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Priase for Born in Jerusalem, Born Palestinian

“Very compelling and personal… fragrant details, great zoom-lens scenes of Palestinian  family  life…  pull us  right into the landscape  and the domain… I support this book and salute its honesty and stirring intentions. We need it in our world. We need every single politician to have a copy in his/her back pocket. As the daughter of a Palestinian also from Jerusalem, I can say that this book rings deeply true to me, and assuages my sorrow somewhat over all the injustice which has pervaded the Holy City for far too long… Nammar makes a strong stride in all the right directions.”

—Naomi Shihab Nye, award-winning author, writer, and poet

“I cannot  think of a  more  appropriate  reading  on the  Nakba—the catastrophe of displacement of most of the native Palestinians—than this searing and honest story of the family of Jacob Nammar. This poignant story of one Jerusalemite family provides a microcosm for the stories of hundreds  of thousands  of Palestinian  Christian  and Muslim  families. Nammar’s narrative is never bitter and instead provides a message  of perseverance against all odds, a message of hope for peace and justice, and a message to remind us of our common humanity. Told with exquisite detail and beauty… this readable memoir will help many people around the world understand the reality of Palestine and its dispossessed people.”

—Mazin B. Qumsiyeh, author of Sharing the Land of Canaan

“This is a compelling and compassionate memoir of a Jerusalem life during wartime and after… stands out as one of very few works that addresses the life for those Palestinians who stayed behind in the Israeli occupied part of (West) Jerusalem… On this level the book is original and has significant ethnographic value for the historical researcher, as well as for students of the Arab-Israeli conflict.”

—Salim Tamari, editor, Jerusalem Quarterly
Institute of Jerusalem Studies

“This not just the story of a single, large extended Palestinian family living before and after the Nakba in 1948. The Nammar family is at the center of a large tapestry in which Palestinian history, cultural roots, and traditions are carefully woven. The description of al-Quds, where the family lived, moves deeply…”

—Mohammed Omer, photojournalist
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FOREWORD

Jacob Nammar has the unique distinction of being a member of the only family in Jerusalem after whom  a neighborhood is named. Nammareh (or al-Nammareh), in Lower Baq’a, was a pioneering community that evolved outside the city walls in  the  nineteenth  century,  when   enhanced  municipal security and gas lighting allowed members of the mercantile families  to  escape  the  crowding  of  the  Old City. The Nammaris joined the Khalilis, the Jarallahs, the Husseinis, and several other propertied clans to venture into the middle-class mansions in the new suburbs of Bab al-Sahira, Musrara, Sheikh Jarrah, and Baq’a. In mid-century these were isolated communities  facing  the  walls  of the  city  and  the  olive orchards, which surrounded their abodes. Within decades they  were  joined  by  the  new  Jewish  communities  of Montefiore and Me’a She’arim, and the Greek Orthodox suburbs of Qatamon and Talbieh. Thus the New City was born.

But Jacob Nammar’s autobiographic narrative is compelling for a different reason. In the war of 1948 virtually every Palestinian Arab who lived in the villages and townships to the west of the city, around 200,000 people, were expelled to the East beyond the Armistice lines. A much smaller Jewish community  from the  Old City was  also  displaced  and relocated to the West. The Nammari family, whose gripping story is told here, is one of the very few who managed to remain in the area that was taken over by Haganah and other Jewish paramilitary forces. Unlike the situation in the Galilee, in the Triangle, and in Negev, where the remaining Arab minority managed to stay put and grew up to constitute the Arab minority in Israel—the Nammaris and the handful of Arabs that found themselves in West Jerusalem in the spring of 1948, were  an anomaly. They survived  by virtue  of a mistake of military logistics and had to fend for themselves after the total collapse of their society, and the mass expulsion of their compatriots.

Nammar’s  story  has  not been heard  before, because virtually nobody  was left to tell it. Virtually, because we do have the important chronicle of John Rose, The Armenians of Jerusalem, which tells the story of an Armenian family left for several years in Talbieh, before Rose and  his family were relocated to the eastern part of the city in the mid-fifties.1 Like John, Jacob also had an Armenian mother, whose origins from Yerevan and torturous journey to Palestine are captured in these memoirs in the context of the Armenian genocide. Is it an accident that the two surviving narratives of Palestinians who  remained   in  West   Jerusalem   had   an   Armenian connection?

In both Nammar’s and John Rose’s account of the war, the year 1949 seems to have been a crucial year. It was the year when the nascent Israeli state began to consolidate its hold on Arab  “abandoned”  property  and  to deal  with those Palestinians who remained inside the territories of the Jewish state. In Jerusalem the occupied city was divided into three zones, A, B, and C—similar  (but not equivalent)  to the divisions of the western city established by the British during WWII. The dozen or so families who, like the Nammaris, found themselves hostages to the new situation, were forced to relocate to each of these zones in order to monitor and control their  movements.  Most  often  their  new  habitat was not located  in their  original  home  area, which  they were  compelled  to abandon  for “security  reasons.”  The explanation used for this internal displacement was that the remaining residents were absentees, and their homes were sequestered even though the families in question were in fact still in situ. They became absentees in their own homeland, together with tens of thousands of other “absentees” from the Galilee and the Triangle regions. Jiryis al-Salti was another compatriot of Jacob Nammar who, like him, was forced to relocate  from Baq’a.  He  also  left  a  unique  diary  of his experience, which illuminates, replicates, and confirms the two accounts of Rose and Nammar. Here is al-Salti, recounting the days of the creation of the 1949 ghetto and its consequence,  as told by historian Issam Nassar:

… The creation of the zone was not good news for the few who lived outside it. They were told that for their own protection they had to move into an abandoned house of their choice within the fenced area … The Saltis were among those whose houses were outside of the zone and were therefore, forced to move into somebody else’s house inside the zone. Arab homes outside the zone were given by the authorities to Jews who needed homes with the aim of creating a new reality on the ground that would prevent the possibility of having to turn them over to the Arab side. But as the houses outside of the zone became occupied, Jews were now coming into the zone and taking over empty homes there. In fact, as Salti’s journal illustrated, Jews were starting to take over even inhabited Arab houses in the zone as well taking over sections and rooms in those houses. On October 19, 1949, Salti wrote, “the situation is getting worst. The Jews are squatting even in inhabited Arab houses aiming to take over a room.” Eager to take over Arab homes, some Israeli zealots from outside of the area would drive noisy motorcycles in al-Baq’ a in the late hours of the night making a commotion and hoping to scare off residents forcing them to leave the area and to abandon their homes.2 	

By the end of 1949 the military zones were abolished in Jerusalem, but through the Military Government the Israeli administration  continued  to  regulate  the  lives  of  the remaining Palestinians in the country until 1966, some two decades later. It is quite intriguing, and an indication of the total isolation of the remaining Palestinian community in Jerusalem, that neither the Nammaris nor the Saltis were aware of each other’s presence, even though they were literally living in adjacent compounds of the new ghetto.

For the historian of the Arab-Israeli conflict, the parts of this memoir that cover Nammar’s life in Jerusalem after 1948 may hold special value. They deal with the family’s expulsion from Baq’a  and their  removal  to a  confined  area  of the abandoned city, where they became a minority within a minority. Deserted by his neighbors, and finally by family, he had to fend for himself in a very hostile environment. He became the “enemy within,” not through any fault of his own, but because his nation was defeated. Unlike the Palestinians who became a beleaguered minority in the northern districts, Nammar did not even have the benefit of being a member of a minority. In Jerusalem the family was dispersed again, by arrests, escapes, the death of the father, and the migration of his mother, sisters, and brothers, until Jacob remained alone. His schooling at Terra Sancta, his sports career, his itinerant working career, and his daily encounters with the xenophobia of the Israeli state and its police apparatus are vignettes of internal exile in his own homeland, told with sardonic vividness, but also with a great deal of humor.

Engulfed by a Jewish society that saw him as an alien in his own country, he found his solace in the daily humdrum of survival. Throughout this tumultuous journey, Nammar lost neither hope nor faith in his fellow humans. His private personal predicament was absorbed in the national tragedy of his community. But he never abandons the sliver of hope in the redemption of his defeated nation. He maintains this hope in the kindness  of strangers,  and in the world of sports—in  training  a new  generation  of players,  and in competing with his adversaries. He battled in an arena that he thought, mistakenly, would be free of national prejudice. He also maintains his faith by bonding with the transformed (and often unrecognizable) landscape of the familiar neighborhoods of his youth, and in the food of his childhood, in the land of Zeit u Za’atar as he calls it. Jacob’s life is a narrative of hope, despair,  and redemption  through  the love  of a vanquished city.

Salim Tamari
Institute of Jerusalem Studies

1 John H. Melkon Rose, Armenians of Jerusalem: Memoirs of Life in Palestine (London: Radcliffe Press, 1993).

2  Issam Nassar, “A Liminal Existence in Jerusalem: al-Baq’a 1949,” Jerusalem Quarterly 36 (Winter 2009).


“Take a stone from our house 
So that our descendants
Will remember their way home.”

—Mahmoud Darwish
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 THE HOUSE OF NAMMAR
	
I was born on May 16, 1941, in Madinat al-Quds, “the Holy City,” known in the Western world as Jerusalem. I was born in the home of my father’s parents in Haret al-Nammareh, the Nammareh neighborhood of Baq’a, or West Jerusalem.1 Jerusalem has been inhabited for some ten thousand years, beginning in 4000  BC  with the Canaanites, from whom the city’s name originates. The name “Jerusalem” is derived from its Canaanitic root, Ur Salem, the House of Salem, a pagan god of the Canaanite clan known as the Jebusites.2

My birth certificate was issued by the Government of Palestine’s Department of Health. It reads, “The above is true extract from the Register of Births kept at the Office of the Department of Health in the town of Jerusalem, with permanent address of parents in the District of Jerusalem Palestine,” and is printed in English, Arabic, and Hebrew. Each of my brothers and sisters has an identical birth certificate. I have always treasured my birth certificate and saved it because the document confirms my birthright to al-Quds.

The  city  is  composed  of  symbols  that  date  back thousands of years. Ironically, Jerusalem is often referred to as the “City of Peace” despite its turbulent history of conflicts, wars, foreign  imperial  dominations, and tensions  among competing religions. For the last three thousand years, it epitomized  the heart  and engine  of Palestine.  Prophets, scientists, scholars, artisans, merchants, and poets developed it to become the religious, cultural, and political center, not just of our part of the world but of civilization.

It is a unique place in the world and a holy city for the three Abrahamic religions of Judaism, Christianity, and Islam. It  is,  however, best  known as  the  city  of miracles—the location of Christ’s resurrection, Mohammad’s ascension to heaven, and Abraham’s near sacrifice.

Jerusalem shaped my spirit, religion, heritage, identity, and earthly consciousness. There I always sensed the presence of God with me. My brothers, sisters, and I were baptized and confirmed   in  the   Roman   Catholic   faith.   Indigenous Palestinian  Christians are descendants of those who first believed in Jesus Christ. We are families who have lived and worshipped  in  the  land  that  gave  birth  to  Christ  and Christianity  and  where  Jesus  died  and  was  resurrected. Palestinian  Christians  are  a  diverse  group  of almost  all denominations: Catholic, Orthodox, Protestant, Anglican, and others. Christians have provided an important balance between Muslims and Jews in the Holy Land—a balance that existed since these three monotheistic religions came to share this region.

We were taught by our parents and the nuns and priests in our school that we were all God’s children and spiritual descendants of Abraham, who introduced the one true God and was the father of these three religions indigenous to the Middle East. We believed in the biblical promise of the land to Abraham and his descendants. For centuries the natives of all three religions lived in harmony side by side.

My mother had many friends in the Armenian, Muslim, Jewish, and Christian Quarters of the Old City. She enjoyed many hours of socializing with friends, family, and neighbors. Mama made her rounds to the homes of her Yahood (Jewish) friends on Friday evenings, the Sabbath, to turn off their electric light switches for them, returning on Saturday nights to flip the switches back on. It was against the Jewish religion to work on the Sabbath, and turning the switches on and off was considered work.

One of my cousins, Zuheir al-Nammari, remembers how our family and the Jews in Jerusalem often helped each other. A few years ago, an Orthodox Jew showed him an old document.  In the nineteenth  century,  the Jewish  community needed to renovate their synagogue,  as it was a huge building and  very  old. My family  contributed  two hundred  gold Ottoman coins to the Jewish synagogue. The Orthodox Jew told my cousin, “Look, your family gave us that much to renovate. That was our relationship.” 3

We were a family of ten—my father, Yousef Rashid, my mother, Tuma Marie, one half-brother, three brothers, and three sisters. We were all healthy, energetic, and (we were told) good-looking. Mihran was the oldest, followed by Fahima, Daoud, Suleiman,  Wedad,  Fadwa, myself  (Ya’coub), and Zakaria,  with each  child two years  apart. Following  the tradition in the Holy Land, my parents chose biblical names for the boys, after prophets of old, and expressive, descriptive names for the girls. My oldest sister Fahima’s name in Arabic means “understanding,” Wedad  means “joy,”  and Fadwa means “patriotic.” We were close and emotionally attached to each other. My parents hoped that their children would live up to their names by example, with faith and determination.

Everyone in my family had black hair and dark-colored eyes, as do most Palestinians. My eyes are the exception; they are a’sali, a honey-hazel color, that sometimes turns green in bright sunlight. Some other Palestinians in villages around al-Quds have green or blue eyes, and a few have blond hair. Stories say that these individuals may have mixed ancestry, with bloodlines dating back to the European Crusaders.

Nammar is our family’s original name. The Nammar extended family, known also as Nammari, al-Nammari, or Nammamreh (plural), is a large family with relatives scattered throughout  the world. They live in many countries, including Jordan,  Saudi  Arabia,  Lebanon,  Egypt,  Iraq,  Indonesia, Europe,  North America,  South  America,  and  of course Palestine.

For many centuries the Nammamreh of Palestine were one of the leading families in al-Quds. It was believed that some  members  of our family  who had their  roots  in al-Andalus of southern Spain were driven out in the eleventh century by King Ferdinand of Aragon and Queen Isabella of Castile, and settled and lived since then in the Holy City. The extended family members who remained in Palestine after the start of the Israeli occupation were tied to the land and each possessed a key to a home in Palestine.

My family owned several tracts of valuable properties in the Old City in Haret al-Nasara, the Christian Quarter, on al-Khanqa Street. This included several shops nearby in Suq al-A’ttarine, the spice market. In addition, they acquired land in 1870 from the villages of Malha and Beit Jala. In the late 1920s, the area had its own market, Suq al-Nammari, which served as a wholesale market for neighboring villages and a retail  market  for  the  local  area.  They  owned  several bayarat, or orchards, near Jaffa and a large house where once a year we vacationed and helped in the harvest of the citrus fruits. My family also owned a summer lake house in Tiberius, and some Nammamreh owned properties in the ancient city of Nablus, situated an hour’s drive north of al-Quds, an area believed to be the biblical site of Jacob’s well at the Greek Orthodox monastery.

In  addition,  in  the  villages  of Yalu  and  Imwas  the Nammamreh  owned farms  for the cultivation  of grains, wheat,  bulgur,  and other  produce.  After  each  bountiful harvest, we received a large share of the yield to divide among all  extended  family  members.  My  oldest  sister  Fahima remembers that each year the farmers came in a caravan of twelve camels, riding for seven days and seven nights. Highly regarded because they can retain large amounts of water and food for extended travel, and because they are faithful and obedient to their masters, the camels while in town were sheltered in our large yard. On one occasion, Fahima noticed one  camel  with beautiful  long  eyelashes  crying  in pain because he had a large nail stuck in one foot. It took four men to hold him down to pull the nail out and bind the wound to save him.

To secure their inheritance, the Nammamreh established various waqfs, endowment properties regulated by religious and secular laws, whose records were kept in the Old City court and administered by an elected family authority. These properties were nontransferable and forbidden to be sold for any religious, political, or historical claims. The aim was to keep the properties in the family for the benefit and needs of future generations. Each member of the family was entitled to receive revenues that they then passed on to their offspring.
	
In the mid-eighteenth century, al-Quds proper referred to what is now known  as the “Old City.” It was surrounded by a large, highly fortified wall with eight famous gates that were closed each night to protect the inhabitants. The city, one of the world’s architectural marvels, was divided into four ethno-religious haret, or neighborhoods: Jewish, Muslim, Christian,  and Armenian. As the Old City became overcrowded, several wealthy families ventured outside the wall, including some of the Nammamreh who branched out by developing a new suburb in the southwestern area of the city in the Lower Baq’a area. This was a bold undertaking since the land was barren, uninhabited, and filled with danger from robbers and wild animals.

However, the relocation from the Old City to the West New City created an exclusive community named Haret al-Nammareh  or al-Nammariya—the  Nammareh  neighborhood. They  built  palatial  homes  with unique,  spacious architectural designs including arched doorways, tile floors, high ceilings, and large windows for an upper-class lifestyle. These qusur, or villas, were built from carved limestone with large cream and pure-white stones that kept them warm in winter and cool in summer. The red tiled roofs, which shone beautifully at sunset on the hilltop, stood next to each other on both sides of a straight line which became known as the Share’a al-Nammareh—Nammareh Street.
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