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Glimpses of Palestine — Part one!

Sydney-based Palestinian activist Khaled Ghannam recently
travelled to the occupied West Bank in Palestine. This is the
first part of his account.

The author (left) with Abdul Rahman Al-Maghribi, chair of the General Union of
Palestinian Historians and Archaeologists. Photo supplied

When | arrived in Ramallah City in February, | felt how fierce
the campaign is against anyone trying to visit occupied
Palestine.

Official Australian warnings consider it a very dangerous area.
Jordanian tourism agencies do not provide tourism services

1 https://www.greenleft.org.au/content/glimpses-palestine-part-one
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due to the difficult security conditions and boycott campaigns
against Israel.

Even internet services are severely misleading, indicating that
the Israeli government is seeking to isolate occupied Palestine
from the outside world
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The author (right) with Dr Raed Al-Dabai, head of the political science department and
official spokesperson for An-Najah National University.

Control

The occupied West Bank is divided by the Israeli occupation
army into three different zones: Zone A, which is under the
control of the Palestinian security services; Zone C, which is




29

under the control of the Israeli occupation army; and Zone B,
which is under joint control.

However, last year in the occupied West Bank, new military
gates were built at the entrances to occupied Palestinian
villages and towns, closing the roads leading to and from them
and isolating them from the rest of the occupied West Bank.
There is no set time for opening or closing these gates.

Waiting to pray at the mosque (video still). Footage supplied

Consequently, Palestinians turn to social media, especially
Telegram, to exchange information about military gates and
checkpoints, to know how to get to work or university and find
out how to return home.
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Often, this means taking a very long journey to reach your
destination, at higher cost.

But even this isn’t always possible, especially when the Israel
occupation army deliberately closes military checkpoints and
blocks roads.

One evening | saw hundreds of Palestinian ministry employees
trying to leave Ramallah City for their villages after work. They
sat in the streets and cafes of downtown Ramallah for hours
waiting for the roads to be reopened. One night, a road was
blocked until 11pm.

My experience dealing with Israeli occupation soldiers at
military checkpoints made me feel that the orders from the
officers were very strict, with no room for discussion or inquiry.
Soldiers were unwilling to provide me with even the simplest
information, such as when the checkpoint would open or which
alternative route was open.

Frankly, my Australian passport was no help in getting past the
closed military checkpoints. In fact, some soldiers told me | had
to leave the occupied West Bank and head to an Israeli city.

Dr Ramzi Odeh, head of the International Academic Campaign
Against Israeli Occupation and Apartheid, told me: “Waiting
long hours at checkpoints has caused a radical change in the
social concepts of the people of the West Bank.
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“We often see some cars decide to cancel their trip and
withdraw from the long queue of cars to return to where they
came from. “This may be due to many reasons, including going
to the bathroom, difficulty controlling children for long hours in a
confined space or the pressure of another engagement.”

In a shocking incident in Nablus city, the car | was travelling in
was stopped at a military checkpoint at the entrance to the
Palestinian Jewish “as-Samra” area.

Turkish delight shop in the market (left) and alleyway leading to the Can’aan glass
workshaop (right). Video stills. Footage supplied

Israeli occupation soldiers told us we could not enter as it was
an Israeli area, and my fellow passengers — Dr Raed Al-Dabai,
head of the Political Science Department and official
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spokesperson for An-Najah National University, and Engineer
Ramzi Harb from The Colonization & Wall Resistance
Commission — were banned from entering Israel for security
reasons.

When Al-Dabai told them he had an appointment to meet with
the priest, the soldier arrogantly responded: “You are prohibited
from entering Israel. Move quickly from here, as you are
obstructing me from doing my job.”

Al-Dabai responded: “Is this a new decision to annex lands
within the city of Nablus?”

The soldier waved his weapon at us, indicating the need to turn
around and open the road for cars.

In another incident, my friends were trying to enter Tulkarm city
to offer their condolences to a friend who had lost a relative in
the Tulkarm refugee camp incidents.

Israeli soldiers were setting up checkpoints at all entrances to
the city, preventing anyone but residents from entering. When
my friends tried to enter repeatedly through several
checkpoints, they were warned that they would be arrested if
they did not leave the area immediately.

Activist Issam Harb told me that the occupation’s arbitrary
measures are not always logical. Some of them have no
security necessity and serve no purpose other than to oppress
Palestinian society.
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For example, the people of Salfit town used to sit in an open
area to spend the summer evenings outside their homes — a
simple outlet to relax. But the occupation army prevented this
without giving any reason, and did the same in several other
areas.

Can’aan glass factory owner (left) and some of his pieces. Video stills. Footage

The occupation army doesn’t want Palestinians to feel free and
able to relax in their homeland.



34

Defiance

The experience of Palestinians trying to pass through the
revolving security gates (maata) in the cities is a thousand
times more difficult than the military checkpoints on the roads,
according to Osama Taha, chair of the Palestinian Engineering
Association in Ramallah. Taha told me about a recent trip he
made with colleagues to perform Friday prayers at the Ibrahimi
Mosque.

Inside the Can’aan glass workshop. Video stills. Footage supplied

About 100 people were trying to go through the gates set up by
the Israeli occupation forces at the entrance to the mosque. A
soldier at the gate said to them: “Go back to your homes,
enough worshippers have entered.” He closed the revolving
gate with an electronic button.
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People started laughing at the soldier, saying to him: “These
are your manners, okay, we will pray here in the street, you will
not prevent us from praying here.”

Another group mocked the soldier, telling him: “We’re here to
eat Turkish delight. Did you know there have been Turkish
delight factories here for 500 years?”

Taha was among a group that insisted on going inside the
mosque to pray. In the middle of the prayer, the soldier opened
the door of the prayer hall and said: “Now you can pass through

The glass furnaces stand cold (left) at the Can’aan glass workshop. Playing the Oud
(right). Video stills. Footage supplied
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without being searched.” It was a very provocative move, but
the worshippers continued praying, ignoring him.

On the other hand, Israeli occupation soldiers raid the homes of
villagers along the apartheid wall to ensure that only the
residents of the house are inside. If they find a guest is visiting,
they begin a barbaric search of the house, claiming that there is
a strong possibility of weapons or explosives being found.
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Market (left) and the entrance to the Tougan Soap Factory (right). Video stills.

In my village, Ni’lin, homes are subjected to repeated attacks
by Israeli soldiers searching for “vandals”. However, this does
not prevent villagers from challenging these violations of their
privacy. Many guests openly spend the night in the homes of
Ni’'lin residents, and this repeated act of defiance has led Israeli
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soldiers to turn a blind eye to the excessive use of violence
against them.

This is what the great activist Ayed Murar, advisor to The
Colonization & Wall Resistance Commission, meant when he
said that Palestinian awareness drives Palestinians to reject the
occupation and its authority, and that any restrictions imposed
by the occupation must be broken by Palestinians by refusing
to be subjugated by the occupation soldiers.

Indeed, Palestinians rebel with mockery against all punitive
measures imposed against them.

Economy crippled

However, this doesn’t help traditional Palestinian industries,
which are suffering a severe recession. Tourism has ground to
a halt due to the war on Gaza, and the occupation government
IS placing significant obstacles to the export of Palestinian
products to international markets.

For example, when | visited the Tougan soap factory in
downtown Nablus city, they had not been able to make any
soap this year.

| was accompanied on the visit by Abdul Rahman Al-Maghribi,
chairperson of the General Union of Palestinian Historians and
Archaeologists. He told me the factory has been operating
continuously for more than 150 years, and is considered an
important part of Palestinian industrial history, as it was one of
the first to use diesel generators for industrial purposes.
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In another example, in the city of Hebron, Abu Wahid, the
manager of the Canaan Land Glass Factory, told me that he
had not lit the furnace since the outbreak of the war on Gaza,
as international orders had stopped.

Due to the Israeli government’s restrictive measures on
exports, and the tourism sector having come to a standstill,
these products need foreign markets — becoming more of a
souvenir than a household item for everyday use.
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Glimpses of Palestine Part 2: Boycotts and bitter
oranges?

Khaled (right) hosted by Abdul Hamid Al-Askar in Muscat, Oman.

My sister Aisha, who lives in the Jordanian capital, Amman,
remembers all the products being boycotted in solidarity with
the Palestinian resistance.

She told me: “We are not boycotting entire countries, but rather
companies that sell their products in the Israeli market, even if
they are Arab products.

2 - https://www.greenleft.org.au/content/glimpses-palestine-part-2-boycotts-and-
bitter-oranges
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“There are difficulties in this campaign. At first, young children
were accustomed to the products of these companies, but
children now have enough awareness to understand that these
products are stained with the blood of innocent Palestinian
children.

“However, sometimes we are forced to buy some of the
boycotted products due to the high prices of alternative
products, and this is something we do because of our difficult
economic circumstances.”

Even more complicated is that some of these boycotted
companies are sending aid to children in Gaza, even though
they sell many of their products in Israeli markets. They claim
neutrality and don’t interfere in politics, but the truth is that they
are participating in the genocide of Palestinians.

They must join other companies in pressuring the Israeli
government to halt its genocide of Palestinians and grant
Palestinians their rights.

Social activist May Al-Sarafandy from Al-Bireh city believes that
boycotting Israeli products is very difficult for Palestinians living
under occupation. The available options are few, prices are
high and trying to revive the Palestinian economy is extremely
difficult.

For example, farmers grow avocados to make a profit, but
before they even harvest the fruit, the occupation floods the
market with avocados at a quarter of the cost price, causing a
new economic disaster for them.
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On the other hand, activist Ahmed Harb, from the village of
Sakaka, believes that the entry of Jordanian companies into the
Palestinian market has contributed significantly to creating new
alternatives for Palestinian citizens at reasonable prices. He
also believes that opening the local market to Jordanian
products will greatly aid in achieving economic independence
from the occupiers.

Children are now choosing alternatives to boycotted products. Photos: Khaled

Nhannam

However, this is not an easy task; it requires concerted efforts
between companies and greater facilitation of the entry of
goods into the Palestinian market.
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Layers of history

| am a museum lover and visited the Citadel site in downtown
Amman with my sister’s family. Inside this site is the Jordan
Museum, which contains a wide range of archaeological finds
collected from Jordan and Palestine.

At the Tales (Hakaya) Museum. Photo: Khaled Ghannam

Some are very recent, such as the Hittite cylinder seals found
on Airport Road in Amman, while others are copies of historical
finds, such as the Mesha Stele of Moabite (the original sits in
the Louvre in Paris). Many other rare archaeological finds from
various historical periods include household items, cosmetics,
women’s ornaments, a collection of statues of ancient
Canaanite deities, amulets and ancient agricultural tools.
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We also visited the Tales (Hakaya) Museum in Madaba city, a
unique heritage museum that houses a large collection of old
household items and stunning photography of the Levantine
neighbourhood, as well as photography of the stages of
Jordan’s development.

\,/ X \

The author standing in front of Ramallah’s Lions Roundabout. Photo supplied

In this museum is conclusive evidence that the folk heritage of
the entire Levant (Jordan, Palestine, Lebanon and Syria) is one
heritage, and there is no doubt that this heritage region is a
single entity.

When | arrived in Ramallah city, | went to the Lions
Roundabout. It is Ramallah’s symbol, the most recognisable
landmark, and a symbol of coexistence in a city where more
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than half the population is originally from other parts of
Palestine, but has moved to Ramallah city to work in the
government or private sector.

Accompanied by social activist Al-Sarafandy and her husband,
my friend Ahmed Al-Khatib, | wandered around the Ramallah
Al-Tahta area, among the old houses, most of which were built
during the British Mandate of Palestine.

Bitter orange tree in Al-Bireh. Photo: Khaled Ghannam

They are spacious, two-story houses with front and back
gardens, separated by narrow streets and beautiful green
spaces. Among these houses are many that were abandoned
decades ago by their owners, who now live in the United
States.
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While we were wandering around the city of Al-Bireh, | saw
many bitter orange trees, with fruit hanging like ornaments on a
Christmas tree.

] T

The Place and People Museum in Muscat, Oman. Photo supplied

When | asked why no one is eating them, Al-Sarafandy replied:
“Most of the trees planted in the homes of the people of Al-
Bireh are fruit trees, and this is the bitter orange season, so you
see it and not others. No one picks it because it is only eaten
cooked with sugar.

“Bitter orange jam is one of the most famous types of jam here.
But no one wants to taste the bitterness added to the bitterness
of our daily lives under occupation.”
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In similar scenes in the village of Birzeit, we found ourselves
among the ruins of ancient houses. Some of the ancient
houses have very old foundations dating back to the tenth
century BC.

| saw its summer mosque, an ancient walled courtyard where
prayers were held in the open air, and the adjacent roofed
winter mosque dating back more than five centuries. There is
also an active movement to restore old houses across
Palestine through various governmental and civil society
initiatives.

People and place

Artist Abdul Hamid Al-Askar told me that the interest in restoring
old houses in the Omani city of Muscat is of particular
importance in light of the community's sense of having roots
that connect it to the place.

Therefore, we find that the restoration of the old town was not
only for tourism purposes, but also because Omani families
consider it an important part of their social lives through
gatherings in the family home. Even the Sultan’s Palace
remained close to the old town, as did the old popular markets,
which strengthened the relationship between the people and
the place.
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Bothour Association for Development and Culture. Photo: Khaled Ghannam

We see this scene again and again in Nablus city, where |
visited the Seeds (Bothour) Association for Development and
Culture with Dr Raed Al-Dabai, Ramzi Harb and Bakr Abu Bakr.
The association was established in a building belonging to the
Nablus-As Samra Jewish community. The renovated building

has become a cultural centre for hosting events and screening
films.
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Downtown Nablus and the Al Khan market. Photo: Khaled Ghannam

The same is true of the Khan Market, the old Nablus market,
where we found out that the modern markets were built on the
foundations of the old markets, in a way that makes it difficult to
distinguish between the old parts and the new ones. The shops
are designed in the Mamluk style, and some shops decorate
their mashrabiyas [windows covered with decorative wooden
carved shutters for cooling] with Andalusian touches, thus
mixing the history of Ottoman, Mamluk and Andalusian
architecture in the heart of Nablus, the city of tales.

The centre of Bethlehem city, near the Church of the Nativity,
still maintains its ancient Roman character, intertwined with
Umayyad Islamic architecture. The moment | stopped the car in
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the square of the Church of the Nativity, | felt an intense peace
sweeping through me.

There, the universe’s anxiety subsides and people’s humanity
is revealed. In the cave of the Church of the Nativity, Jesus
Christ, peace be upon him, was born, and from it the Star of
Bethlehem shone, announcing that peace would prevail in the
universe.

The author at the Church of the Nativity, in Bethlehem city. Photo supplied

As | wandered through the market outside the church, an
antiques seller called me over and said in English: “Come
inside.
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| declined his invitation, apologising to him, and he said to me:
“Don’t believe the Israelis, we don’t deceive tourists, we sell
handmade products made by farmers in the neighbouring
villages, come inside and see for yourself.”

| apologised again, and he said to me: “Listen to me well, Jesus
Christ will not be pleased if you believe the lies of the Israelis,
we are the people of Bethlehem, a city of people and stone, so
you cannot visit the stone and neglect the people, this is a great
injustice to us.”

Omar Mosque (left) and the Al Aqsa Mosque (right). Photos supplied

| hastened my steps and crossed the square towards the Great
Mosque, where | enjoyed the Umayyad Islamic architecture. |
prayed quietly.
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In every city visited by the Muslim Caliph, Omar ibn al-Khattab,
may God be pleased with him, when he came to receive the
keys to a city and grant security to the Christians to live under
the protection of the Islamic state, in what is known in history as
the Pact of Omar (Treaty of Umar), he refused to pray inside
the church, but rather prayed in the public square so that
Muslims would not turn churches into mosques after him.

This is what most Palestinian cities witness, as they contain an
Omari mosque opposite an ancient Roman church, in the most
beautiful image of peaceful coexistence between Christianity
and Islam.

This is evident in the Old City of Jerusalem, where the Church
of the Holy Sepulchre teems with Muslim visitors, as well as
those of all Christian denominations. Muslims are permitted to
touch the Holy Sepulchre and receive blessings through
Christian prayers.

Two hundred metres away is the Mosque of Omar ibn al-
Khattab, the site where the Pact of Omar was signed and
where Omar ibn al-Khattab performed the first Islamic prayer in
Jerusalem. The mosque was built 40 years later, during the
Umayyad Caliphate dynasty.
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Glimpses of Palestine Part 3 — Coffee and memories?

'In the company of coffee, ideas emerge and hearts expand to hear different
viewpoints.' Photo: Ahmed/Pexels

Coffee is a constant companion for meetings in Palestine. It is
the most common beverage served in Palestinian hospitality,
whether at home, in offices, in cafes, or at street coffee stands.
In the company of coffee, ideas emerge and hearts expand to
hear different viewpoints.

At the Inshirah Café in Ramallah al-Tahta, the conversations
are loud but not heated. They discuss sports, food prices, road
news, and Israeli military checkpoints. They also discuss
released prisoners, resistance statements, and the

3 - https://www.greenleft.org.au/content/glimpses-palestine-part-3-coffee-and-
memories
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deteriorating situation in the northern West Bank, particularly
Tulkarm.

At the Fatah Intellectual Affairs Commission, | had a cup of
coffee with Bakr Abu Bakr, director of the Intilaka Reseach
Center. We talked about the Intilaka Center and our future
plans, what is happening in the Gaza Strip, and the political
trends that must change under the new American
administration, perhaps the most important of which is the
concept of national unity.

Brother BakrAbu Bakr said, "It doesn't seem true that there are
nationalist and Islamic Factions in Palestine. All Factions are
nationalist, and the majority of Palestinian society is Muslim.
However, some insist on standing out from the crowd, and even
seek to find differences among us. We need to unite within a
comprehensive national concept whose goal is to propose a
common national program.”

Over sips of coffee at home, Mr Firas Al-Sarafandy, director of
the Iranian Al-Alam TV channel, told me that the entire
Palestinian people support the resistance and that there are no
other options but to accept forced displacement. You will find
people watching Al Jazeera TV channel in cafes, homes, and
even in ministries. We are a people looking for a political
victory, no matter how small, that will revive hope within us. As
for me, | have established a new media services company to
facilitate the work of any media outlet that wants to cover what
is happening in Palestine. Yes, | will provide them with the
necessary tools and technical personnel, as long as they come
and cover what is happening in Palestine.
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As for the activist Salah Al-Khawaja, assistant to the head of
the The Colonization & Wall Resistance Commission, we met
over a cup of coffee in a Ramallah Shopping Center Mall, and
talked about the seriousness of the situation of Palestinian
detainees in Israeli prisons. He explained that what is
happening inside prisons is indescribable, and that it is ongoing
torture in forms different from what we are accustomed to.

He rejected the idea of an alliance between political leaders
and capitalists in formulating government policies, insisting that
Palestinian financiers are too weak to influence political
decisions. However, he believes that the political division is the
reason for the weakness of the Palestinian leadership, both its
branches: Fatah and Hamas.

We talked about the history of our village, Ni'lin, and he
encouraged me to visit Al-Khawaja Palace after it was restored
by the Riwaq Foundation. He told me that it is an important
historical landmark, founded in 1831 by Mustafa Al-Khawaja,
and that it contains valuable artifacts, including the seat of the
Mayor, Amin Al-Khawaja.

| told him | would try to visit it, but | think that visiting the Sheikh
Awad Mosque and the Sidra tree (Ziziphus spina-christi, known
as the Christ's thorn jujube) in the eastern neighbourhood,
Nasser al-Din Amireh neighbourhood, is much more important
to me, as they are historically the oldest landmarks of the
village of Ni'lin, which was one of the villages of the chairs
since the Ayyubid rule over Palestine. It was the chair of the
Nazir (Mayor) of the Amireh clan.The village of Ni'lin was one of
the villages of the throne that protected Jerusalem with its own
army by order of the Sultan.
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The Khawaja clan came recently to the village of Ni'lin,
specifically after the Battle of Ain Dara in 1711, when the
villages that had lost from the Yemen Brigade were subjected to
the rule of the victors from the Qais Brigade, as mentioned in
the book Palestine in Transformation, 1856—1882. Studies in
Social, Economic and Political Development, by the German
orientalist Alexander Scholch.

At the home of Engineer Samir Haidar, and in the presence of
the Chairmain of the Palestinian Engineering Association at
Ramallah Governorate, Engineer Osama Taha, the
conversation surrounding the cup of coffee was about the role
of union work in building democracy. Engineer Osama Taha
confirmed that many cases of financial and administrative
corruption had been discovered, and that this had clearly
contributed to strengthening the role of the General Union of
Palestinian Engineers, which will hold its elections next April.

As for the cup of coffee with Adam Bader, the nephew of the
late Mohammed Bader, it was mostly about memories | share
with his uncle. Adam told me that he works for a software
company in the artificial intelligence department, and that there
is a large market and a promising future for this company and
others like it in Palestine. He then said that he is writing his
autobiography electronically with the help of programs like
ChatGPT. | told him that this is excellent and that | am looking
forward to reading your novel, Half Human, Half Electronic.

| remember the late Mohammed Bader a lot, as he was one of
the most competent engineers in the Ministry of
Communications. | attended a number of international



56

engineering conferences with him, where he called for the
introduction of fifth-generation mobile phone services. He also
called for the illegal Zionist settlements in the West Bank to
stop stealing Palestinian radio broadband frequencies and
disrupting communications services.

| remember what he once said while speaking to European
engineers at the Continental Hotel in Amman: If you want to
stay in constant contact in the West Bank, you must carry three
mobile devices: the first has a line for a Palestinian
telecommunications company, the second has a line for a
Jordanian telecommunications company, and the third has a
line for a Israeli telecommunications company. These issues,
which he raised, still have no real solutions to this day.

With Rawhi Al Thalji, we drank the coffee of memories at
Inshirah Café in the company of Ramzi Harb. WWe remembered
our university days and the sweetness of companionship in the
prime of youth. We remembered our stolen joys and our stored
sorrows. Our laughter came out broken, only comforted by the
fact that we had met again after a long separation.

We missed friends we used to meet with, some like Abu Jamal
Muhammad ali-Aidy, who went to visit Al Yarmouk Palestinian
Refugees Camp in the Syrian capital, Damascus, after being
expelled from it thirty years ago. Here he is, sending us photos
of himself and his friends amidst the rubble of Al Yarmouk
Camp.

Others traveled to the Arab Republic of Egypt to meet their
families who had just escaped the Gaza war. Their tears filled
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them with joy and weeping, and they did not know how to
complain except to God. We were reminded of Brother Ramzi's
wife, Dr Deena Hard-Zemmo, Umm Issam, as she recounted
the intimate encounter she had with her sister who had just
escaped the Gaza war.

Over a cup of coffee at home, Issam Harb told me about the
boredom that young people experience due to the difficulty of
movement, especially after work, as it is limited to visiting
friends at their homes, and that the financial situation is difficult.

| jokingly told him that whenever | introduce my friend Ahmed
Al-Khatib, who works at the Ministry of Finance, to a group of
friends, they immediately ask him if there is any news about
salaries. It seems that delayed salaries are bringing life in
Palestine to a standstill.

Issam Harb told me: Yes, especially after the Israeli
government suspended work permits for Palestinian workers
inside Israel. Government salaries became the most important
source of income for Palestinian society. Yet, there are young
Palestinians who lack the ability to manage their own financial
affairs and have failed to adapt to the current circumstances,
accumulating debt. They are like those who heat Green Salad
before eating it or eat Green Beans with Magluba—their
ignorance has surpassed reasonable limits.

As for the museum visit, | began with a visit to the Mahmoud
Darwish Museum in the Masyoun area of Ramallah City, which
contains the magical scent of the world-renowned Palestinian
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poet, whose poetry has been published worldwide and
translated into many languages.

The museum houses awards and medals awarded to the late
Mahmoud Darwish throughout his long career, as well as
handwritten poems and a variety of his personal belongings,
including his favourite desk, pens, identification papers and
many other personal items. The museum is part of Al-
BirwaPark, which contains Darwish’s grave, as well as sand
from all the Palestinian villages destroyed in the 1948 Nakba,
and a lecture hall.
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Glimpses of Palestine Part 4 — ‘Food is especially delicious in
the company of friends’*

A display of household items in the People and Place museum in Muscat. Photo:
Khaled Ghannam

The Inash Alusrah Association (Family Revival) Museum in Al-
Bireh city is a comprehensive heritage museum containing
embroidered traditional dresses, traditional household items
and agricultural tools, in addition to two rooms designed in the
form of an old traditional house. All of these were donated to
the association by residents of Al-Bireh city and neighbouring
villages, and are preserved scientifically.

The museum is open to visitors almost permanently, and school
trips are organised to visit it. It is considered one of the main

4 - https://www.greenleft.org.au/content/glimpses-palestine-part-4-food-especially-
delicious-company-friends
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references for the garments of the Ramallah and Al-Bireh
region. The association also includes a public library run by
Rawand Badra. We met with her and Ms Shahd, and they
promised to help me with my future research.

Al-Nawraj restaurant, the Palestinian home in Birzeit village, is
one of the most distinguished projects to preserve ancient
homes. It belongs to the Nasser family, and its very ancient
foundations date back to the Canaanite era.

Umm Alaa, wife of minister Walid Assaf, restored it and
transformed it into a restaurant and popular inn. She collected
furniture, household items and embroidered garments from
various regions of Palestine, and sometimes from Palestinian
refugee camps outside of Palestine.

Ramzi Harb and Bakr Abu Bakr accompanied me on a visit to
the new building of An-Najah National University in Nablus. Dr
Raed Al-Dabai was our guide on a tour that took us through the
different sections, especially the museum, which was one of the
most important museums | visited in Palestine.

The museum was built in a distinctive, modern style that
included three main sections.

The first showcases the history of An-Najah National University
and its contribution to the development of Nablus.

Attached to the first section is a collection of household tools
and equipment used during the British Mandate in Palestine,



61

including Palestinian and European industrial products. This
section is far more advanced than what | saw at the Hakaya
Museum in Madaba, Jordan, or the Museum of Place & People
in Muscat, Oman. It showcases the development of local
industry and the openness of the Palestinian market to Western
products, particularly electrical appliances.

The second section displays a variety of traditional household
and agricultural items and fashions. There are multiple exhibits
for the same purpose, aiming to demonstrate that handicrafts
vary from one craftsman to another and from one village to
another. Each craftsman has his own artistic touch, and each
village has a different aesthetic taste.

The third section contains a collection of special archaeological
finds discovered in the Nablus area, including ancient
agricultural tools, pottery and copper vessels and small statues.

Food culture

As for popular food, it is especially delicious in the company of
friends. | had a special breakfast at Al-Lulu’a Restaurant in Al-
Bireh city with my friend Ahmed Al-Khatib and his wife May Al-
Sarafandy. The breakfast included falafel fingers, a specialty of
the Ramallah and Al-Bireh area, Nassrawi hummus with old-
fashioned flour, fava beans and fresh bread.

Compared to a falafel restaurant in Nablus’ Khan Market,
Ramallah’s falafel fingers are less salty and have a lighter oil
content, but a higher proportion of cumin spice, while Nablus’
falafel is crispier and has more oil.
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As for Al-Taj Restaurant in the OId City of Jerusalem, its falafel
is salty, rich in parsley and has a spicy flavour that can be
seasoned with a little hot pepper. Al-Ayed Restaurant in
Jerusalem is renowned for its falafel stuffed with onions and
sumac.

We add to this the popular regional meals, manakish, from
Manakish Bakery in the Balou’ area of Ramallah. It is
distinguished by the fact that the oven fire is above the
manakish, meaning that it is like a grill. This means that the
manakish is between two fires, above and below, and is crispy
on both sides.

It is a Ramallah tradition to buy meat from the butcher and then
give it to a restaurant to grill. Ramzi Harb invited us to eat this
traditional way of eating, with fresh bread and delicious
appetisers.

Ahmed Al-Khatib insisted that we try Palestinian pizza at
Ghawar Restaurant; he insists that the pizza, burgers and
pasta in Ramallah city are a thousand times better than their
counterparts in Sydney, Australia.

In fact, the best meal | have ever had was in Hebron at Abu
Mazen Restaurant, where engineer Osama Taha, chair of the
Palestinian Engineering Association at Ramallah governorate,
invited us and insisted that | eat stuffed lamb necks, while the
others ate zarb, mandi or mansaf.

As for the appetisers, they were exceptional, very rich and
delicious, but | did not finish my plate because it was too large,
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and | was unable to taste the Namoura Al-Khaliliyya — a
semolina cake with cream and country butter.

As for mansaf, it is a popular meal in Palestine. We ate at An-
Najah University, where Dr Raed Al-Dabai invited us to eat
mansaf laban (fresh yoghurt) in the traditional Nablus style.

Two days later, Salah Al-Khawaja and Ramzi Harb invited us to
eat khalil mansaf at Abu Ammar Qafisha Restaurant. There, |
learned about the fteet dish, which is a sliced shrak bread
soaked in mansaf yoghurt.

| must not forget the little girl, Elia, who objected to eating
mansaf with her hands without a spoon. She admitted that this
is a traditional method, but it is unhealthy and disgusting.

As for sweets, Nablus kunafa is at the top of the popular
desserts list. My friend Ahmed Al-Khatib invited me to have
kunafa in Ramallah Al-Tahta at a kunafa kiosk on the road. It
was fresh and delicious, even though we ate it standing in the
street.

Dr Raed Al-Dabai invited us to have kunafa stuffed with
pistachios, in the traditional Nablus style. When we went to the
clinic of our sick friend, engineer Samir Haidar, we brought with
us some Kunafa Al-Aker, which is one of the most distinctive
kunafas in Palestine today.

As for Jerusalem, | had kunafa at Jafar Sweets, a symbol of
Jerusalem’s authenticity. | also had fresh baklava at Bab al-
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Amud Market. As for the fenugreek namoura, | only eat it at
home, and the best one is the one my mother makes. It's
crunchy and has a very strong fenugreek flavour.

Generosity and hospitality

Home-cooked food in Palestine is certainly full of delicious
flavours, genuine generosity and hospitality. May Al-Sarafandy
treated us to a fried fish dish that was distinguished by its
special spices and distinctive taste. Nassif Amireh treated us to
a traditional dinner consisting of fried tomatoes, meat and
vegetables, and the flavour was wonderful.

Certainly, the most wonderful things | ate were the different
dishes my mother cooked for me. She cooked most of my
favourite Palestinian dishes: musakhan, maftoul, spinach,
magqluba and mansaf.

Meanwhile, my sister Aisha cooked me a variety of delicious
Asian and Western dishes, because she never wants us to get
tired of traditional food, and she embodies the openness of
Palestinian women to other cultures.

My mother insisted on feeding me spring foods, even though it
was February, winter. Palestinians love to eat wild plants like
akoub (Gundelia or tumble thistle), lisan (carduus), loofah
(Arum palestinum), za’atum (Cyclamen persicum), hummus
(Rumex pictus), humeedh (Rumex vesicarius), khubeza patties
(Malva) and houweera (Tephrosia), as well as snacks like
roasted fresh green chickpeas, sweet potatoes, chestnuts and
sahlab.
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My mother said: “Climate change has made us eat and drink
foods at an unusual time. | even ate summer fruits like prickly
pear, figs and watermelon in February. Even when the snow
wave came to the region, | expected the streets to be covered
in snow and we would play in the snow like we did when we
were children. However, the snow did not reach Amman.”

My sister Aisha took me to the Ajloun highlands to see the
remaining snow, but it had melted in most areas. She told me
the ground was still thirsty and needed more snow. In the end,
we played in the snow with my nieces, Zainab and Zeina.

Settlements, war and peaceful coexistence

May Al-Sarafandy told me: “Picking Gundelia or tumble thistle
and other wild plants is a very big adventure, because they
grow in the open areas near Zionist settlements and occupation
army camps, and we hear every day about attacks on
Palestinians because they approach the Zionist settlements.”

Ramzi Essam adds: “The real danger comes from the so-called
Pastoral Farm Settlements. A Zionist settler brings some sheep
and grazes them on Palestinian land. Then the occupation
army comes and surrounds the area, preventing Palestinians
from entering until the Zionist settler has finished grazing his
sheep. Some of these lands are planted with crops or trees, yet
the occupation army allows the Zionist settlers to graze them
arbitrarily.”

During a visit to my village, Ni’'lin, we saw one of the Zionist
pastoral settlements, even though Ni’lin is considered an area
of peaceful coexistence between Palestinians and Israelis. In



66

the industrial zone in the Muhallal area, we saw Israeli cars
performing maintenance work in Palestinian workshops. Some
of the workshops even put up advertisements in Hebrew.

On the main street inside the village of Ni’'lin, we find many
large shops that exceed the needs of the village and its
Palestinian surroundings. The reason for the active commercial
activity is that the village of Ni’lin is located on the border and is
close to the city of Ramla inside Israel. Arab citizens of Israel
and Israelis come to shop in the cheap markets of Ni’lin. This
commercial activity expanded during the war on Gaza due to
the economic recession in Israel.

During my meeting with the members of the Palestine
Liberation Organisation’s Committee for Interaction with Israeli
Society, the members explained to me that their work is with all
Israeli groups that believe in the rights of the Palestinian
people, particularly the right to establish a Palestinian state.

They explained that the work of this committee had achieved
great success in previous years, but the right-wing Israeli
government had fought the idea and erected obstacles to
prevent it from achieving its goals. The Israeli government
wants to take everything for free, especially on the economic
front, as it seeks to keep the Palestinian economy dependent
on the Israeli economy.

Despite all this, there remains a real opportunity for the
committee to work, but it operated very slowly until the war on
Gaza began, at which point it largely ground to a halt.
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However, there are non-governmental organisations that are
still working on the concept of coexistence between
Palestinians and Israelis, and they see the future as one of
peace and coexistence.

| met with activist Mohammed Asideh, supervisor of the Rozana
project in the occupied West Bank. He explained to me the
importance of treating the wounded from the Gaza war within
the framework of Israeli-Palestinian cooperation. This would
contribute to building trust and enhancing the chances for
peace. It would also transfer expertise between the two parties,
particularly within medical staff training programs and benefiting
from an Australian grant to develop medical services for the
Palestinian community.
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Glimpses of Palestine Part 5 — Lost in Jerusalem (final)®

The author (left) with Ibrahim Manasrah Al-Naimi in Jerusalem. Photo supplied.

When | visited my mother’s cousin, Umm Hussam Mithlon
Abdul Jabbar, in our village of Ni’'lin to congratulate her on her
return from Umrah, and to eat fenugreek Namoura sweets and
drink Zamzam water, | told her | was going to Al-Agsa Mosque
the following day.

Her eyes welled up and she said to me, “How lucky you are!”

| said to her, “You have visited the Sacred House of God in
Mecca. It is much more important than Al-Agsa Mosque.”

5 - https://www.greenleft.org.au/content/glimpses-palestine-part-5-lost-jerusalem-final
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She said that Mecca is easy if you have the money, but visiting
Al-Agsa Mosque requires a visitor permit that must be
approved by the occupation army. | submitted one permit after
another without getting any approval, she said.

I've heard similar things from family and friends about the
difficulty West Bank residents face in obtaining a permit to visit
Jerusalem for a single day. Some have applied for permit after
permit for three years and are still applying. They’'d say, “Lucky,
you're going to visit Jerusalem.”

Their words made me realise how much Jerusalem represents
the unifying spirit of the Palestinian people.

When | asked my friend Abu Hassan what | should do if | get a
permit to visit Jerusalem, he said: “| love the Jerusalem Citadel.
| love climbing to the top step and then walking over the walls
of the OId City. | used to do it when | was young and | felt like |
was one of the soldiers who were guarding Al-Agsa Mosque
during the Ottoman era.

“l used to love sitting on the steps opposite Bab Al Eamud
(Damascus Gate), sipping a cup of coffee and smoking a
cigarette, listening to what ordinary people were saying: You
could hear live from the doorsteps of Damascus Gate news
about the birth of new babies, the joy of brides and other happy
news.”
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The easy crossing from the Qalandia checkpoint towards the
Old City of Jerusalem was only possible thanks to an Australian
passport, without which we would not have been able to reach
Jerusalem. Along the way, we saw East Jerusalem with its
ancient houses and narrow streets, and saw the Zionist
settlements gnawing at the city’s outskirts.

When we arrived at the bus stop near Damascus Gate, | ate
Jerusalem Cake while sitting on the steps opposite. | had ka’ak
Al Quds (Jerusalem bagel) with a cup of fresh mint tea and
watched history unfold, as passersby talked about a prisoner
exchange deal, others about a wedding invitation and a group
talked about a low-pressure system coming from Russia.

Jerusalem’s markets are crowded with pedestrians, with very
few people inside the shops, as if they had come to see the city
rather than to shop there. The reason is well known: prices are
very high in Jerusalem, due to the taxes on Palestinian
businesses imposed by the Israeli Jerusalem Municipality.

Jerusalem activist Dr Kifah Radaidah told me that the increase
in the Arnona tax — the municipal property tax — caused a
major disaster for Jerusalem residents. Many of them moved to
Aqgabat Jaber, Qalandia and other areas, in order to preserve
their Jerusalem identity cards, which distinguish them from
residents of the West Bank.

Jerusalem ID card holders are permitted to work in Jerusalem
and enter the city at any time.
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While wandering through the markets of Old Jerusalem, all the
neighbourhoods are filled with the scent of incense,
interspersed with the ubiquitous smell of frying falafel and the
voices of the vendors: fresh pomegranate juice, hot nuts, and
today’s picked vegetables.

Merchants also invite passersby to enter their shops to inspect
the newly arrived merchandise. | was surprised to find that one
of the keffiyeh shops was selling Syrian-made keffiyehs. The
shop owner told me that many Syrian goods have entered the
Israeli market since the fall of the former regime, as the borders
are now open. The rest of the goods come from the local
market, which imports them from China, Turkey and Jordan.

| was struck by the many places | passed, such as the Lady
Tunshuq Palace, the Haseki Sultan Imaret, the Khalidi Library,
the African Community Quarter and the Industrial Islamic
Orphanage.

| also visited many shops that sell souvenirs, especially those
made of glass and olive wood.

Diverse history

An Australian archaeologist had told me that there are shops
licensed to sell ancient antiquities and archaeological finds from
the OId City of occupied Jerusalem. | went to a shop and
confirmed this.

| asked the shopkeeper about cylinder seals, and he showed
me a Hittite seal and an Edomite one. These are two seals of
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merchants with no significant historical value, other than being
among the many pieces of evidence that confirm that
Jerusalem was a mixed city inhabited by various tribes.

The significance of selling these ancient antiquities and
archaeological finds goes far beyond merely licensing a
prohibited trade. Rather, it represents the erasure of a
significant portion of the evidence confirming the existence of
great diversity among the tribes that once lived in Jerusalem.

On the other hand, Sheikh Ayman told us in Al-Burag Mosque,
which is located below the Magharibah Gate (Moors’ Gate or
Morocco Gate), one of the most important gates of Al-Agsa
Mosque: This ring is not the Al-Buraq Ring, but rather the Al-
Buraq Ring is located below the Al-Burag Wall, which the Jews
call the Wailing Wall.

It is true that this mosque contains an Umayyad Mihrab and
that prayers have been performed there since that time, but its
name is the Magharibah Gate Mosque.

There is another gate called Bab al-Silsila (Chain Gate). It was
given this name because the adjacent neighbourhood is a
continuous series of houses built on top of each other, the
oldest of which dates back to the Greek, Roman and Islamic
eras.

For me, the Dome of the Rock is very awe-inspiring, especially
descending the steps leading to the cave below the rock and
praying there. | felt like my soul was attached to that place and |
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did not want to leave. The workers there have to ask
worshippers to leave to make room for those waiting upstairs.

At the top, there is another line in which | stood to touch the
rock that wanted to ascend to the sky, but Muhammad ordered
it to remain in place. Then we toured the splendour of the
Dome of the Rock mosque, which contains distinctive Islamic
artistic decorations, especially those depicting all the types of
fruits mentioned in the Quran.

It is a custom in Jerusalem for the bride and groom and their
families to attend their Islamic wedding ceremony inside the
Dome of the Rock. | witnessed two wonderful celebrations, and
they allowed me to take pictures. The marriage contract is
known as the Eaqd in the Quran.

| also witnessed a third ceremony in the Al-Qibli Mosque (Qibli
Chapel or al-musalla al-qiblt). The groom refused to be
photographed but told me: “We are from the Hebron area and
we are very conservative by tradition, but | will tell you my story.
| got engaged three years ago, and my fiancée insisted that she
didn’t want a dowry or gold, but rather a permit to visit Al-Agsa
Mosque for us and our families. | kept submitting the permits,
and thank God, | finally got married.”

The groom’s talk reminded me of the talk of my friend
Sameeh’s mother, who has been imprisoned in an Israeli jail
since 2002. He asked me to drink coffee from the groom’s cup,
so that the bad luck would be lifted from me and my friend
Sameeh’s captivity. Six grooms had drunk from this cup.
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The help of strangers

When | left the Old City of Jerusalem, | went to Prophets Street
and crossed the railway line that divides East and West
Jerusalem. | looked at East Jerusalem and saw how
Palestinian it is, with its people, shops and streets.

Then | went to the bus station and asked about a bus to
Ramallah City. The driver said to me: “Come on, I'm going to
Ramallah City.” So, | got on and the bus drove for a while, then
turned towards Shuafat Camp and stopped there. | asked the
driver: “When are we going to Ramallah City?”

He said to me: “There are buses coming from the opposite
street, hurry and wait for them there.”

| said: “You lied to me.”

He said to me: “Hurry before you miss the bus.”

| went quickly but did not find any bus, and started walking
aimlessly in Shuafat camp.

Ramzi Harb called me and asked me where | was. When | told
him | was in Shuafat, he said to me: “Be careful. This is a
dangerous area. There are drug dealers and armed men. Try to
act calmly and don't tell anyone that you are lost.”

| actually saw a lot of strange things.
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There was no traffic law or order, and no one cared if someone
wanted to cross the street. Cars were going in all directions, so
you didn’t know which way the street was heading.

There were young armed children, young men fighting, angry
faces everywhere and nothing comfortable. These are the
many areas and camps that the occupation authorities neglect
to organise in the occupied East Jerusalem area.

| met a man named Muhammad Basharat from Al-Ram Town.
He told me that he wanted to accompany us to look for a
means of transportation to get us out of Shuafat.

After waiting for more than half an hour, he said to me: “Come
on, let’s go to the 'Anata junction.”

We got on the bus to the junction. We had to cross the main
road, which is a wide, fast highway, at great risk, then we
started to flag down passing cars to no avail.

After another half hour, a car stopped with two girls and a driver
in it, so we asked him if he was heading to Ramallah, and he
said: “Come on in.”

As soon as we sat down, Muhammad told me that he wanted to
pay my fare. | told him, “l want to pay your fare.”
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The driver said to us, “Keep your money, | don’t want a fare. I'm
going to Ramallah city and I'll help people as much as | can.”
We thanked him for his efforts in serving the people.

Meanwhile, many friends called me trying to check on me and
where | was on this trip. | told them that | was now near the
village of Jaba with my friend Ibrahim Manasrah Al-Naimi, who
reassured them and promised them that he would arrive in
Ramallah Al-Tahta within half an hour.

He said to me jokingly: “Your friends love you and | love you
too. You should have returned from Shuafat to the Old City bus
station in Jerusalem and taken the real Ramallah City bus.”

Then he said to me: “Don’t make me regret that | made you ride
with me.”

| told him: “My friends will not bother you any longer, but | hope
you will accept my invitation to dinner.” He apologised, saying:
“If there were no urgent matter that | must finish tonight in my
shop, | would have come with you and gotten to know you
better.”

When we left Palestine for Jordan, | asked my sister Aisha to
wait at the site of the Battle of Karameh, which is very close to
the border bridge, King Hussein Bridge. There, | stopped to
contemplate the magnificence of this battle, in which the
artillery of the Arab Army planted the fedayeen of the Fatah
movement while they were confronting the forces of the Israeli
army.
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| felt how we in Palestine are searching for a new battle for
dignity. One blood runs in the veins of all Arabs, and the
liberation of Palestine is the cause of all Arabs.

Or, as my brother and leader, Mohammad Shtayyeh, a member
of the Fatah Central Committee and former President of the
Palestinian National Authority, told me, pointing to a picture of
the great Arab leader Sultan Pasha al-Atrash: “Arab unity is
their dignity, and without a united Arab position, it is difficult to
achieve any real victory for Palestine.”

Or, as Sultan Pasha al-Atrash himself declared on July 21,
1925: “O Syrian Arabs, remember your ancestors, your history,
your martyrs, and your national honour. Remember that the
hand of God is with the group, and that the will of the people is
from the will of God, and that the civilised, rising nations will not
be harmed by the hand of oppression.

“The colonists have plundered our money, monopolised the
benefits of our country, erected harmful barriers between our
one homeland, divided us into peoples, sects and states, and
prevented us from freedom of religion, thought and conscience,
and freedom of trade and travel even in our own countries and
regions.

“To arms, oh patriots! To arms, to achieve the country’s
aspirations. To arms, in support of the sovereignty of the people
and the freedom of the nation. To arms, after the foreigner has
stolen your rights, enslaved your country, broken your
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covenants, failed to honour official promises, and forgotten
national aspirations.”
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