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PREFACE


After Nuremberg, after the Khmer Rouge, after Rwanda and Srebrenica and Darfur and Sinjar, the world kept saying ‘never again’. Yet, in Gaza, in 2024, we are facing the burning of books and bodies. How should we, in homes of safety, respond to genocide and to the complicity of our own governments? What, specifically, is the role of writers, artists and others engaged in the creative industries? There are no easy answers. Futility stares us down on every side. Nevertheless, showing solidarity with victims and survivors is one response, and can take many forms.


Solidarity prompted us – Mahmoud Muna, bookseller and cultural activist in Jerusalem, and Matthew Teller, UK-based journalist and author of Nine Quarters of Jerusalem, supported by UNRWA’s communications director Juliette Touma and, later, Gazan journalist Jayyab Abusafia – to launch this project. At a time when Palestinian people everywhere are in trauma and experiencing unimaginable personal horror, it was a privilege to produce a book that we hope will be of lasting value in preserving Gaza’s culture and retelling Gaza’s stories for new audiences.


Daybreak in Gaza gathers together almost a hundred accounts of Gazan lives and stories from before and during Israel’s ongoing bombardments. It is an attempt to amplify marginalised voices and illuminate hidden histories to evoke the spirit of a place under attack through the lives of its people. We contacted hundreds of people: not just Gaza’s poets and writers, but also its doctors and shopkeepers, its farmers and oﬃce workers. At a time of profound anguish, bereavement and loss, we found that Gazans – even those surviving starvation and bombardment inside Gaza – were not only willing to talk, but often desperate to do so. Stories poured out. In an unimaginable context of death and wholesale destruction, Gazans wanted urgently to be heard, to record and preserve whatever once counted as normal and valuable and meaningful. Many were keeping war diaries already, unpublished or posted piecemeal on social media. Others spoke to us at length, or recorded voice messages for us to transcribe.


Together, they paint a picture that eviscerates media stereotypes of Gaza as a valueless slum. They demonstrate the depth and richness of Gaza society simply by asserting, prosaically, that crops are harvested in Gaza’s fields, that young lovers in Gaza shop for jewellery and phones, that families picnic on Gaza’s beaches, that priests baptise Gazan babies, that students catalogue Gaza’s archaeological sites, that elders preserve stories and ephemera from Gaza’s past as the foundation of Gazan communities today.


We completed this book in three months, from March to May 2024. Editors in London, Paris, Amman, Cairo, Jerusalem and, when communications allowed, Gaza gathered, transcribed and translated testimonies. Some interviews were conducted face-to-face. Others were done by stitching together text messages and voice notes, often received in the small hours of the morning with bombing audible behind speakers’ voices. It is a snapshot of a single moment. In many cases, we don’t know what has happened to our Gaza contributors since they spoke to us. We can only hope they have survived.


Proceeds from this book will support the charity Medical Aid for Palestinians.


Mahmoud Muna and Matthew Teller


July 2024









Ahmed Mortaja


BREAKING NEWS


Hello. Ahmed from Gaza here.


I’m worried that my name might become breaking news. Like when they say: ‘So-and-so number of bodies have been recovered during a violent bombardment of different areas.’ Then I’ll become a plain number, added to the counter which has not stopped counting to this moment. I wouldn’t like it for my name and my family’s name to become numbers, odd or even.


I have many dreams – to travel to a wider world, outside Gaza, so I can truly believe the scenes, images and experiences that I see online.


I am talking to you even though I don’t have any information about what’s happening outside. Outside my home, I mean – the one we returned to after our neighbourhood was bombed a few days ago. There is no means of communication with anyone. The sound of bombardment hasn’t stopped, and neither have the flares illuminating the area, warning of who knows what.


What I fear most is that everything will become normal: the normal is that the house gets bombed, and the abnormal is that there was no advance warning. The normal is that the child dies, and the abnormal is that he died screaming … And many other things, that this note is too small for.


I am Ahmed. My friends call me Asem or Asoumi. I don’t have much news about my friends. I check on them through short videos, whenever I get the chance to be online. I check all the faces to make sure that my friends are not among them – but at the same time I realise that all those in the pictures and videos are in fact my friends … I end up crying.


I am Ahmed, and I’ve hated Arabic and grammar classes since I was little. I hate questions about finding the difference between two things. I hate answers, and I love questions. A question two days ago made me stop and think: What’s the difference between escalation and war? I wondered why it matters if the result is the same: a mother crying and a screaming child (if there is a chance to cry and scream).


I am Ahmed, and I am afraid that I will die and become a number, and that everything will be gone before I complete what I have to write.




Ahmed Mortaja was born in Gaza in 1996. He wrote this diary piece, sourced from the website Passages Through Genocide, in the early hours of 13 October 2023. An airstrike destroyed his home on 28 October, but he came out from under the rubble and continued writing.












Heba Almaqadma


IF ONLY I HAD KNOWN


It was the evening of 10 October 2023. My family and I were sitting in our home in the al-Tawam neighbourhood in the north of Gaza. That night, we were trying to find peace of mind, worried about what the future had in store for us.


All of a sudden, bombs started raining from the sky. The windows of our home all shattered as glass, rocks and concrete went flying everywhere. We lost electricity as smoke and debris filled our home, reducing visibility to zero. We ran to the basement, fearing that the next bomb was for us.


That’s when I realised our lives would never be the same again. As we sat in the basement, we looked at each other in silence. My whole family was trembling in fear. Little did we know, a genocide was awaiting us.


If only I had known to plan for a genocide, I would have cherished those last moments at home, my last night in a bed, my last morning coffee, my last kibbe dipped in hummus, my last day at work, my last laugh, my last birthday celebration, my last everything. If only I had known, I would have packed up a few of those memories with me.


But I didn’t have the chance to do that, because we decided to evacuate immediately. That’s one of the horrible things we have to do all the time – try to guess the least bad option among terrible options.


We decided to evacuate. My family of ten squeezed into our car, kids on top of adults. Within a few seconds, there was another massive explosion in front of us. The next thing I remember, blood was everywhere in the car. I grabbed my nine-year-old brother, Adam, who is disabled, and I held him tightly.


I still remember the sound of my mum’s voice at that moment. ‘Adam is dead, Heba, I can’t feel him!’ she said. I looked at Adam, and told her that he was OK, that he was just in shock. We were all shocked. Somehow, we survived.


I held Adam as we got out of the car and started running back home. My dad was in front of me, the rest of my family was behind me. Who was I supposed to look after? Adam was too scared to be left alone even for a few seconds, and so I couldn’t leave him. I could feel my hands going numb from holding him so tight. ‘Dad,’ I said. ‘Help me, I can’t hold Adam any more.’


My dad shouted: ‘My finger is cut, Heba, I can’t!’ My dad’s hand had been sliced open and blood was gushing everywhere.


Debris littered the streets, almost looking like an earthquake. But it was not an earthquake. It was a bomb sent to kill us. Maybe it was a dumb bomb, an imprecise bomb, that can land thirty metres or more from its target. Half the bombs Israel sends to kill us are dumb bombs. Israel exports sophisticated military technology to the world but, when it comes to us Palestinians in Gaza, the latest technology is not needed, since Israel’s ‘focus is on [creating] damage, not on precision.’ That’s what an Israeli Army spokesperson said on 10 October 2023 – the same day Israel bombed our home.


We rushed to our neighbour’s house, hoping and praying they were home. Their son is a nurse; he treated my dad while we waited for an ambulance. Hours passed. We later found out that two of the ambulances that tried to reach us were bombed. Eventually, an ambulance arrived, thank God.


We sheltered at al-Shifa hospital while my family was being treated. My one-year-old niece Sarah needed stitches in her head and hand. She was in so much shock she couldn’t even cry. My brother Mohammed had a splint in his head and needed surgery, which we were eventually able to get for him seventy-six days later. My dad’s hand was so badly wounded the doctors thought they might have to amputate. But, thank God, we cared for it and cleaned it every day, and he still has his hand.


We took refuge in al-Shifa hospital for a month. We barely had anywhere to sleep and we did not have access to clean water. Every day, hundreds of people would arrive at the hospital, some severely injured, some already dead. The agony of the families of the victims was too much to bear. The only thing I remember from al-Shifa is the never-ending screams of pain that filled the hallways of the hospital.


Then we were forced to move to the south, to Khan Yunis. We made the dangerous journey on foot. For the first time, I felt what my grandparents must have felt during the Nakba in 1948. I understood why they kept the keys to their homes. Those keys were filled with memories.


We stayed in Khan Yunis for twenty-four days, where we had almost nothing. We had no gas for cooking, no electricity, no means of transportation and no safe place to shelter in. We were among the lucky ones just to be able to take a shower. Then we were ordered by the Israeli military to leave. We moved again, this time to Rafah.


As I walk through the streets of Rafah today, all I see is fear. The fear of life and the fear of death. We are living in fear every moment of the day. We now also fear that we will never have our lives back.


In this war, who am I? To the world, it seems I am just a number, a person who is counted on a list of people displaced, people injured or people hungry and thirsty. And if the next bomb is for me, I will be another number to add to the number of people killed in the genocide – and then I will be forgotten.




Heba Almaqadma is a writer, English/Arabic translator and student of pharmacy at Al-Azhar University in Gaza. She describes herself as a beacon for the silenced voices of the unjustly treated, finding solace and inspiration within the pages of literature. She contributed this memoir to Palestine Nexus in March 2024.












Mohammed Omer


RAFAH TODAY


27 OCTOBER 2003


World without hearts. The majority have lost their feelings, lost the meaning of humanity… no values, no principles. My brother – killed in cold blood [on 18 October 2003], amid international silence. He was in the house when Israeli bulldozers and tanks attacked the area and invaded our neighbours’ houses. The street was completely destroyed and there were only two choices: either to be bulldozed with the house and killed under the rubble, or to get out of the house and be killed in the shelling and sniping that doesn’t differentiate between children, women or the elderly. All are targeted.


My brother Hussam, seventeen years old, was a secondary school student. He was one of those who chose not to die under the rubble of the house, so he went out trying to find shelter or a safe area where he could go. As he left the house he was killed instantly by seven evil bullets, from those countries that support the Israeli Army against children. All seven were American bullets, the doctors told me in the hospital.


As they shot Hussam with seven American bullets, a neighbour, Wedad al-Ajrami, thirty-three, tried to help him and get him to the hospital, but they killed her too. Wedad’s husband tried to help her, but he was injured in his neck and body, and is now in a serious condition at the hospital. Wedad’s son tried to help his mother, but they shot him as well, and he is also in hospital now. Wedad’s brother-in-law tried to help, but he, too, was shot by Israeli soldiers. Five people fell to the ground, one after the other. The blood of all five mingled on the ground. One of the injured was crying for help, but no one could hear because of the noise of shelling from F16 fighter jets and Apache attack helicopters. And when the ambulance driver arrived, they tried to shoot him, too. It was only after a long wait for safety that he was able to collect the bodies of my brother and Wedad, as well as the three wounded.


The moments when my mother got the news of my brother’s murder can’t be described. They were the worst in my whole life. I was speaking to my brother a few hours ago, and now his face is cold in the hospital’s refrigerator. I tried to talk to him, but he couldn’t answer. I touched his face and understood the hateful thing that had happened.


Wedad – what did she do to be killed by Israeli bullets? She has left behind four children, one just a baby. My brother was killed with seven bullets – why? Those trees that were destroyed, those houses – why?


23 DECEMBER 2003


Rafah Refugee Camp is being shelled by Israeli Apaches. Tanks and bulldozers left eight people killed and over forty-five injured, in addition to demolishing a huge number of houses. Many people were lost in that attack, which is still ongoing. Those killed today were Weam Rezk Muss, 25; Ala Ata Bahloul, 23; Rami Azmi Hasaneen, 22; Khalil Al-Kasas, 55; Ali al-Najra, 22; Aied Al-Najar, 34; Ahmed al-Najr, 32; and Khamis Al-Raie, 21.


And still, the situation is very bad. The Apaches have not left the Rafah sky. They are shelling every place and every area. Thousands of homeless families lost their tents in the last few days because of the winter wind. Now, families that are newly homeless will also have to live in tents on the street in the cold.


26 DECEMBER 2003


The number of homes that have been demolished is still unclear. The UNRWA clinic was also partially destroyed. This time, women and children were not injured by bullets, but by dogs: the Israeli soldiers let their predator dogs loose to attack people.


This is our life, daily attacks with outrageous killing in all sorts of ways. We write and no one reads; we scream and no one hears; we are torn apart and no one sees our torn bodies; we are killed and no one feels for us. That’s why we have to continue writing and screaming. Screaming at a world that wants us to die. We are hungry while they are replete; we identify our martyrs while they relax in luxury. And the only thing they want to hear from us is, ‘Yes, sir. Whatever you say, sir.’




These are edited excerpts from reports posted at RafahToday.org in 2003 by journalist Mohammed Omer. He was nineteen at the time. Born in Rafah in 1984, Omer worked as a child to support his family while his father was imprisoned in Israel. He went on to write for the New York Times and the New Statesman among others, and was awarded the 2007 Martha Gellhorn Prize for Journalism. He returned to Gaza from postgraduate study to raise his family.












Maisara Baroud


I’M STILL ALIVE
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I’m Still Alive #3.
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I’m Still Alive #2.










Artist Maisara Baroud was born in Gaza in 1976. He has exhibited in group and solo shows nationally and internationally and taught fine arts at al-Aqsa University in Gaza. He is now displaced to Rafah, from where he continues to post a new artwork to social media every day. ‘Drawing has become the special way to help me overcome death,’ he says.












Noor Swirki


DOUBLY VICTIMISED


I’m thirty-five years old, married and a mother of two children.


My daily routine was amazing. I worked as a project oﬃcer at one of the local institutions here. I started my day walking beside the sea on the Corniche. After work I would go to the gym, then spend the evening with my children and friends. We had visits, we had outdoor activities – we had too many things to do, in fact. We had the sea, we had a great beach, we had places to go. I miss this life.


[Everything now is] turned upside down. I’m waiting for my destiny. I’m living my time minute by minute, because we don’t have safety. We can’t plan for the next step. We have no idea what will happen, if we will stay alive or not, or our loved ones will stay alive or not. So there is no daily routine.


I’m currently displaced for the second time. I moved from Gaza to Khan Yunis, and then from Khan Yunis to Rafah, to a place called al-Mawasi. We don’t have any safety, we don’t have any shops for food. We are looking for food, looking for water, looking for electricity, for communication with the other side of the world. It’s a miserable life.


Being a displaced woman is a tragedy. You don’t have your own privacy. You don’t have your own health routine. You don’t have your own pads, because we have a shortage of pads for our cycle, and we don’t have access to hygiene. We wear headscarves all the time, even when we are sleeping. We don’t have any space. We are obligated to take care of the family members. We have this double responsibility for them, for the children, even for our elderly family members – our husbands, our sisters, our brothers and all the family members. To be a woman in this world, you are doubly victimised – from the occupation, from the current situation, from the community. Even the relief aid that we are receiving doesn’t take into consideration our needs as women. The response to our demands related to hygiene is weak. We are suffering from all of these multiple issues.


I miss my home. I miss my privacy. I miss my bed, my clothes. I’m wearing men’s clothes because there are no women’s clothes that fit me in the market. I feel like a man while I’m wearing these clothes, but I don’t have any other choice. I want to be back in my home and to sleep safely.




Noor Swirki spoke to Vinícius Assis for Hammer and Hope in December 2023 and January 2024.












Mohammed Aghaalkurdi


A WAR DIARY


9 OCTOBER 2023


It’s daytime, but I haven’t seen any sunlight since early morning. I can’t tell whether it is because of clouds or dust from the heavy bombardment. Now, through my window, I see dark smoke rising from northern Gaza. Unbelievably, my building was one of the only ones to survive the deadly attack on my neighbourhood last night. The bombardment was the heaviest, and we couldn’t reassure our nephews and nieces: helpless hugs and fake grins didn’t work this time. We were so scared and tired. Smoke filled our lungs while debris was falling. But I remember a moment when we all smiled – when we heard it raining. A hand descending from the skies.


We do not sleep much. Food and other essentials have started to run out. We lack phone signal and electricity most of the day, and barely speak and interact with each other. We grieve the loss of so many, silently.


Many of my friends have shared a last word on their pages, as something to be remembered by in case they die next. I don’t think I am ready to read or write any last words. I refuse to imagine death.
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9 FEBRUARY 2024


It’s a sunny day, and if there was no war I would have spent it swimming in the open sea. As I drive down to Rafah on the coast road, I see people and fishermen gathering by the shore, while the clear water invites those who have no water at home to take a dip and wash. People accept the kind invitation of the sea. I see dozens wading into the water with their shower gel and their joy.


I stop to admire the scene and to learn resilience from it. People’s laughter makes me smile. Suddenly, I hear engines rising. As I look across the water, I see two gunboats racing towards the beach. As they approach the fishing boats, they open fire. Everyone is terrified and tries to get away, while the gunboats continue to fire randomly. Our innocent act of resilience – fishing and keeping clean – represented no threat, but those piloting these boats want us to remember that they control not only the land and air, but also what seems to be the open sea.
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26 FEBRUARY 2024


We have been trying so hard to evacuate my niece Mayar, as she needs specialist medical care and we cannot protect her. Two days ago, she was at last referred outside Gaza, luckily with her mother, Eman, and her brother and sister, Hamoud and Malak. They left to Egypt and then to the cancer centre in Amman. But sadly, her father was not allowed to go. Mayar has been displaced, made homeless, denied medical care, forced to shelter in a tent in the cold and is now being separated from her father for no reason.


Today, I was able to get a signal and managed to call. My sister Eman said they have been overwhelmed by the welcome in Jordan; she cried when she told me of her embarrassment at being treated with such generosity as an expression of solidarity. She said she took the kids out and bought them each a bag of crisps. First they were surprised to see snacks again, after such a long time without – and then a bag each seemed to them like too much. Hamoud, who is nine, asked if they could share one bag and send the other two to their cousins in Gaza.




[image: Illustration]





4 MARCH 2024


It’s kite-running season and children in Gaza have decided not to miss out, despite the suffering, insecurity and hunger they have had to endure. Colourful kites made of thin paper by delicate hands compete with heavy warplanes guided by monsters – yet sometimes the kites outnumber the machines in the sky and win. The message the children send can be very powerful, particularly when they choose the colours of the Palestinian flag – and flying a kite is in itself an act of resistance, breaking the air siege and reclaiming the Palestinian skies, succeeding where politicians and militants have failed.


After troops withdrew from the blocks behind where I shelter, a friend went to check on his home. But he found a group of thieves armed with knives occupying the building. They drove him away. Sadly, this is not the first time I hear such a story. Robbery has become common and people have been attacked while trying to intervene or reclaim their property. This offensive has exposed the worst in people: hunger has pushed them to steal aid from trucks and sell it at inflated prices in the market, and now to justify horrible actions and violence in the name of need.
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30 MARCH 2024


My family has finally decided to evacuate Gaza. It was not an easy decision to make, as it goes against our beliefs and ethics. But this war has destroyed everything we built and called home. I will be the only member to stay, and will have to endure alone.


You either pay or die, that’s what our lives have become. US$56,650 was the number we had to pay in order to add six adults and eight kids to the departure list. We have sold our assets – cars, gold – cheaply in order to secure the cash. Safety is expensive and yet still not guaranteed until names are called. I know of people who paid to be put on the list, only to have death come to them sooner than departure.


And many friends who left have reported feeling stuck and worthless. They can’t move a single step forward with their lives. They’re pinned to their chairs, observing the massacres from a distance – and that turns out to be harder than experiencing it first-hand. Some already regret leaving Gaza and want to return, so that at least their death might mean something. It’s the same for us, people of northern Gaza who were forced to flee south: despite the horrific starvation and genocide up there, we sometimes ask why we ever left our homes.
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8 APRIL 2024


I consider myself someone who can sustain a level of wellbeing during hardship, but this current escalation has undermined my ability to maintain my inner peace and mindfulness. I feel so anxious and irritated. I did not sleep well last night. Tank shelling and air raids continued without pause over the neighbourhood near my shelter. The noise of armoured vehicles and the intensity of firing from the quadcopters upset me, and I was gripped by the fear of waking up to find myself besieged.


My five-year-old nephew, darling Omar, made us laugh today. He regards this as a war against children. We overheard him telling his mother: ‘At least grown-ups can find coffee in the market. Children like me can’t find any snacks or lollipops. Now do you understand why this war is against us, not you?’




Mohammed Aghaalkurdi was born in 1993 in Gaza City where he qualified as a doctor. He works in Gaza for Medical Aid for Palestinians, including as part of a multidisciplinary team on limb reconstruction for victims of gunshot and shrapnel wounds and other injuries, and is supporting MAP’s rehabilitation of Nasser Hospital following Israeli attacks. He contributed these extracts in May 2024.












GAZA’S FIRST TWO MILLENNIA


Hemmed in against the seashore by the emptinesses of the Sinai and Naqab deserts, and straddling the highway that joins Mesopotamia and the Syrian littoral to the Nile, Gaza’s wedge of fertility has been a frontier zone for all of recorded history. It’s a humid, sandy place, where the shaded oasis of Wadi Gaza – wadi is an Arabic word meaning seasonal watercourse – marks a stop-off point for birds on their intercontinental migrations and animals seeking new feeding grounds, as much as for human armies waging war north into the Levant or south into Egypt.


Five thousand years ago, or a little more – long before the Pyramids – Egyptian travellers arrived here and built houses of clay on the wadi banks, where now the outskirts of Gaza City lie. They probably came thanks to the expansionist policies of Narmer, perhaps the first ruler of a unified Egypt, whose chosen hieroglyph was a species of stinging electric catfish still found in the Nile today. (He might have been trying to outdo previous monarchs who had chosen representations as scorpions and bulls.) Subjects of the Catfish King lived in what would become Gaza for several generations, hunting to survive, discarding blades of flint and crafted pendants before departing, perhaps sorrowfully, as Egypt’s political fortunes waned.


Centuries passed. Sometime around 2650 BCE the same spot was re-settled, this time by the region’s local Canaanite population. Their tentative foundation grew to become what archaeologists have called a royal city, with a ‘high level of organisation, administrative and military structures’. This seaside city-state, by then elevated atop a mound above the wadi, flourished for three hundred years, easily repelling Egyptian attacks from behind its eight-metre-thick walls. Its people were farmers, shepherds and fishers, growing olives and grapes as well as the staples of wheat and barley.


But the tide turned for them, too. They left, and memories faded, and when sand drifted in through doors and windows there was nobody to sweep it out again. Four thousand years and a few centuries rolled by, until building work began in 1998 for a housing development at what people knew as Tell es-Sakan, the Hill of Ashes, on the edge of Gaza City. As bulldozers ate into the sandy hill where families liked to picnic at the weekend, where children would play and men on noisy motorbikes pulled wheelies, onlookers noticed bits of pottery emerging from the dirt. They intervened, work was stopped, and over the next two years a team led by Palestinian archaeologist Moain Sadeq and his French colleague Pierre de Miroschedji began to expose the history of the hill for the first time, piecing together Gaza’s unexpected links to the Catfish King of antiquity.


The Intifada which began in 2000 cut their work short. Developers crept back, bulldozing part of the hill to create space for Gaza’s growing, captive population and people left unhoused by repeated Israeli bombardments. Expansion of nearby university buildings in 2009 and 2012 made further inroads. Finally, in 2017, despite an outcry from locals and international archaeologists alike, Gaza’s government steamrollered the whole site flat for development. The Hill of Ashes, once so grand, is now no more than an entry in academic bibliographies, its ancient names forgotten and the evidence of its lives lost for ever.
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Gaza’s history in the period following the abandonment of the Hill of Ashes in about 2350 BCE is hazy, though we know the centre of population shifted a few hundred metres south to a mound now known as Tell el-Ajjul (‘Calves’ Hill’). This has been tentatively identified with Sharuhen, the hideout of what was once thought to have been the Hyksos people following their ejection from Egypt – though scholars now understand the Hyksos to have been less a nation than a monarchical dynasty that ruled in the decades either side of 1600 BCE from a power-base in the Nile Delta. The Hyksos were probably Canaanite – or at least Levantine – in origin and, momentously, may have introduced the horse to Egypt, along with chariots, composite bows, full-body armour and innovations in music, textiles and viticulture. They dealt in all sorts of luxury commodities including turquoise, gold and lapis lazuli, but the oligarchs of Upper Egypt seem to have found their foreign ways intolerable. In 1560 BCE or thereabouts, pharaonic armies swept north, attacking and, under the mighty Ahmose I, expelling the Hyksos from the Delta.


But even that wasn’t an end of it. Ahmose pursued the Hyksos beyond the desert to Sharuhen – wherever it was – besieging the city for three years before finally breaking in, destroying it and its inhabitants.


Is Tell el-Ajjul Sharuhen? Or is one of the other sites from this period that cluster around Wadi Gaza? We don’t know. But we do know that Tell el-Ajjul had been a place of wealth and connections since long before the Hyksos, importing goods from Cyprus and Upper Egypt and producing exquisite jewellery: the British Museum displays a hoard of dazzling gold bracelets, earrings, beads and pendants discovered at Tell el-Ajjul in 1933 and, perhaps inevitably, removed to London.


In the centuries following the Hyksos, Gaza turns up often in the chronicles of ancient Egypt and Assyria, sometimes as ‘Azzati’, sometimes ‘Hazzatu’, invariably identified as a key frontier city on routes linking Egypt and Syria.


But everything changed when the Sea Peoples arrived.


The trouble is, nobody is quite sure who the Sea Peoples were – or even if they existed at all. Apparently a loose confederation of ethnicities and identities from around the Aegean and Mediterranean islands, they seem, from fragmentary evidence in pharaonic inscriptions, to have attacked the Egyptian and Levantine coast in the approximate period 1200 BCE to 1000 BCE. The Sherden (from Sardinia), the Lukka (from Lycia), the Shekelesh (from Sicily), and more – there were lots of them; but, for our story, the sea people who matter are the Peleset, the Pwrsty or the Pulasati, known to us as the Philistines.


They changed Gaza for ever.









Katherine Pangonis


WRITTEN IN FABRIC: NIVEEN MOSLEH, IBRAHIM MUHTADI AND MARY KAWAR ON EMBROIDERY


The history of Gaza is written in fabric, in dark silks banded with colour, fine cotton gauzes and heavy linens dyed deepest indigo and embroidered with cypress trees. Gaza’s textiles hold a record of individual creativity and collective identity dating back centuries. More than this, in the samples of tatreez – traditional Palestinian embroidery – we find the legacy of women, so often written out of history, who have stitched the proof of their talent and their resistance into cloth.


The origins of this art form can be traced back three thousand years. ‘Tatreez is a messenger for all Palestinian people. It is our history, our present and our future. It promotes our culture and tells our story [inside and] outside Palestine. There is a strong link between this art and our identity,’ says the Gaza-based designer and textile historian Ibrahim Muhtadi. The image of a woman wearing tatreez has become symbolic of the connection between Palestinians and Palestine. It evokes memories of communities living simply on the land, dyeing their fabrics with bright carmine from cochineal insects and rich blues from indigo plants, embroidering their identity onto their clothing. Silks and linens, prized since antiquity, were produced by skilled artisans, both female and male, in three stages: weaving the cloth on traditional treadle looms, dyeing it and finally embroidering it.


Gaza’s aﬃnity for weaving persisted through conquest and reconquest. A Latin Glossarium from 1678 by French philologist Charles du Fresne du Cange suggested that gazzatum – meaning a finely woven fabric of linen or silk threads, called gaze in French and gauze in English – was derived from the place name of Gaza, from where it was thought to have originated. This may be the earliest such reference, though an older derivation is certainly believable. Different places in Palestine often had their own products named after the locality. A special type of knotted binding stitch favoured in Gaza is still known in Arabic as manjal ghazzawi – ‘Gazan sickle stitch’.


From the mid-nineteenth century, most textiles in Gaza were woven from cotton, linen and silk imported from Egypt or Syria. However, weaving also used local yarns, with Palestinian cotton becoming an important export to Europe. Gauze was also widely made, for head coverings as well as medical purposes.


By the twentieth century, Gaza and neighbouring Majdal were the largest weaving centres in Palestine, hosting hundreds of treadle looms. But the Nakba saw Majdal depopulated and erased by what is now the Israeli city of Ashkelon, its weaving facilities abandoned in the hurried escape. Many of its artisans found safety in Gaza’s refugee camps, where they set up new looms. Their Majdalawi fabric lives on, incorporating black and indigo cotton threads banded by strips of turquoise and fuchsia representing heaven and hell.


The most widely used colour for fabric dyeing in Gaza was blue, derived from indigo. It was common for customers to take undyed cloth to the dyers, who would soak it to increase the intensity of the hue. Ethnographer Shelagh Weir has noted that light blue was cheaper: it required less work. The darker the shade, the richer the wearer. Next most important was red, achieved using pigments from madder plants, kermes insects and cochineal. Vivid pinks became emblematic of Gazan costume.


Palestinian embroidery is known for its richness of cross-stitch. Embroiderers arrange intricate motifs on the chest panel, sleeves and skirt of a thobe, the traditional long-sleeved, ankle-length dress. Many illustrate Palestine’s natural environment – cypress or orange blossoms – while some have cultural roots, such as the eight-pointed star, and others are everyday objects: an amulet or even chicken’s feet. There are hundreds of combinations. In Gaza a thobe may be embroidered with an intricate chest panel known as a ‘Gaza necklace’ that functions like costume jewellery, stitched in bright colours around the neckline. Art historian Rachel Dedman has written that these ‘necklaces’ are held to have totemic, even protective qualities. Variations in pattern and colour indicate the wearer’s social and marital status, including stylised motifs of heaven and hell.


Mary Kawar, director of Amman’s Tiraz Centre – showcase for the uniquely comprehensive textile collection of her mother, Widad, born in Tulkarem in 1931 – emphasises how tatreez demonstrates the sophistication of pre-Nakba Palestine: ‘If you look at all these dresses, the richness, the skills, the innovation, the creativity and the trade and the economy involved in creating them, this was a society that was stable, that had economic means and a role for women. Women had their dowry stitched in coins on their headdresses, which no one could take, at a time when European women could not open a bank account. This reveals a narrative completely [counter] to what is said of Palestinians. You cannot have this embroidery heritage without a society that was thriving. You cannot be innovative and creative and have all this taste and skill if you [live hand to mouth]. Tatreez is not about the result, it’s about the process. It proves women had time to create luxury items.’ To this day, many families keep a pre-1948 thobe as a treasured heirloom, serving – as keys to abandoned homes also do – as proof of identity, evidence of linkage to a specific locality and symbol of a right to lost land.
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Gazan women embroidering garments in 1967 (left) and 2022 (right).








As conditions deteriorated after 1948, access to materials and dyes tightened and trade in high-quality textiles dipped. But tatreez blossomed in new ways. Historically, textile art had been highly specific: individual villages would have their own styles. Gazan girls would grow up embroidering their wedding gown and the items of their trousseau, sewing the markers of their identity. Women from different parts of Palestine would have no need to ask after each other’s origins, since the evidence would be encoded in their clothing. But the Nakba’s upheavals loosened the practice of embroidering village-specific motifs, introducing ‘camp dresses’ that blended the styles of women from different regions who suddenly found themselves living side by side in refugee camps.


In 1950, UNRWA established the Sulafa embroidery project as a way for Gaza’s refugee women to generate their own income. It has grown to become a non-profit enterprise selling jackets, cushion covers, bags and phone cases worldwide via partner outlets. ‘The goal is to support vulnerable women and promote Palestinian heritage,’ says director Niveen Mosleh.


Niveen, originally from Beit Daras village near Majdal, destroyed in 1948, describes how her grandmother used to visit her family every week, preparing maftoul. ‘Then she would embroider. I would follow the movement of her fingers and how she transformed pieces of Majdalawi cloth into a beautiful dress.’


During the First Intifada (1987–93), tatreez shifted again. Women began to sew images of national pride. When Israel banned the Palestinian flag, embroiderers replaced traditional turquoises and fuchsias with the flag’s red, green, white and black. Flowers and birds gave way to maps of historic Palestine. ‘Women embroidered the names of cities and the walls of Jerusalem,’ says Niveen. ‘They stitched wedding [scenes], keﬃyeh patterns and verses of poetry. Embroidery stood in solidarity with their steadfastness.’


Today, in the face of machine-made imports, hand embroidery has become a commodity. NGOs enable women to use tatreez as an income stream, though the model has its flaws: piece work can be unreliable, and profits inevitably accrue to distributors rather than creators. Nevertheless, Gaza’s reputation as a centre for textile production persists, centred on the striped fabrics used for school uniforms worn by children around Palestine. Sulafa works with more than four hundred women, each supporting a family of six or more, pairing younger trainees with skilled elders for coaching. ‘I love that tatreez empowers women. Its importance lies in the transmission of the immense wealth of this heritage to future generations,’ Niveen says.


Of the Majdalawi weaver families who arrived in Gaza after the Nakba, only a handful remained active before October 2023, some selling through the Nol Collective, a Ramallah-based design studio. Their handwoven rugs now serve as blankets for the displaced. Yet, says Niveen, tatreez helped Sulafa’s women ‘attain psychological stability. They display high levels of concentration and the ability to create despite pain and suffering.’


At the time of writing, with supply lines broken and outlets destroyed, many artisans have left. No weavers remain in Gaza. ‘Sulafa started in refugee tents in 1950. Now, in 2024, displaced women are still embroidering, back in tents once again,’ says Niveen. ‘We will return,’ adds Ibrahim Muhtadi, who for three years directed Sulafa’s embroidery output. ‘We keep these crafts alive so that we remember who we are. It’s resistance. We will keep producing, and we will keep rebuilding.’




Historian Katherine Pangonis is the author of Queens of Jerusalem (2021) and Twilight Cities (2023). During two years in Lebanon she consulted for UNDP, volunteered with UNRWA and interviewed Palestinian refugees for the Fuller Project. It was in the refugee camps that she first became fascinated by the craft of tatreez. She contributed this essay in May 2024.
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