ONE DAY WE WILL BE ABLE TO GO UP THE HILL AGAIN TO JERUSALEM - TOM’S PALESTINE WEST BANK VISIT 2008       
I

t is very hard to sum up in words everything I saw, heard and   experienced last week. Probably the hardest thing to come to terms   with is that this was real – no actors involved. I feel frustration   because rather than attempting to describe it to you, it would be easier to hire a plane and fly you there to see for yourselves the crimes against humanity that Israel has committed, and continues to commit.      
We entered the West Bank via Jordan. Since Israel’s annexing of the entire West Bank in 1967, it controls the crossing point known as the Allenby Bridge. I was aggressively asked all manner of questions until it eventually dawned on the passport official that I was Jewish. At    that point she smiled for the first time, saying: “Oh, I am so sorry. I thought you might be a Muslim.” Welcome to open prejudice, I thought.      
We spent a day in East Jerusalem before being driven to Abu Dis. The trip had been organised by a wonderful charity named the Camden Friends of Abu Dis (CADFA). Abu Dis has a population of 8,000 and is positioned in the Jerusalem foothills from which the beautiful, golden Dome of the Rock can be seen. CADFA has organised several trips before for teachers and trade unions, so is well established in the town – to the extent that when I met people on the street, they would ask “Camden?”  I can honestly say that I have never been so warmly welcomed anywhere in my life. It means a lot to the Palestinians that the world shows it hasn’t yet forgotten them. That afternoon I discovered the reason for their isolation: the wall.      
The wall, nine metres high, is utterly shocking. Israel claims to have built it to reduce suicide bombings (ironically enough, it was a Jewish settler who walked into a Mosque in Hebron in 1994 and machine-gunned 29 worshipers, becoming the first person in the region to set out to kill as many people as possible plus himself – this appears to have inspired the Palestinian suicide bombings that followed). The reality is that the wall goes nowhere near the so-called ‘green line’ border of pre-1967 Israel, but sneaks its way  deep into Palestinian territory. The wall’s existence in Abu Dis has  effectively killed the town as a commuter suburb of Jerusalem: those living to its east are not permitted to cross it. Since the wall’s construction the Palestinian population of Jerusalem has fallen from 360,000 to 160,000.      
We were invited to Salah Iyad’s house one evening, where we met Zina and Yasmin, his lively and intelligent teenage daughters. Their mother, Terry Bulatta, a famous film director, lives in Jerusalem, but  cannot be visited by Salah because he isn’t allowed into Jerusalem.    Talking to Zina I sensed that she could have been of any nationality. Her English has a North American lilt to it, her use of the word “like” reminds me of young girls in London. She wouldn’t be out of place in Hampstead. She has once been abroad, she tells us, to Sweden,    which she loved because she “was allowed to walk to the end of the street.”      
The Oslo agreement was widely portrayed in the west as the solution to the Israel-Palestine problem. The reality was that, while negotiations were taking place, Israel rapidly expanded the number of settlers in the West Bank to 500,000. These have been universally condemned, even by the United Nations and Israel’s biggest funder, America. Our daily    trips to schools and refugee camps were a bitter reminder of separation walls of all shapes. The settlements are usually built on the top of hills of outstanding beauty. I found myself comparing the place to my native Derbyshire, since often the landscape is limestone-based – and the settlements look as incongruous in Palestine as they would on a Peak District Tor.      
Not only have the settlers taken over the land, but Israel has already constructed a whole network of state-of-the-art motorways to  interconnect them. We were not permitted to travel on any of these because we were in a Palestinian vehicle and therefore of the wrong race. For us, the B roads had to suffice. There are no signs to say that Palestinians are not allowed; the system is subtler than that. Palestinians have green car number plates, Israeli settlers yellow ones. Interestingly, non-settler Israelis are not permitted to go to the West Bank. I like to think that this is because if they were allowed to go there, they would be shocked to see Apartheid in action. Israel’s government, however, thinks as ever that it is above international law and has no intention of removing any of the settlements.
Altogether there are well over 100 settlements, many of which are mini cities. Our first concert at a boy’s school near Abu Dis has had its school play ground reduced in size to make way for the separation wall. Abir, the 9-year-old sister of one of the boys, was killed last year on her way to school by a tear gas canister which hit her on the head. One of our party spoke to her brother, who said: “When I grow up I want to work for peace.”    
One day we travelled in a vehicle with yellow plates to the Dead Sea –  which, though beautiful, left a bad taste in my mouth, and not just    because of the salt. We had driven there with our Palestinian guide and his friend. As we approached yet another check point both of them hid in the rear of the vehicle where they couldn’t be seen. In a horrible irony, the Israeli soldier was blond and stocky in appearance, reminding me of a Wehrmacht soldier as he asked for passports. We got through; and around the next corner our friends re-emerged.      
Arriving on the beach it was easy to see why they had hidden. Fat Texans, Japanese, Lithuanians and Israelis were in the water, but no Palestinians: they are not allowed. Our guide’s friend had come along so that he could put his feet in the Dead Sea. Without us, it would have been impossible.      
In Bethlehem and Ramallah, we visited Barenboim-Edward Said Music Schools. There are three music schools in the Palestinian West Bank. I have a lot of respect for the musicians who come from all over the world and give their time to teach there. It was particularly poignant to hear the sound of Beethoven’s Ninth Symphony arranged for three clarinets drifting from a room at the school in Ramallah. I find it very hard not to cry at moments like that.      
In Bethlehem, too, we were the first visitors of the morning at the Church of the Nativity. We had the place to ourselves. Absolutely beautiful! We had tea at the university there with Sister Patricia, a Catholic music teacher who again told us stories of the hardships of the occupation, with stories of women who give birth at checkpoints because they can’t reach the hospitals. Before the wall was built, journeys to hospital by ambulance would be quick; now they can take several hours. In a real emergency, your fate depends on which guard is on duty. She reiterated that to fully understand the situation one has to visit the area.      
Hebron was probably the most depressing place we saw. Here, the settlers have moved into flats above the old town. The locals have had to construct barriers above them to protect themselves from all manner of rubbish that is thrown down on their heads. Beside the mosque (which I referred to earlier) an orthodox settler was standing, sneering at the Palestinians who walked past. I found it strange that he was allowed to do this. Inside the mosque was a guide who has been there since 1947 and claims to speak 5 languages. He looked like a retired colonel and I hardly understood a word he said since his speech was delivered prestissimo!      
In Hebron I managed to attract the attention the attention of a soldier on the second floor of a building – I only discovered later that the soldiers are not normally allowed to speak to anyone. Politely (essential, as he had a sub-machine gun), I told him I was Jewish and asked him if he ever imagined how he would feel if he had been born a Palestinian. He said:  “Don’t believe everything you see on TV.” I replied: “I don’t need to see TV, as this week I have seen the reality of Israel’s brutal and racist illegal occupation of the West Bank.” I sensed that the point got through because we smiled and said goodbye to each other. Our Palestinian guide later said she was terrified – she was convinced that he would shoot me as soon as my back was turned. It seems that Israeli soldiers are very rarely prosecuted for wrongful killings.      
Musically the trip was deeply satisfying. We had selected a little-known Beethoven trio for our rather odd combination of two violins and viola since we had no cellist. Tom Suarez, our viola, had made some arrangements of Palestinian folk music and Nancy and I played a selection of Bartók duos for two violins. Funnily enough, it was the Bartók that proved the biggest success, with the kids clapping along and demanding encores.      
For our last concert we joined forces with some local folk musicians on the guitar and Oud (middle eastern guitar). It took place at Abu Dis university which has a student population of 8,000, 65 per cent of which are girls. There we met Hanin, who told us that she is hoping to represent Palestine as a fencing champion in the Olympic Games later this year.      
I met numerous people at the university who seemed to agree that the Palestinian leadership under Abbas as well as Arafat in his last years was corrupt. Arafat’s wife had siphoned off millions of dollars to her private account in Paris. They said that the Oslo agreement had been a disaster, because Arafat had signed the agreement without consulting anyone else, while Israel had set up the Palestinian Authority without letting the Palestinians properly control their own land. Throughout the week we had seen peculiar building projects funded by organisations such as US Aid (apparently linked to the CIA) – for example, it had built bus shelters in Abu Dis even though there were    no buses! Probably one of the biggest white elephants was an enclosed park built half-way up the hillside, with car park attached. The gates are locked: no-one can reach it because it is positioned nowhere near town. Nearby is a water-pumping station also funded and built by the US. One small problem: it doesn’t work because there is no water. A lot of money has been thrown at Palestine through useless projects which do nothing to address the fundamental problem: Israel’s refusal to obey international law.      
On the day of the big concert at the University, we were joined by my friend Baroness Jenny Tonge. That morning, we gave a concert at a boys’ school and decided at the last minute to perform al fresco simply because the sun was shining. The weather had been rather    Derbyshire-like all week, so it came as a relief to be in the sun. We had learnt how to play with freezing hands!      
We then went on to a meeting at a school, where discussion turned to the subject of Gaza. The headmaster told us that the elections last year had been fairly fought, scrutinised by an international team which had declared the result legal. It was therefore wrong, he said, for sanctions to be put in place against them. Since Israel and the EU had tied a noose around them, they had – according to the Geneva convention – the right to defend themselves. Hence the firing of home-made rockets. I took the opportunity to tell him that I was Jewish. He insisted that his problem was not with the Jews, but the state of Israel. I also mentioned that I was hungry, upon which he smiled and announced that he would organise lunch.      
The concert late that afternoon was great fun and formed the natural climax to the week. We performed with the Palestinian musicians, while the Education Minister and Jenny Tonge listened on the front row. At the end of the concert I made an improvised speech which was    translated into Arabic, although most people understood my English. I thanked everyone for their incredible hospitality, urging them never to give up. I finished with the words: “ONE DAY WE WILL BE ABLE TO GO UP THE HILL AGAIN TO JERUSALEM.”      
