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  The Church of the Nativity, Bethlehem, Palestine 
 
I travel on roads flanked by high, concrete walls often accompanied with barbed wire. There are 
military checkpoints manned by soldiers armed with large guns. Somewhere between Jerusalem 
and Bethlehem, Nathan, my Israeli driver, abruptly pulls his van over. I jump out quickly switch to 
an old car driven by his Palestinian friend.  

 
I think I’m in a John le Carré novel set in “Checkpoint Charlie” between cold war East and West 
Berlin. We speed towards Bethlehem in the central West Bank with a population of about 50,000 
people including many thousands of refugees, their economy primarily tourist-driven.  

 
“We used to come and go freely, but now with the peace, we can go only half way,” Nathan said. 
This is your idea of peace, I think.  

 
In the front seat of Ali’s dilapidated Chev, I notice a strange array of icons attached to his 
dashboard – a religious card depicting the Virgin Mary and child, a two-dollar American bill (most 
Americans think unlucky) and the Jerusalem cross also known as the Crusaders' cross, consisting of 
a large Greek cross surrounded by four smaller Greek crosses, one in each quadrant, on the papal 
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World headlines portray many states and cities as dangerous places to visit. Current gun control 
controversy in the United States illustrates the fact that there is sufficient weaponry amongst its 
citizens to equip a small army!  What does a traveler do to maximize chances of a safe trip abroad or 
even in North America? The U.S. Department of State provide good tips on their website at: 

http://travel.state.gov/travel/tips/safety/safety_1747.html 
 
They suggest that safety begins when you pack. To avoid target status, do not dress as an affluent 
tourist. Expensive-looking jewelry draws the wrong attention. I discovered that only in West Palm 
Beach can millionaires and billionaires wear such refinery to parties as I was told by a tourism rep - 
because of easy control of the bridges, a local FBI station, and a large police force ready to protect 
the rich who live there. 
   
Travel light to move quickly and have a free hand. You will be less tired and likely to set your 
luggage down unattended. Carry a minimum number of valuables, and plan places to conceal them. 
Your passport, cash and credit cards are most secure when locked in a hotel safe. When you have to 

 

Be moderate in all things, 
including moderation.        
                      Oscar Wilde   
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Interested in sacred sites? For this and over 700 other travel trips, check out: 
http://www.whattravelwriterssay.com/indextips.html to view more links to every travel question 
that you might have. Bookmark this site to assist you in the future.   

 

 

 
             
                 

 
 

banner given to the Crusaders by Pope Urban II for the First Crusade. The four smaller crosses 
symbolize either the four books of the Gospel or the four directions in which the Word of Christ 
spread from Jerusalem.  

 
We meander down a steep valley flanked by myriad tourist shops. We stop and Adel jumps in to 
serve as my guide, which is fine because Ali doesn’t speak English. We pass a mosque and arrive at 
Manger Square, a large paved courtyard in front of the celebrated church, where crowds gather on 
Christmas Eve to sing carols in anticipation of the midnight services. I gaze around and spot Casa 
Nova, a Franciscan home for pilgrims. There is a bell tower and multiple crosses perched high above 
on the ancient stone walls. Behind us is the Peace Center Coffee Shop, a minaret and crowds toting 
cameras and backpacks. A huge Jerusalem Cross fitted with loudspeakers sits atop the entrance wall. 
Below hugging the wall are the bases of columns and assorted fractured parts seemingly tossed 
aside. We make our way down a long walkway to the unpretentious Church of the Nativity, stooping 
through a minute entrance, appropriately named the Door of Humility.  

 
The dim church is packed with pilgrims and tourists. Because I have scant time, (we must soon 
reconnoiter with Nathan) with an enormous queue lined up to visit the cave below where Christ was 
born, resourceful Adel takes me to the exit. As people emerge, I make my way in backwards. Adel 
has earned a good tip. 

 
The church is in rough shape after earthquakes, looting, Israeli-Palestinian skirmishes and 
inadequate funds for restoration. The cradle of baby Jesus in the grotto or cave that is called the 
Holy Crypt is long gone, much safer now in Rome. I content myself also with viewing a replica 14- 

  
Read rest of article at: http://www.whattravelwriterssay.com/churchofthenativity.html 
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It's not that I'm so smart, 
it's just that I stay with 
problems longer. 
                   Albert Einstein  
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Free lecture notes, exams, and videos from MIT. No registration required.  
 
 

 

carry them on your person, you may wish to put them each in a different place rather than all in one 
wallet or pouch.  
 
Avoid handbags, fanny packs and outside pockets that are easy targets for thieves. Inside pockets 
and a sturdy shoulder bag with the strap worn across your chest are somewhat safer. One of the 
safest places to carry valuables is in a pouch or money belt worn under your clothing. In Paris at a 
cathedral, one fellow tried to open my backpack on my way down the set of steps. Fortunately, my 
daughter was watching.  
 
If you wear glasses, pack an extra pair. This saved the day for me in Nova Scotia when a lens popped 
out on a trail, and my vision was so bizarre, I suddenly thought that I had ingested LSD. 
 
Pack an extra set of passport photos along with a photocopy of your passport’s information page to 
make replacement of your passport easier in the event it is lost or stolen. Put your name, address 
and telephone numbers inside and outside of each piece of luggage. Use covered luggage tags to 
avoid casual observation of your identity or nationality.   
 
Leave behind all unnecessary credit cards, your Social Security card, library card, and similar items 
you may routinely carry in your wallet. Leave a copy of your itinerary with family or friends at home 
in case they need to contact you in an emergency.  
 
Make two photocopies of your passport identification page, airline tickets, driver's license and the 
credit cards that you plan to bring with you. Leave one photocopy of this data with family or friends 
at home; pack the other in a place separate from where you carry the originals. Leave a copy of the 
serial numbers of your travelers' checks with a friend or relative at home. Carry your copy with you 
in a separate place and, as you cash the checks, cross them off the list.  
 
At your hotel, if you are alone, do not get on an elevator if there is a suspicious-looking person 
inside. Read the fire safety instructions in your hotel room. (See page 4, Industry News) 
 

 

Bethlehem’s Church of Nativity, 
Religious icons 

Photo by Mike Keenan 

Travel website of the month: MIT Open Course Ware: Free 

Online Course Material- http://ocw.mit.edu/index.htm 

 
   
 

 

 

 

Opportunity is missed by 
most people because it is 
dressed in overalls and 
looks like work. 
                 Thomas Edison  
 

Travel Fact of the Day 

The primary region of Africa is often called sub-
Saharan Africa and excludes the mostly Islamic 
countries of North Africa: Western Sahara, 
Morocco, Algeria, Tunisia, Libya, and Egypt.  
 
Sub-Saharan Africa includes 42 nations on 
mainland Africa and the six island nations. –  
                                                RandomHistory.com 
 
Other unique travel facts are available at: 
http://www.whattravelwriterssay.com/indexdi
dyouknow.html 

 
 
  

Musings Continued  
 

http://www.whattravelwriterssay.com/indexdidyouknow.html
http://www.whattravelwriterssay.com/indexdidyouknow.html


 

Page 4 What Travel Writers Say 

yNewsletter Title   

Larger hotels have more elaborate security. Safety experts 
recommend booking a room from the 2

nd
- 7th floors above ground 

level – high enough to deter easy entry from outside, but low 
enough for fire equipment to reach. This didn’t work for me at an 
expensive hotel in New York City when a tourist a few rooms down  
was shot by someone who had accessed his room while he was out. 
I did have a nice chat with police as they finger-printed the door! 
 
Find out if your personal property insurance covers you for loss or 
theft abroad. Also, check on whether your health insurance covers 
you abroad. Medicare and Medicaid do not provide payment for 
medical care outside the United States. Even if your health 
insurance will reimburse you for medical care that you pay for 
abroad, health insurance usually does not pay for medical 
evacuation from a remote area or from a country where medical 
facilities are inadequate.  

 
Consider purchasing a policy designed for travelers, and covering 
short-term health and emergency assistance, as well as medical 
evacuation in the event of an accident or serious illness. This 
saved me $140,000 about 15 years ago when hospitalized and 
then flown home from Athens, Greece in a Lear jet equipped with 
a doctor and nurse! 
 
Don't use short cuts, narrow alleys or poorly lit streets. 
Sometimes a calculated risk such as using bicycle taxis in Havana 
that took back streets was worth a chance for me to see local 
color, but be careful.  
 
Beware of pickpockets. They often have an accomplice who will: 

jostle you, ask you for directions or the time, point to something 
spilled on your clothing, or distract you by creating a 
disturbance. I saw this happen in a NYC hotel lobby when a 
man asked a lady who was sitting in a chair to give him directions, 
pointing at the hotel window, forcing her to turn, and when 
done, her purse was gone. It contained her South African 
passport. In NYC again, a woman placed her purse on the floor 
beside her in a busy restaurant, and it was soon gone. 

 
Only take taxis clearly identified with official markings. Beware of 
unmarked cabs. Well-organized, systematic robbery of 
passengers on trains along popular tourist routes is a problem. It 
is more common at night and especially on overnight trains.  The 
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same type of criminal activity found on trains can be found on 
public buses. When you rent a car, choose a type that is 
commonly available locally, and where possible, ask that 
markings that identify it as a rental car be removed. Years ago, 
a Canadian friend rented a British car and drove it in southern 
Ireland during “The Troubles.” At one point in his adventure, 
he ran out of gas in a remote area and had to use his wife as a 
“hostage” to get help from a local!   In many places frequented 
by tourists, including areas of southern Europe, victimization 
of motorists has been refined to an art.  
 
If your possessions are lost or stolen, report the loss 
immediately to the local police. Keep a copy of the police report 
for insurance claims and as an explanation of what happened.  
 
More than one-third of U.S. citizens incarcerated abroad are 
held on drug charges. Some countries do not distinguish 
between possession and trafficking, and many have mandatory 
sentences – even for possession of a small amount of marijuana 
or cocaine.  
 
Sentences for possession of firearms in Mexico can be up to 30 
years. In general, firearms, even those legally registered in the 
U.S., cannot be brought into a country unless a permit is 
obtained in advance from the embassy or a consulate of that 
country and the firearm is registered with foreign authorities 
on arrival.  
 
In many countries you can be detained for photographing 
security-related institutions, such as police and military 
installations, government buildings, border areas and 
transportation facilities. If you are in doubt, ask permission 
before taking photographs. I discovered this the hard way in 
Montreal’s train station, “interviewed” at length after being 
detected by a security camera. 

                          (Source: U.S. Department of State) 

 
 

Something New:  
The Poetry of Place 

 
If you like 3-lined Haiku and other myriad forms of poetry, even 
some narrative ventures along with great scenic pictures, please 
take a gander at our latest website blog aptly called the “Poetry 
of Place” located at: 
http://www.whattravelwriterssay.com/poetryofplace.html 
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NOTE: For the latest travel industry news, visit: 
http://www.whattravelwriterssay.com/indexnews.html 
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