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  A HARVEST OF BITTER FRUIT



  FOREWORD BY CLARE SHORT


  In 2004, Hilda Reilly became aware of how little she knew about the Palestinian people, apart from the images of conflict that are constantly in the news. She was shocked by a Glasgow University Media Group report which showed that, despite the constant coverage of the Israeli-Palestinian conflict, most people had little understanding of the basic issues. Many, for example, thought that the occupied territories were occupied by the Palestinians. The majority had no idea where Palestinian refugees were from – some suggested Afghanistan, Iraq or Kosovo. Most thought that the Palestinians were the aggressors, trying to grab Israeli land, and that Israel’s military action was a response to Palestinian attack.


  Reilly decided to spend some time in Palestine to try to provide a human perspective for the bewildered news consumer. She volunteered to work at An-Najah University in Nablus, helping to edit texts for a website, and contacted the London branch of the International Solidarity Movement (which provides non-violent support for Palestinians) for orientation and briefing.


  She then set off for Nablus, starting her journey in Jerusalem’s Old City, visiting the sites of Christ’s route to Calvary. Reilly, raised as a Catholic, had become a non-believer, but she is moved by the Holy Land and feels that its ancient sites should be treated with reverence. This helps her understand how even the secular Jews that she is surprised to find living in Israeli settlements have a deep sense of belonging to this ancient land of the biblical stories of their childhood.


  Most of Prickly Pears of Palestine describes Reilly’s time living among the students and their families and friends. She experiences a constant stream of generous hospitality and uses these opportunities to ask people, young and old, what they think of suicide bombers, of Hamas and Fatah, and of Yasser Arafat, who died while she was living in the occupied territories. The book is well worth reading for the answers to these questions alone, which Reilly relays simply and straightforwardly, giving us insight into the feelings and thinking of a wide range of Palestinians.


  Young people tell her openly of how they admire Osama Bin Laden and Saddam Hussein. They know that Hussein was a cruel dictator, but they honour anyone who stands up to the Americans, whose unconditional support for Israel they hold responsible for their predicament. Blair is not liked or respected any more than Bush. The balance of opinion is critical of Fatah and Arafat because so much has been promised and so little achieved. There are discussions with young women students who are supporters of Hamas that make the outcome of the Palestinian election completely predictable. Reilly is surprised to find no anti-Semitism, but a strong sense of anger about the endless shootings, killings and imprisonment that are the everyday experience of all families.


  Anxious to investigate alternative points of view, Reilly encounters some American Christian Zionists and finds them quite loveable, although their fervour and ignorance is truly frightening. But her contact with Jewish Israelis helps emphasise the Israeli yearning for peace, the fear the suicide bombings have caused and the reasons why Jews are drawn to live in Israel. Prickly Pears of Palestine gives a human face to the terrible suffering caused by the Israeli-Palestinian conflict, and makes thought-provoking reading for all who are concerned.


  ~ Clare Short


   


   


  Clare Short was Secretary of State for International Development in the government of Prime Minister Tony Blair from 3 May 1997 until 12 May 2003, when she resigned from the Labour Party as a protest against the invasion of Iraq. She continued to serve as an Independent MP until 2010.


  Her current work is focused on the Palestinian/ Israeli conflict, the urbanisation of the poor and the need to prevent the spread of slums of despair, destitute asylum seekers, human trafficking, humanitarian action in Africa and other issues.


  This introduction first appeared in the New Statesman.


  PROLOGUE



  It was the summer of 2004 and I had just finished writing a book about Sudan. I started casting around for another project and as my mind roamed over those parts of the world that attract me – Africa and the Arab countries – I realised that in my mental landscape of the Middle East there was a void which corresponded to Palestine. For all that the word Palestinian is constantly in the news there were few images that came to mind in association with it other than those connected with conflict: the angry chanting from keffiya-clad heads crowded together in funeral processions, the wailing of black-veiled women standing on the rubble of demolished homes, the earnest pleading of moustached politicians as they beg for a halt to the bloodshed. As for Palestine itself, did it still exist or had it long since disappeared into the great geo-political mill that swallowed up places like Yugoslavia and Czechoslovakia and regurgitated them, fragmented and rebaptised? One heard of the Occupied Palestinian Territories but, come to think of it, rarely of Palestine.


  Around the same time I came across a report produced by a group of Glasgow academics who had carried out a study on the public’s understanding of the Middle East conflict1. The results were startling. They revealed a widespread ignorance about what must be one of the most widely reported and most longstanding struggles in the world today – the dispute between Israelis and Palestinians.


  Misunderstanding was rife about the most basic issues. Many people thought that the Occupied Territories were ‘occupied’ by the Palestinians. Others thought that the term referred to a border dispute between two countries which were both laying claim to a piece of land that separated them. Many had no idea that the occupation was a military one and assumed that the occupiers were simply the people living there. Some thought that the settlers were Palestinians. The majority of the interviewees had no idea where the Palestinian refugees were from, some suggesting Afghanistan, Iraq or Kosovo.


  When questioned as to who was at fault, most thought that the Palestinians were the aggressors, that the Palestinians were trying to grab Israeli land, and that Israeli military action was invariably in response to Palestinian attack.


  Digging deeper to find what lay at the root of these misconceptions, the researchers found that they were consistent with an uneven news coverage of Middle East events.


  Israelis were twice as likely to be interviewed as Palestinians. US politicians – who tend to support Israel – were quoted twice as often as the more neutral British politicians. Israeli deaths and injuries were reported far more frequently than Palestinian ones, giving the impression that the Israelis suffered many more casualties than the Palestinians.


  Analysis of the language used revealed that words with negative connotations were often used in talking of the Palestinians but much less so of the Israelis. Israeli deaths at the hands of Palestinians were described by words such as ‘murder’, ‘atrocity’, ‘savage’. Israelis killing Palestinians were merely ‘angry’ or ‘wielding a big stick’.


  Added to this bias in reporting were the difficulties inherent in trying to cover a conflict with such a long and complex history. With an audience attention span of about twenty seconds per news item, presenters are unable to go into the detail which would explain what led up to any one event. They may say that the Israelis invaded a refugee camp in retaliation for a suicide bombing but have no time to say what the suicide bombing was in retaliation for, and even less to go back through the whole chain of preceding cause and effect.


  The chain leads back some 4,000 years to the time of Abraham, the patriarch revered by Jews, Muslims and Christians alike, whose story is told in the Bible. In the Book of Genesis God called on Abraham to leave his home in Ur, in present-day Iraq, and to travel to the land of Canaan where he promised him that his seed would inherit the land and that they would become a great nation. Although seventy-five at the time and childless, Abraham later had a son by Hagar, his maidservant, called Ishmael, and later still another child by Sarah, his wife, called Isaac. The Arabs are believed to be descended from Abraham through Ishmael, the Jews through Isaac.


  According to the Jewish and Christian religions, when Isaac was a young man God ordered Abraham to sacrifice him as a test of his obedience. Abraham prepared the fire to make a burnt offering of his son but God stayed his hand at the last minute, telling him to slay a ram instead. The same story is found in Islam, the only difference being that Ishmael, not Isaac, is to be sacrificed. This event is pivotal to all three religions.


  Over a period of centuries the descendants of Isaac conquered the land of Canaan. Under the leadership of David (who killed Goliath) they captured the city of Jerusalem and made it their capital. Solomon, the son of David, built a vast temple there on Mount Moriah (where Abraham had prepared to sacrifice his son). This temple, known as the First Temple, was destroyed by King Nebuchadnezzar who conquered the Israelites and took them into captivity in Babylon. After their return from exile they built another temple on the same site. The Second Temple became the focus of Israelite religious and national life and was the scene of a number of events in the life of Christ. It was destroyed in 70 AD along with most of the city when the Romans, who by this time controlled the region, suppressed a Jewish revolt. All that remained of the temple was a stretch of wall. Known as the Western Wall, or Wailing Wall, it still stands today and is the main focal point for Jewish prayer and pilgrimage.


  The events of 70 AD, followed by further conflict between Jews and Romans some sixty years later, resulted in the Jews being driven from their land and scattered far and wide, an event known as the Diaspora. Roman rule came to an end in the fourth century AD when Jerusalem was incorporated into the Byzantine empire by its founder, Emperor Constantine.


  The first Muslim contact with Jerusalem came about 500 years later. The Prophet Muhammad is believed to have travelled overnight from Mecca to Jerusalem on the back of a supernatural animal which took him to Mount Moriah, or Temple Mount. From there he ascended in a visit to heaven. Shortly after Muhammad’s death Jerusalem was captured from the Byzantines by the Muslims and declared a Holy City of Islam. Since then Temple Mount has been occupied by a vast Islamic complex, including the Dome of the Rock and Al Aqsa Mosque. It is regarded as Islam’s third holiest shrine and, bounded as it is by the Western Wall, is a potential flashpoint for confrontation between Muslims and Jews.


  After being fought over by Muslims and Christians for a couple of hundred years during the Crusades of the twelfth and thirteenth centuries, the Holy Land, as Palestine was then called, remained under Muslim rule – first of the Egyptian Mamluks, then the Ottoman Turks – until the end of the First World War.


  Although the population had remained predominantly Arab, the Jews were never entirely absent from the region. Their numbers in Palestine increased as the Jews of the Diaspora were driven further afield by a mounting anti-semitism, with some of them choosing to return to the land that their ancestors had left.


  By the mid-nineteenth century support was gathering among both Jews and Christians for the idea of establishing a Jewish state. In 1897 the World Zionist Organisation was set up, its aim being the creation of a Jewish homeland in Palestine. In the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries more Jews moved to Palestine, buying land and forming communities. In 1917 Lord Balfour, the British Foreign Secretary, stated in a letter, which became known as the Balfour Declaration, that the British Government ‘view with favour the establishment in Palestine of a national home for the Jewish people’. The Balfour Declaration was to ring down through the following decades as a clarion call of betrayal and duplicity in the ears of succeeding generations of Palestinians.


  After the First World War, the area now covered by Israel, the Occupied Palestinian Territories and Jordan was mandated by the League of Nations to the British. Under the terms of the mandate, Britain was to implement the Balfour Declaration and facilitate Jewish immigration. During the 1920s and 1930s the seeds of conflict were sown with the rapid expansion of the Jewish population, Arab rioting, and the formation of the Haganah and the Irgun, both Jewish militant groups. Towards the end of the Second World War Irgun declared war on the British rulers of Palestine and embarked on a guerrilla war of independence.


  After the Second World War Britain granted independence to the region lying to the east of the Jordan River, now known as Jordan, but retained their mandate in the region west of the river, still called Palestine. Following the Nazi genocide European Jews were now flooding into the area. The Jewish fight for independence grew more vicious with bombings and killings which prefigure much of the Palestinian militant activity of later years.


  In 1947 the United Nations voted to divide Palestine into two parts, one Jewish and the other Arab. Israel was set up as an independent Jewish state, but the Arabs rejected the UN plan. Britain, whose mandate had now been brought to end, withdrew, leaving its former charges to their fate. War broke out between the Jews and the Palestinian Arabs who were supported by Arabs from neighbouring countries. During the course of this war hundreds of thousands of Palestinian Arabs were forced to flee their homes in what was now Israel – an event known as the Nakba (catastrophe). By 1949, the Israelis had defeated the Arabs and had taken even more land than that allocated to them by the UN. The bulk of the land remaining to the Palestinians (the West Bank) fell under the control of Jordan, while a further sliver of land in the southwest (the Gaza Strip) came under Egyptian control. Jerusalem was divided, with West Jerusalem belonging to the Israelis, East Jerusalem to the Palestinians.


  In 1967 the Israelis, threatened by Arab armies gathering on its borders, launched an attack in which they captured the West Bank, the Gaza Strip and East Jerusalem. Since then Israel has continued to occupy these conquered territories in defiance of a UN resolution ordering them to withdraw. In addition to the military occupation, Israel started a programme of settlement construction, installing communities of Israeli-Jews throughout the West Bank and Gaza.


  This downturn in the Palestinian situation generated support for the burgeoning Palestine Liberation Organisation, headed by Yassir Arafat, and the 1970s was a period bloody with battles, assassinations and hijackings.


  Over the next two decades the Palestinian fortunes see-sawed. A Palestinian uprising (intifada) in 1987 was followed in 1993 by the controversial Oslo Accords which gave the Palestinians limited self-rule under the newly-formed Palestinian National Authority (PNA) but fell far short of their expectations. Shortly afterwards Israel began to be subjected to a rash of suicide bombings, a second intifada broke out in 2000, and in 2002 Israel started to build the controversial Wall, or Separation Barrier, between itself and the Palestinians. In April 2003, the Quartet (the United Nations, United States, European Union and Russia) published the Road Map Peace Plan which aimed at the achievement of a two-state solution by 2005. By the summer of 2004 this solution was still nowhere in sight.


  Despite the endless media discussions about the rights and wrongs of all this – perhaps because of them – I felt that most people generally perceived Palestinians one-dimensionally, as either victims or terrorists, depending on their own political perspective. I decided to go and spend some time there to see for myself. I wanted to put some human flesh on these bare stereotypical bones. I wanted also to try to tease out the tangled currents of the conflict in a way which would make it comprehensible for the bewildered news consumer.


  As regards the political situation, my own feelings were that although I thought the Palestinians had been gravely wronged by the events of 1948, it was unrealistic to expect any turning back of the clock. The state of Israel was not going to be dismantled. But I strongly believed that the occupation should come to an end, that the Palestinians should be given every help to establish their own state and that amends should be made for the injustices they had suffered.


  
    1 Bad News From Israel: television news and public understanding of the Israeli-Palestinian conflict, by Greg Philo and the Glasgow University Media Group
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  CHAPTER ONE



  Having decided to spend some time living in Palestine, my first step was to find something to do there to give some structure to my stay. An internet search took me to An Najah University in Nablus, a city in the West Bank, where they wanted help in editing texts for a website. I emailed the university and got a reply from someone in the Public Relations department called Ala Yousuf saying they would be very pleased to have me. ‘You can go ahead in order to join us,’ he wrote, ending rather curiously with the words: ‘Welcome home.’


  The next step was to find out a bit more about practical and political issues. I contacted the London branch of the International Solidarity Movement, an organization which provides non-violent support for Palestinians in their struggle against the occupation, and arranged to attend one of their orientation weekends.


  The orientation was held in a squat in Stoke Newington and was run by a Jewish man called Raph. This was the first surprise. In my naivety it hadn’t occurred to me that any Jewish person would be an active supporter of Palestine. There were seven other participants: Emily, fresh out of university; Simon, a middle-aged business type; Sarah, an Islington Christian; Thomas, a French boy in his gap year; Samwa, a forceful Pakistani woman; Gilly, a New Zealander with dreadlocks who was a professional activist and had just spent two months living up a tree in Wales to stop a road being built; and Samia, a Pakistani woman who, like me, was going to work on a project not connected with ISM. We did a crash course on the history of Palestine, explored cultural issues, motivation and the concept of non-violence, did role plays of situations we would be likely to encounter, and discussed practicalities.


  One of the role plays involved arrival at the airport. Raph impressed on us the importance of not giving any hint to the Israeli authorities that we were involved with ISM or any other volunteer project in Palestine. Although in theory foreign visitors are free to travel around the West Bank, in practice the Israelis try to prevent it, especially in the case of people who are there to support the Palestinians, even in the most neutral capacity. To hinder this, people arriving at Ben Gurion airport are subjected to extensive grilling and even searches. Anyone suspected of being on their way to work in the West Bank runs the risk of being refused entry. We each ran through our various cover stories: doing archaeological work, going on a pilgrimage, visiting friends, or just wanting to see the tourist sights of Israel. Raph warned us not to carry anything that indicated any connection with Arabs or Arab countries. For me that meant getting a new passport, leaving behind my diary and address book which were full of Arab names, changing my mobile phone because it had an Arabic keypad, and checking my handbag to get rid of the Sudanese coins still lurking at the bottom.


  By the time I was ready to go it was early September 2004. I mentioned to a friend, Helen, what I was about to do.


  ‘Hilda, you do realize, don’t you, that I’m Jewish?’ she said. I hadn’t known. She told me that she had many family members in Israel and had been visiting the country regularly for about ten years. Her cousins were in the army and were robustly anti-Palestinian. One of them, a girl doing national service, had talked to her about seeing soldiers firing their rifles at the feet of a Palestinian prisoner at a checkpoint and laughing about it.


  I was concerned that Helen might feel antagonistic about my plans but I was wrong. She was open to talking about it and willing to help in practical ways. ‘This is the worst time of the year for anyone wanting to travel to Israel,’ she told me. ‘This month there are three Jewish festivals. The planes are all full and the prices shoot up. But I know a travel agent who specializes in flights to Tel Aviv. I’ll give her a call right away.’


  She phoned the agent who had one seat left on a charter flight in a few days’ time, at a price even lower than I had been expecting to pay. I started to dither while Helen sat with the phone in her hand. ‘You haven’t got time to mess about, Hilda. You take this flight or you might not get another chance for weeks.’


  I took out my credit card and booked the flight.


  I hadn’t had any more news from Ala Yousuf after our first exchange of emails. Two later emails I sent remained unanswered and I couldn’t get through on his mobile. But I had decided to go ahead anyway. I was confident that if things didn’t work out with An Najah University there would be plenty of other things to do.


  I arrived in Jerusalem early one morning and checked into the Jaffa Gate Hostel in the Old City. A taxi driver I spoke with was pessimistic about my chances of being able to travel to Nablus, which lay about forty miles to the north. ‘It’s surrounded by the Israeli army,’ he told me. ‘They don’t let foreigners through the checkpoints there, not for Nablus.’


  I called in at the Faisal Hostel in East Jerusalem, the gathering point for ISMers, and heard much the same story. Nablus, I learned, was currently the most sensitive spot in the West Bank. Both the Old City in the centre of the town and the outlying refugee camps were believed to be hotbeds of militant activity, and movement in and out was rigidly controlled by the army. ‘Even getting in by the back roads is difficult now,’ said one ISMer who had been based there recently. He was referring to the routes taken by those who wanted to circumvent the checkpoints.


  I tried again to call Ala. This time I got through.


  ‘Hello, welcome,’ he said when I introduced myself and told him where I was. ‘Welcome home.’


  He seemed unperturbed at my news about the transport problems. ‘Someone will come and pick you up tomorrow,’ he said. ‘Phone this number.’


  I called the number. The man I spoke to noted the address of the hostel I was staying in and said he would come for me at seven the next morning.


  I spent the rest of the day in Jerusalem’s Old City, visiting the Church of the Holy Sepulchre which occupies the probable site of Jesus Christ’s crucifixion and burial, and wandering along the cobbled alleyways of the souk, past shops bursting indiscriminately with souvenirs and knick-knacks connected with Islam, Judaism and Christianity. Stars of David and shofars shared shelf space with Koranic scrolls, pictures of Mecca, rosary beads and crucifixes. Vendors pestered passersby to come in and look. ‘Only look, no need to buy,’ they begged. I stopped to look at some T-shirts. The vendor put his arm round my waist, squeezing me. ‘Just buy something small. Look at this cross. Only fifty shekels. OK, you don’t want to buy so I give you something free. What do you want?’


  ‘Nothing, thank you.’


  ‘What’s wrong with you? I offer you a present and you don’t want it!’


  He wheeled away in disgust and with the same spiel grabbed a couple of middle-aged European women. I tried on a pair of blue sandals in the shop next door before deciding that I didn’t need them. The vendor followed me down the lane knocking ten shekels of his price with every step that he took. ‘Business is very bad, no tourists. Just eighty shekels. OK, seventy shekels. Sixty then. Come back, please.’ The voice trailed off in defeat.


  I turned into the Via Dolorosa, the route which Christ took on his way to Calvary and which is marked out with the Stations of the Cross. Just past the fifth station, where Simon of Cyrene was co-opted to help carry the cross, I stopped short at a sign outside a perfume stall.


  Happy September 11


  Is the immune system anti-semitic for resisting disease?


  USA dollars not honoured in this store


  Jewish occupation is terrorism with a larger budget


  Israel is America’s only friend in the Middle East, however, before the ‘state of Israel’ America had no enemies in the Middle East.


  The owner, a man with a bushy beard and an American accent, was talking angrily with a fat Russian man.


  ‘I have two wives,’ said the bearded man. ‘Yes, we have multiple wives so that we can have multiple children so that we can drive the Jews into the sea.’ He pointed to a photo on the counter. ‘This is my family.’


  ‘Your daughter looks sad,’ said the Russian man.


  ‘Yes, she is sad because of what is happening here.’


  At seven the next morning a middle-aged Palestinian man called Yassir picked me up in a van. He offered me half of his breakfast, a sandwich of plump, moist falafel in pitta bread.


  ‘Thank you. How long will it take to get to Nablus?’ I asked.


  ‘One hour and ten minutes.’


  This seemed amazingly precise considering the stories about road blocks and delays. I asked Yassir what I should say if the soldiers asked where I was going.


  ‘Say you’re going to the Samaritan mountains. Say you’ve heard there are some interesting ruins there. You have the right to go. Don’t worry.’


  I did worry. ‘You have a typical East European paranoia complex,’ a Hungarian friend had once told me, remarking on my tendency to feel automatically in the wrong if I’m suspected of being so. It was kicking in now.


  I’d never heard of the Samaritan mountains. I started flicking through my guide book for information but found nothing. My fears were fuelled by a news item broadcast a couple of weeks after the ISM session. Samia, along with two other Pakistani women, had already travelled to Israel and, despite their strict Islamic dress, had made it through the airport. A day or two later a twenty-strong squad of armed soldiers burst into their bedroom in a Jerusalem hotel in the middle of the night and arrested them. They had subsequently been deported, even though the judge at their hastily arranged hearing could find no reason to complain about them.


  At the first checkpoint Yassir drove round a line of waiting cars. He explained that he was an Arab-Israeli, one of some one million Palestinians living in Israel. As such, he had an Israeli number plate and didn’t have to queue up or be questioned. We made the same detour at the second checkpoint and then took a road up into the mountains. We stopped in a village where Yassir said he could take me no further because Nablus lay in Zone A. Seeing my mystified look, he told me that the Occupied Palestinian Territories were divided into three zones: A, where the Palestinian National Authority had full civilian and security jurisdiction, B, where the PNA controlled only civilian matters, and C, (about seventy-three per cent of the total) which was under full Israeli control. Israeli citizens (including Arab-Israelis) were only allowed to enter Zones B and C.


  ‘Don’t worry,’ Yassir said. ‘Another car is waiting for you further ahead, down the mountain.’ He showed me where I should go and told me to leave my bag with him. It would be delivered to me in Nablus in about an hour, he said. How, I knew not, but nevertheless I handed it over. Right then, being separated from my toothbrush and a change of clothing was the least of my anxieties. I clambered over a wall, jumped over some clumps of barbed wire, ran down through some fields, all the time tensed for the sound of soldiers’ shouts or, even worse, the whizzing of bullets past my ears, and found the waiting car.


  We zigzagged down the slopes of Mount Gerizim and into the outskirts of Nablus. I was entering one of the oldest cities in the world, and one with an intimate historical link to the present conflict. Genesis chapter 12 reports that it was in Shechem – the former name of the city – that God made the first of his promises to Abraham that the land would be gifted to his descendants. The Jewish Talmud speaks of it more darkly as ‘a place where bad things happen’.


  We drove on past tier upon tier of apartment blocks, bonewhite in the blazing sun and stacked up on the mountainsides like a wedding cake conjured out of Lego cubes. The driver took me to the university, a stylish modern campus high above the downtown area. A security guard showed me up to the PR department and introduced me to Ala, a man in his midthirties, lean, taut and springy.


  ‘You are welcome,’ he said. ‘Welcome home.’


  The project I was to work on was Ala’s brainchild, born of an incident involving a refugee. In 1937 the man in question had given a family photograph to a friend. In 1969 he asked the friend to give it back to him as he had lost everything he possessed in the Nakba. But the friend too had lost everything, including the photo. The day after hearing about this Ala started work on a website for the documentation of all aspects of Palestinian life. His aim was to ensure that the stories of his people would be recorded for posterity and made freely available through the internet. He worked with an urgency and single-mindedness fired not only by his sense of Palestinian identity but also by his personal experiences of the Israeli occupation, and by a fear of people dying or things being lost before they could be documented.


  Ala lived with his extended family in a house in the Old City area of Nablus. In 2002, during an Israeli invasion, the house was taken over by the army and turned into a military headquarters. All seventeen family members were herded into two rooms and held there for a week. The soldiers brought in weapons, rockets and bombs and fired them from the house, which was in turn shot at by the Palestinian militants returning fire. Arrested Palestinians were taken to Ala’s house where they were interrogated and beaten. They lay piled up on the stairs, tied and blindfolded. One of the prisoners who refused to was shot in the stomach. Ala and his brothers were forced to carry him out to a tank, the soldiers being unwilling to expose themselves to enemy fire. Ala’s younger brother was taken by the Israelis and used as a human shield. Pushing him ahead, the soldiers shot from behind him, resting their guns on his shoulders. They propelled him into a house to protect their own entry, dropping him in from the roof. When he shouted out to warn the occupants, the soldiers beat him. They returned him to the house the next day, unconscious.


  I was to learn these and many other stories later. In the meantime we talked about security issues.


  ‘You’ve come to the hottest place in Palestine,’ Ala told me and warned me to be careful about going to the Old City where the Israeli army made regular incursions to root out suspected militants. He warned me particularly against looking at anyone I saw with a gun. ‘If you do and he’s assassinated by the Israelis the next day, you’ll be blamed.’


  The university, I learned, had a reputation as a hotbed of terrorism. Of the many Palestinian militants killed and arrested, a fair number, as well as several suicide bombers, had been students at An Najah, which was reviled in the international media as a training camp for this sort of thing.


  ‘This is the university of terror, the university of death, the university of Hamas,’ Ala said. He was quoting opinions expressed in some of the anti-Palestinian internet sources. ‘We would sue the people who say these things but we’re up against publications like The New York Times and The Jerusalem Post. What can we do?’


  In answer to his own question he was doing what he could with his website, providing an information service to counterbalance the negative images projected about both Palestine and An Najah University. This was what I was to work on and I would start the next morning.


  Ala called over Falastine, one of the students who helped with the website, and asked her to go with me to the flat I’d be living in. Falastine was a tall, stout girl with a pleasant round face. She was studying English and spoke it remarkably well although she was only eighteen. It was thanks to Celine Dion, she told me as a university car took us back up the hillside. ‘I love her songs. I learned a lot of my English from them.’


  Falastine’s four brothers had all been sent abroad to study for safety reasons. She too had wanted to study abroad but, as her brothers were already away from home, she didn’t think it would be right to leave her parents.


  I asked her how she felt about studying at An Najah University.


  ‘I think it’s beautiful. Everything is nice.’


  ‘What about the reputation that An Najah has outside Palestine?’


  ‘I think it’s wrong. It’s all lies. They’re very normal students. The students come here to study, to live their lives normally in the right way. You are here and you will see the situation. It’s very peaceful. If there’s any problem it’s from the Israeli military.’


  The car stopped at a block of flats set well off the road. My flat was on the ground floor, tucked away at the back. It had a small kitchen/living room, a bedroom and bathroom. Falastine took me to a nearby grocery store to stock up on a few essentials and went back to the university.


  The door bell rang. I opened it and found a small, dumpy woman, her face encased in a floral wimple which reached down to mid-thigh.


  ‘Salaam alaykum. Welcome. I am Umm Ahmed. Your neighbour.’


  Umm Ahmed (meaning mother of Ahmed; Arab women are often addressed as Umm plus the name of the oldest son) was not only my neighbour, she was also my landlady. She and her family lived in a bigger flat next door. She took me round there to meet them: her husband Suleiman, a lecturer at An Najah, her two daughters, Muna and Manal, who were students, and her son Amjad, a shy boy of twelve. Ahmed, the older son, lived in Ramallah where he worked for a mobile phone company. We drank mint tea in a sitting room furnished with massive brocade armchairs and a monumental mahogany sideboard. Suleiman had studied in the United States and spoke good English.


  I was beginning to worry about the fate of my bag. Seven hours had passed since Yassir had said it would be delivered in an hour. ‘Don’t worry,’ said Umm Ahmed. ‘I will lend you clothes.’ This did little to reassure me as Umm Ahmed was neither my size nor my style; nor were the girls, who wore ankle-length coats with hijabs outside the house and tracksuits inside. She pressed on me a jacket several sizes too big for me, saying it might be cold in the evening.


  Later I went back to the grocery store to buy bread. Sultan, a young man I’d met in the morning, was still there. He was a student and his family owned the store. A couple of other young men were lounging around the counter with him, watching a programme of video clips on one of the satellite channels. Mohannad and Osama, also students, were from villages outside Nablus. They shared a flat nearby with other students and went home only at weekends. Most students in their position rented accommodation in Nablus, they said, because of the difficulty in getting through the checkpoints every day. Young men in particular were subjected to lengthy questioning and often detained or turned back for no good reason.


  On the way back I found Suleiman sitting outside with a neighbour, Abu Mahir. They were sitting round an upturned kerosene tin which they were using as a coffee table. Suleiman introduced me to Abu Mahir (father of Mahir) and called on Amjad to bring another coffee out.


  Abu Mahir was mid-thirtyish, scrawny and a chain-smoker. He had spent nine years in prison. Suleiman translated for me a complicated story involving an attempt to kill an Israeli, an escape to Jordan and exposure by an informer. Despite all this, plus having no job, he seemed, apart from his constant smoking, to be a very laid-back sort of character.


  Back in my flat I turned on the television just in time to see a news item about Israel. There had been a suicide bombing that day in Jerusalem. The bomber was a young woman from Askar refugee camp in Nablus.


  At nine o’clock the doorbell rang. A taxi driver handed over my bag.


  My flat was about half a mile from An Najah. I walked there the next morning, down through a mountainside suburb which had the look of a not-quite-finished construction project. The roads were strewn with rubble and rubbish, and straggly yellow gorse, withering thistles and weeds sprawled over areas of wasteland. The pavement, where it existed, had a line of olive trees planted along the middle, forcing pedestrians either into the road or perilously close to the steep bank which fell away at the other side. Above it all the balconies of the apartment blocks were bright with pots of flowers, climbing plants and bird cages.


  When I arrived at the university I found posters of the suicide bomber from the previous evening’s news stuck up all over the campus.


  ‘We don’t agree with this,’ Ala said when I asked about it. ‘It is not the right way. But they are young. They are teenagers. It is a teen thing. There will be an incursion today. The Israeli army will go to Askar and destroy the house of her family.’ This was the invariable Israeli response to a suicide bombing – demolition of the family home. ‘She was a friend of Mohammed’s sister,’ Ala added, referring to a man I had met the previous day. (A few days later I asked Ala if there would be any chance of me being able to talk to the family of the suicide bomber, of Mohammed introducing me to them. It was out of the question, he said, because of the fear of Israeli retribution. Even Mohammed, who had said at first that the girl was a friend of his sister’s, subsequently denied it. ‘This kind of acquaintance is dangerous,’ Ala explained. ‘They attack the friends of the suicide bomber and then the friends of the friends.’)


  I commented on how easily I had travelled from Jerusalem to Nablus without passing through any checkpoints. Surely it was just as easy for Palestinians if they put their minds to it.


  ‘Of course. The checkpoints are just there to humiliate us. It doesn’t stop people who are determined to get through.’


  To put me more fully in the picture Ala gave me a collection of reports written by some of the students for the PR department. I read through a catalogue of stories of atrocities at check points and prisons, with students being arrested for no apparent reason, subjected to gratuitous harassment and torture. But as I read I was struck by the tone of passivity, the lack of any sense of outrage. There was more a sense of weariness, as if they were saying only, ‘Please stop all this.’ This tone was in strong contrast to the ideas projected by the media of a widespread virulent violence infecting the entire Palestinian population. Even when the writers admitted to supporting a militant ideology, it was in a half-hearted sort of way, as if they did so only because they could see no alternative.


  During the morning I edited some academic abstracts. Ala had accumulated about two hundred summaries of scientific dissertations written by research students which he wanted to put on the website. The English on the whole was competent but in the cases where it wasn’t, the meaning was unclear so there was little I could do to improve it. I struggled with the technicalities of ‘Finite element analysis of reinforced concrete cross-vault shells’ and ‘Effect of altitude on the blood chemistry of soccer players in the West Bank’, already wondering how their authors had been able to concentrate on such subjects in the midst of the daily mayhem of occupation.


  Later on Falastine dropped by and we went out to a nearby restaurant. The Oriental House was clean, comfortable and subtly exotic. The clientele was mostly trendy young people, many of the women in jeans or dungarees. A young woman at the next table smoked a narguila, tossing a head of blonde-streaked hair and haughtily exhaling clouds of smoke.


  We ordered falafel and salad. Falastine recommended a herbal tea made from local wild plants. She was interested in alternative medicine and had experimented with macrobiotics which she had learned about by watching the programmes of Mariam Nour, a Lebanese health food guru. ‘You know, it’s not just about eating,’ she said. ‘It’s about a philosophy of life. She said free your mind, look at the essence of things. I started to read about this, about spirituality which is the science of the soul. It helps you to understand yourself and to understand the world around you.’


  I asked her if this kind of approach helped her to see any kind of solution to the conflict.


  ‘Well, the solution of fighting, I think we can put it aside because if you want to fight and make war there has to be two sides and here there is only one side, that’s the Israeli side. We have no arms. We have nothing to fight with but our bodies and of course to go and stand in front of the tanks, but faith and hope cannot destroy the tanks.’


  The suicide bombing of the day before and the posters at the university were still looming large in my mind. ‘Why do some people become suicide bombers?’ I asked Falastine. ‘Do you understand what’s going on in their heads?’


  ‘Well, yes, I think so. The situation drives them to do it. I hear their stories. Many of them, the Israeli soldiers shot their father in front of their eyes or their brother or one of their family, so of course they are so mad and so angry. If somebody comes and just shoots one of your family, the person you adore most, with no reason, wouldn’t you go mad? You know, we shouldn’t judge the people who do these extreme things, we have to put ourselves in their place and see how they think and how they feel. I know I would go mad and I would hate them endlessly – but I don’t know if I would be a suicide bomber.’ She laughed gently. It didn’t seem very likely.


  Whether it was the result of the New Age teachings of Mariam Nour or an inherently sanguine disposition, Falastine had a truly relaxed attitude. She talked calmly about incidents which I was soon to realise were typical examples of daily Palestinian fare – seeing her cousin shot dead in front of her eyes when she was aged only six, being arrested at gunpoint by Israeli soldiers who had confused her with a suspected suicide bomber of the same name. ‘Well, yes, I guess I’m lucky,’ she said when I commented on her positive attitude. ‘I’m able to cope with things like that. It’s my nature.’


  In the afternoon Asem, another of the students who helped Ala, took me into the centre of town to do some shopping. We took one of the shared taxis which queued up outside the university.


  Downtown Nablus occupied the base of a bowl formed by the mountains of Gerizim and Ebal. On first sight it seemed to have an old-fashioned air about it. The goods in the small shops were displayed any old how as if the principles of window dressing were unknown here, the coffee shops – barren and utilitarian – had the uncongenial atmosphere of a Salvation Army hostel, with men sitting around puffing desultorily on narguilas, and the office buildings were drab and dreary. It could have been the backdrop to a black-and-white B movie. But when we turned off the main streets and into the souk we plunged into animated technicolour.
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