms.
Two weeks later, when I left Israel, Saddam had still not shown
up and the coalition had won the war.

