JOURNEY TO PALESTINE – January

2015	
  
When you hear news of the Israeli-Palestinian conflict – what do you think is going on? Is it:•

Yet another war against Gaza?	
  

•

Jewish settlers taking over traditional Arab lands	
  

•

Palestinians living their whole lives in refugee camps?	
  

These were my perceptions of the conflict and beyond that; I knew nothing of the reality.	
  
So, when I was casually having coffee with Ann and Sarah, and later Alan; the possibility of
responding to an invitation from Labour2Palestine to visit Palestine came up, and we all said
“Yes”. None of us realised what we would see or learn, but we were excited at the prospect.	
  
Having left Leamington at 5am to catch the flight from Luton, we were whisked from Ben
Gurion airport in Tel Aviv to Jerusalem arriving at 8pm (6pm UK time)..a long day. We had been
warned that we should have stories prepared to show that we were tourists. In fact most of us
(we were a group of 28 people from all over the UK, ex MPs and some other councillors), went
through without a problem. Some of the non-white members were interrogated for two hours
and one of the leaders, who is Jewish, was detained for 7 hours before being allowed to
proceed.	
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The New Imperial hotel was just by the Jaffa Gate of the lovely high old wall of the Old City of
Jerusalem – surrounded by motorways and trees. The rooms were cold and basic, but the food
and drink laid before us was very good. We were plunged into a post dinner summary of the key
issues and state of affairs in Palestine – told to us by a Jewish journalist who had witnessed
many of the failed Peace negotiations.	
  
We heard that key dates represented major steps in the Palestinian history of Israeli
Occupation.	
  Our own ancestors in 1917 made the Balfour declaration that Jews around the
world were entitled to return to a natural homeland in Palestine, betraying the promises we had
made to the Arabs. Under heavy US pressure, the UN voted for partition in 1947, and in 1948,
Israel declared itself an independent state. In order to balance the proportion of Arab and
Israeli population the new Israeli government expelled ¾ of the Arab population into camps and
wiped out most of their villages.	
  
At that time Jordan’s border split Jerusalem into two halves.. In 1967 the 6 day war left Israel
with a much larger area to rule, i.e. the West Bank of the Jordan River which included 600,000
Arabs. These dates and boundary designations are key to the status of Palestinian citizens.	
  
If you were a Palestinian resident in the Israeli area prior to 1948, - and were not expelled in
1948 - you can live in Israel unless you go away for more than 3 years. Then you will lose your
citizenship.	
  
I had not heard before about the “Green Line” or Zones A, B, and C and H1 and H2 in Hebron,
and D and E. If you are a Palestinian, your whole life is affected in that to pass from one Zone to
the other, you have to be registered into the appropriate status or you will be illegal in your
own country. This will limit your access to housing, jobs and services.	
  
Israelis (and ‘tourists’ like us) meanwhile are welcome to go/live wherever they like. The only
exception for Israelis is that they are warned not to enter Palestinian areas and are warned they
may lose their lives and it is therefore illegal. Israeli Jews who settle have the benefit of a full
set of national and municipal services, whereas in the West Bank Palestinians who contribute
47% of the taxes only receive 11% of services like electricity, water, waste collection and
education. The services are cut back quite regularly.	
  
Palestinians do not have access to water
supply from the municipality, even though
they have paid for it – they have big black
water tanks on all their roof tops. They
have to pay for these to be filled by private
water companies. 	
  
Many Palestinian homes are demolished by
the Israeli authorities and if rebuilt by the
residents, they are demolished again. Their
land is being taken over everywhere by
Israeli “Settlements“ and
“Neighbourhoods”. They are not allowed, except in very rare cases to have a permit to build
houses in Israeli areas in area C (60% of the West Bank)".
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We were fed such a huge amount of information each day that my brain only took in bits of facts
and it is all on the internet if people are interested. (I can provide sites). What came over to me
and the Leamington “posse” was the depth of injustice imposed on Palestinian Arabs. Their land
has been cruelly occupied by a regime which controls them through violent reaction to peaceful
protest; often imprisoning children randomly, who have not done anything. They confine
Palestinians to designated zones – sometimes camps which are not tents in open land, but
concrete ‘jails’ with a heavily disproportionate number of people living in minimum inadequate
areas of land. If people in the camps marry and want a place to live, they can only build
upwards very dangerously (4 storeys being the legal limit) with quite narrow passages between
them. There is no rubbish removal and many people are given regular food hand outs from
UNWRA. 	
  
Getting a school built and functioning is very difficult. But when we visited the UNWRA Al Amara
camp school, the children were so bright and perky. They were aiming to be doctors, lawyers,
engineers and nurses.

	
  
The result of people’s ancient lands being taken over by settlers has led to deep depression and
very many trauma sufferers. Roads are built to service Israeli settlers on Palestinian land, but
their own roads are not very good and are regularly blocked by the Israeli authorities to keep
them away from settlers. I have not yet mentioned the “Wall” or separation barrier. But - think
Berlin Wall. All over the West bank and in parts of Jerusalem, there are miles of ugly grey wall.
Where an Israeli settlement faces bits of the wall, the design is more aesthetic. 	
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Ostensibly the wall is there for
security and has already cost
more than $2 billion dollars.
The Berlin wall did at least
prevent anyone moving into
West Berlin as it was
continuous. The Israeli wall has
gaps in the most unlikely places.
So from the point of view of
security it is questionable. As a
land grab and a barrier to the
free movement of Palestinians
across the different zonal areas
from the West Bank to
Jerusalem, or from farmers’
lands to their homes, it is a
success. The government has
even blocked the 4,000 year old road to Jericho from Jerusalem with ugly grey graffiti covered
wall.	
  
Our study tour (self-financed) of the West Bank, ably led by ‘Labour 2 Palestine’ team to which
some of the most articulate, brave, inspiring and frustrated, angry Palestinian and Jewish
academics and citizens contributed over 5 days, was overwhelming.	
  
For me it was assisted enormously travelling with a group
of good friends from Leamington, together with Clive who
is a member of the Leamington Justice for Palestinians
group. In the evenings we had a meal and lots of wine and
whisky which sometimes led to virtual hysteria. This
helped to counter the unbearable misery which
confronted us during the day. We even heard an American
“Woodie Guthrie” group of folk singers performing in the
Jerusalem Hotel.. 	
  
We also spent an evening watching Mark Thomas (left)
perform extracts from his book “Extreme Rambling”. He
was really funny and effective in the way he presented
the account of his walk along the wall. He travelled with
us and we got to know how passionately he wants to
contribute to peaceful change publicising the horrors of
the Occupation.	
  

THE PROGRAMME AND OUR REACTION	
  
On DAY ONE, Ruth Edmunds from ICAHD (Israeli Committee Against House Demolitions) took us
to the top of a hill which overlooked Jerusalem with the beautiful golden Dome of the Rock
shining in the distance. (Reminded me of the Sermon on the Mount). There was also our first
view of the wall.	
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Ruth who is half Israeli, talked for well over an hour with passion and agony. After a wide
ranging historical and present day introduction to Palestine, she took us to see the wall separation barrier - blocking the Jericho road, and then to look at a demolished house of which
we were to see many in the next few days. 	
  

	
  
She finished her session pointing out some pastoral land on the edge of the city which was being
encroached on by settlements.	
  
That afternoon I went with the rest of the party to the St. John of the Cross Eye Hospital. They
provide all aspects of eye care for Palestinians (Israelis do not choose to use them as they have
their own services). The care provided is admirable but to take advantage of this, Palestinians
have to go through all kinds of bureaucratic processes to travel there, going through check
points in most cases, some coming from as far away as Gaza.
The staff member who showed us round had to allow 2 hours for getting to work and again to
get home, arriving at each, exhausted and frustrated after humiliating delays and
confrontations. Once at the hospital, he has to calm himself to do a day’s work.	
  
We went from there to visit an ex Meretz (leftish)
councillor and academic –	
  Mr. Meir Margalit. He is
Israeli and went through the Israeli education system
and was quite senior in the Israeli army until he was
wounded.	
  
The latter experience made him question all that he
had believed in and he recognised the hardships his
people were imposing on the Palestinians. He
illustrated some of his talk with pictures of road signs
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all over the country and West Bank which exclude and ignore Palestinian towns and villages and
neighbourhoods. It reminded me of South Africa which when I was there had no indication on
road signs of the location of highly populated townships.	
  
This gentleman spoke with such passion rippled with despair about his government and he made
the ‘apartheid’ system in the country very real through his descriptions of what happens.
We then drove to our next hotel in Ramallah.
DAY 2.
We had 2 drivers who turned up each day with a bus and minibus. They became good friends
over the week and added their comments to those of our leaders. It was clear they welcomed
our presence and this was true of all the Palestinians we met.
Breakfast was continental plus hummus and pitta bread etc. Before setting off, I wandered
around the immediate area. There were a lot of newly built apartments and hotels and further
into town, new Ministerial buildings paid for by the EU in anticipation of an independent
Palestine state, which seems far away at present.
Ramallah is comparatively cosmopolitan and very busy. Palestinian registered cars were
everywhere, but they cannot be driven in Israel.
Our first visit was to the UNRWA Al Amari camp,
such a depressing place. It houses 8,500 people in
a square kilometre. This was where we visited the
school, walked round the concrete jungle,
witnessed a food hand-out by UNRWA, and met
the Palestine refugee community workers. The
latter look after disabled people and try to
provide some medical care; but that is only
between 8am and 2pm week-days, so hard luck if
you are ill any other time. If you need hospital
care, you are faced with obstacles like limited
facilities and delays at checkpoints no matter
what is wrong with you.
It was said many times the Israelis want to get rid of Palestinians in whatever way they can, and
at the same time, they offer incredible incentives to Jews around the world to come and settle
and build up the Israeli Jewish population.
The claustrophobia in the camp was palpable. The
only space to expand is upwards to a maximum of 4
storeys. The buildings are concrete and divided by
narrow passages and narrow roads. Goodness knows
how one can get a fire engine in and any other
services which are few. To escape this awful “prison”
the residents need more money than many of them
can hope to realise, to rent or buy outside the
camp. People have lived there since 1948 and are
waiting to return to their home villages. But these
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have long been destroyed and built over by settlers and Israeli towns such as Tel Aviv.
From there we had a meeting with the “Free Marwan Barghouthi and all Palestinian political
prisoners” Campaign. I had never heard of Barghouthi. 	
  
The current leaders of Palestine
have struggled with each other and
with the outside world to get change
for many years. The leader
considered by many likely to take
the struggle forward in the future is
Barghouthi who has spent most of his
life in prison. His wife assisted by
his son, described the agony of their
lives. At first he had 4 years in
solitary confinement and is often
sent back to that. She is only
allowed to visit him once a fortnight
and communicates through a glass
screen. He is spending his time reading voraciously and writing. He
told his wife when they married that they could not have a normal
life until the occupation ended. He came across as a Palestinian 	
  
“Mandela” but the hope of his release seemed far away at the
moment and there were hints from our leaders that he might not
be the Palestinian first choice as president because others fancied
the job. The wife and son were so impressive and I could see the
agony in her eyes. 	
  
We then met Fatah International Commission leaders over a simple but wonderful lunch. The
Foreign affairs commissioner Dr. Nabil Shaath gave us such an inspiring talk about his work
negotiating with the international community and the government to bring a peaceful solution
to the Palestinian problems. 	
  
During our stay, there was much discussion about a
“Solution”. The main choice seems to be between a “One
state” or “Two state solution”. Dr. Shaath seemed happy
to go for 2 states. But if one looks at the maps of Israel
and the West Bank with the various zones and so many
illegal settlements and crazy wall positioning, it will
take a lot of sorting out where new boundaries between
2 states would be drawn. On the other hand with a
“One State “solution how could the settlers and nonsettlers be made to live in harmony with the
Palestinians of whom they have had little knowledge
other than dismissing them as ‘terrorists’?	
  
	
  
After lunch, we were taken to Nabi Saleh village. Here we all trooped into the home of Manal.
We passed through a path lined with metal objects which were in fact tear gas and other
chemical gas canisters. There were more laid out on a table by the front door instead of what
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might have been a welcoming vase of flowers. A horrific sight especially when the house was full
of very young children.	
  
The villagers had
originally been going
about their business
and using a spring for
their water supply. The
Israelis decided to
encourage a settlement
to be built over this
spring. Manal and her
friends objected to the
loss of access to the
spring and were
completely ignored. So
they decided to resist
by peaceful means. We
were shocked to the
core by the stories we
were told and the videos shown of local people being harassed every Friday by Israeli soldiers.
The latter sometimes sprayed a very stinky gas into the village homes. The smell is unbearably
pungent and gets into mattresses and other materials staying for quite a long time. The villagers
are also woken at random late in the night and children as young as 12 years are hauled away
for about 72 hours and questioned and forced to sign confessions in Hebrew which most do not
understand. The effect on these young people is not hard to imagine. There are so many cases
of traumatic disorders. The videos show one of the villagers being brutally killed and a young 9
year old being hit on his side with a sharp instrument. I could not imagine how this mother and
all the family could be so brave as to stay and offer passive resistance week after week. They
were certainly not going to move away from their country which is what the Israeli government
is trying to achieve.	
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After this harrowing visit we ended up at a performance by the comedian Mark Thomas. He is a
very passionate and witty performer. He had walked the full length of the wall – the separation
barrier - and his performance was based on his experience which is documented in his book
“Extreme Rambling”. 	
  
DAY THREE (January29th). First we
went to see the birthplace of Christ
Bethlehem. I was quite disgusted
with the wait caused by one of the 3
religious sects going through a
parody of cleaning the floor to show
was their turn to be in charge. It
was hard to gain any spiritual

in

it

inspiration from this visit. “O Little
Town of Bethlehem “did not exist
anymore. It was a bustling commercial town.
We then spent the rest of the day in Hebron which is apparently
divided into H1 and H2. First we were greeted by the governor
who seemed very fed up with all the regulations and insanities of
the Israeli regime. Taxes were being taken but the contribution
allowed to his local administration for services were constantly
cut back and he was currently threatened with a cut in the
allocation of electricity and water.	
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I found it unbelievable as we walked through the centre of Hebron market –a very lively centre
of business – to hear that the Israeli government had allowed the building of a new settlement
right across the market main streets. To keep the Israeli settlers away from their Arab
neighbours, whole streets and buildings (like an ancient hotel) had been completely closed and
wired off. Some of the Israeli control towers and new settlements were above the Palestinian
bits of the market. These areas were covered in a protective netting to stop the rubbish from
above hitting them. Urine, dirty water and faeces were often dropped down. We were able to
walk into part of the new settlement but our Arab guides were not. 	
  
The settlement was very empty of people apart from one runner doing his exercise for the day.
As with all settlements it was guarded by young very bored looking soldiers and the notice below
gives the Israeli justification for the brutal separation. (ZOOM to read).

This was another day of witnessing injustice, but there was a tiny bit of hope in one village we
passed through. It was overlooking a lovely fertile valley with a railway running through it. They
had managed to get UNESCO to declare it a heritage site. This status helped force the Israelis to
drop their plans to route the separation barrier between the village and the ancient irrigated
terraces – an early benefit of the UN’s 2012 recognition of Palestine as a state which enabled it
to join UNESCO.
	
  
	
  
	
  
	
  
	
  
	
  

On Friday, our official last day, we had more disturbing information from 3 different sources,
the British Consulate, the UN organisation OCHA (Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian
Affairs), and a Bedouin family, who gave us a simple but very tasty lunch.	
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We learnt that the Consulate staff are working hard to help the Palestinians despite the fact
that the British government abstained in a vote demanding an end to Israeli occupation within 3
years. The UN man, Ray Dolphin, described the history and development of Israel and showed
the encroachment through illegal settlements and the setting up of regulations and registers for
various levels of citizenship. Each slide made me more and more angry at the outrageous
burdens imposed on the Palestinians. They are hemmed in by inhuman restrictions on all aspects
of their lives.	
  
We were made very aware of feelings aroused when under these restrictions early that morning
when we passed through the Qalandia checkpoint into Jerusalem. It was horrible with tall
threatening wire fencing all round and slowly the queue space closes in more and more so that
we were herded like cattle towards the turnstile which had red and green lights above it. I dare
not take pictures because there were soldiers everywhere. There were not that many people in
our queue but we were over ½ an hour getting through. I watched Palestinian mothers,
grandparents and young children waiting and waiting and every so often an invisible voice
boomed out. Some would go in and then come back out - refused, sometimes separated from
each other. There was a feeling almost of bated breath as we waited for the lights to change
and to see if people would be allowed into Jerusalem or not. Just imagine if you were ill or
needed a toilet...One of our party had a panic attack while he was hemmed in, waiting for the
turnstile to open. 	
  
Once I reached the glass barrier, these young soldiers were sitting around and laughing and I
was asked if I were English: - on saying “yes” the young man said “England Good, Israel Good –
you look like Queen Elizabeth”……	
  
Our delicious lunch of home produced food in a
Bedouin tent and hosted by a young English
graduate and her family was great. The story
of how the Bedouins (natural roaming
pastoralists) are slowly being moved off all
their land and are forbidden to let their
animals feed off pastures, was yet again quite
tragic. 	
  
Their homes are still tents but employment is
limited and they can hardly afford to buy food
for their animals and even if they can, there is restriction on how much food they are allowed to
bring in.	
  
	
  

OUR HOST’S FATHER.	
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The woman (Angela –an Israeli) who brought us
to this camp is working on helping the Bedouin
women to improve their lot and gain some education.	
  
She took us to see yet more settlements and explained the zones and uselessness of the wall.
We certainly were getting the message by now.	
  
DAY FOUR The next day some of the party were departing. We had a quick visit to the Church of
the Holy Sepulchre where Jesus
was crucified and buried …it is
said. It was full of pilgrims but left
me cold again. The only spiritual
feeling I got in the Holy Land was
the sadness at seeing the Via
Dolorosa and the places so much
mentioned in the Stations of the
Cross. Somehow I felt Christ had
been there. I was also fascinated
by the Church of the Ascension as I
had always thought if Christ did
ascend into Heaven, it was far
away in the wilderness not on a hill
overlooking Jerusalem.
The place where Christ’s body was washed	
  
	
  
Church of the 	
  
Ascension	
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We had the option of one final visit and went with a Professor from a natural history museum to
see one more Palestinian village, passing through Bethlehem again. Here we met a man who had
been threatened and beaten by the Israelis because they want him to move so that they could
demolish his house to make way for settlement infrastructure. We met his 3 sons one of whom

had been thrown down the hill with his father knocking their heads on stones. He was
determined not to move even though any access to his house had been seriously limited with a
gate across the road. This gate had been destroyed by him and his neighbours but the Israelis
then put big concrete blocks right across the road. We saw one vehicle illegally driving on an
Israeli road and then twist over some rough ground onto the smaller Palestinian assigned road
taking a risk to shorten his journey.
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Our professor guide, Mazin Qumsiyeh, showed us pictures of all the protests he had been on to
stop the wall and settlements. He had been imprisoned and beaten up. He also told us of his
love of nature. He was not much in favour of any solution other than one arising from the power
of protest by the people.	
  
CONCLUSION	
  
We spent the rest of our stay visiting an Israeli market having travelled on the illegally placed
tram which puts yet another barrier
up in Jerusalem. We finally saw the
Dome of the Rock and the Western
Wall. The first was sublime. The
second with soldiers mingled among
the men and women praying, seemed
to be an example of the face of the
oppression.	
  
One way to try and stop the
government is to boycott Israeli goods
and buy Palestinian ones if you can
find any. BDS (Boycott, Divestment
and Sanction) is the movement which
promotes this. Hewlett Packard, for
example, profits by providing systems for the occupation and the blockade of Gaza.	
  
We are full of experiences and impressions and information. It all adds up to the fact that we
must, as part of the international community, work any way we can to get peace and normal
human existence for all Palestinians as soon as possible. I have never witnessed before such
cruel inhuman man-made oppression of people since Apartheid. It must be stopped.	
  
Jane Knight, 4/2/2015.	
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