Sunday – 1st
First impressions 

It is hard to believe that I have been to Israel twice and  had no idea what was going on and that I only stumbled across it more by accident then my own intention.  It is a very conscience system of squeezing out the Palestinians from Jerusalem and many parts of the west bank ... and not too extreme to say a form of apartheid. There is a series of huge 8 metre concrete walls with check points , that have been built encircling villages, and in many cases dividing families, who have to have special pass cards of different colours to go into different places. As you can imagine they are turning into a form of ghetto ..... similar to what the jews must have experienced in Germany, hard to believe how history repeats itself, and the victim turns into the oppressor. 

 

We have met with many people who have told us their stories, and it is humbling to see the spirit and steadfastness that is shining through many of the people, also the honesty. They are straightforward and honest about the division amongst their own people, and the distrust of their own leadership. One woman spoke with passion yesterday ....saying they can take away my coat, my olives, my land, but not my mind or my spirit and this is evident. Some of the older woman, who have obviously seen so much are very inspiring, they seem highly educated and fired with an intense passion to get the word out to all of us and the world community - as eyes and ears to what is going on. 

 There is too much to write, and I am also struggling to digest and process it all. Of course I am immersed in the Palestinian experience right now, and so it will be interesting meet with my Israeli friends Amir , Yael and Esther. It seems that so much horror is coming from Israels determine to make Jerusalem a wholly Jewish place. The group I have come with are great - and I have had a few conversations that touched on a deeper territory and spirit of change , I have no idea how I will respond to all this ...but for now I am just absorbing. 

Cold and wet  here ...not the heat I was imagining and came prepared for ....

Monday  2nd – 
First I went with Cathy , another  woman from our group to visit a nearby nursery. This seemed like a very well run place, lots of teachers and lots of happy looking children and equipment, more or less like we would see in England. It was run by a charitable foundation set up after 1967, and the original founder and elegant 78 year man still presided over the nursery. He wore a head scarf, made known to the rest of the world by Arafat. His face was full of lines and a quiet smile. He was supported by a woman of about 60 who was tall and strong with a face that spoke of the word we have heard many times since being in Palestine .... steadfastness. We had met her son Abdullah, the night before, an impressive young doctor, who had trained in the Ukraine. He was now also very active in a third political party which had apparently gained 25% of the votes. The three themes he spoke of that stuck with me were;  a united Palestinian people, non violence and drawing on the international community to boycott Israel. Whilst not pro Hamas, he explained why people had voted for Hamas ... a theme I will return to later.
Later in the morning we drove to the “terminal” a check point through which everyone has to pass before going into the blue zone, the wholly controlled Israel territory which in the last two years means that only some Palestinians, can go there freely, the ones with blue passes. Not the ones with orange and green passes. The drive to the terminal was enough for a novel in itself. The long high concrete wall stretched before us, curling through the rugged terrain, home to the revered Olive trees. The symbol of so much that has sustained these people, for generations in this harsh climate.  On one side of the wall a house was being constructed, apparently the house of a man who owned the olive trees on the other side of the wall and had had his house taken off him. He then built a new house on the orange side of the wall, which the Israelis had tried to take down several times and the case was now sitting in the high court. Apparently it was on his land, but too close to the wall for the Israelis sense of security. 
Then we were at the terminal, as strict as any airport control, with a number of armed Israeli guards. We were met by Mahmoud and Hianne, two Palestinians living with blue passes in Jerusalem. Mahmoud, a tall and striking African whose father had come from Chad and Hianne an elegant Palestinian, with no headscarf dressed in western clothes.  As we drove around the hills of Jerusalem, Hianne told us of the families who had been removed from their homes, or in some cases had willingly sold their land. We looked across the valley towards the Alaksa mosque and it was suggested by Mahmoud, that a plan to remove this mosque and the ancient graveyard, where relatives of the prophet Mohammed were buried, was already in place. He showed us Illustrations apprarently prepared by the Israeli authorities.
The road we drove along took us past a light tram line under construction – which too had a story to tell.  As far back as the 1870’s an Austrian had dreamed of Jerusalem, a wholly jewish Jerusalem. He wanted to make it just like Vienna which included the trams of Vienna and at the same time to remove all sign of anything non Jewish in Jerusalem.
The next destination was a small street at the bottom of the steep road that goes to the gates of the old city.  Ahead of us there was a commotion in the street, on one side about thirty people, mainly muslim women were gathered around a small fire.  Behind them mattresses and  a few household possessions . They were joined by a handful of foreign supporters, a young traveller from the US and an elderly man from London.  Across the road, a house, that seems to be like so many other houses... a house that was once the Muslim families house and now flying the blue Star of David.  I stood amongst the women as they all spoke, passionately and seemingly all at the same time. Then  all together they began to pray  for several minutes before animatedly picking up their discourse again. I wandered across the street and peered in behind the fence. The family a father and son looked out . I don’t know where they came from, as they didn’t speak, but all I could see was a deathly look of determined disregard, yet another bullet proof fence in the face of all that they were party to. Where did these people come from? What had driven them to create the same thing, that it seemed (at least to me)  they had been subject to so many years before in Nazi Germany. It is a harsh comparison..... but it has to be. What is this darkness in people, in all people, in me that drives us to such inhumanity, such total disregard of all but our own ends. What is the way out of it?  I wandered if anyone is working with the Israelis, the young Israelis to curb this force of destruction that seems to be pulsing with increasing intensity through their veins.  Surely we must try and mine a shaft of light beneath this darkness.
After this harrowing scene, we were led through the gates of the old city, and I too experienced it’s presence, a depth of spirituality that pervades it’s streets. The golden flag stones, that unifies the place but sadly not the people that love this place,   are ancient,  timeless and tranquil .  Mahmoud told us how he loved Jerusalem. He spoke of his own experience of, like many Palestinian men being in Jail . Apparently 62% of Palestinian men have been in Israeli Jails, in his case it was for 18 years. He was offered a chance for early release, if he would agree to going to another part of the world. He refused, he only wanted to be in Jerusalem. The light in his eye , his bearing, his smile had something of a Mandela quality – a likeness in depth of understanding  or was it a love of life, of people. He spoke of his vision for Jerusalem to become the capital of the universe ...beloved and inhabited by all peoples for thousands of years. Despite his experience at the hands of others, he believed people of difference could live alongside each other in this holy place, as they had done before. Walking the streets  of the old city with Mahmoud, was a completely different experience then the two other times I had been in Jerusalem.  He seemed to know everyone, the children, the traders, the families that lived down the darkened ally ways. These families, despite often being in overcrowded conditions, one family to a room ....fought for their foot hold in the old city. To scared to move for fear they, and their people, the Palestinian people would have their right to be there taken away. 
Our final destination was the Soraya Centre. This was a children’s and women’s centre, run by Hian the Palestinian woman who accompanied Mahmoud.  The Centre was also in the old city, in what had beem the Turkish rulers home . 
Tuesday  3rd
Another full day in this land of contrasts ....from Bethleham and the silence of the milky grotto, to being followed  out of Hebron city by Israeli soldiers, to elegant  cobalt blue designs on the Palestinian pottery. And again it is the spirit of the people, particularly the woman that particularly shines through. 

Crossing the check point en-route, was a small taste of what Palestinians suffer daily. Our second van was stopped and searched and the driver had his identity card taken. 

Our first destination was Bethleham,  and for me it was special to be in the place of Christ’s birth.  As an official solidarity delegation, we managed to by pass the throng of tourists, waiting to see the place that Christ was born in the crypt of the nativity church.  There was no doubt a powerful atmosphere, perhaps the atmosphere of so much devotion over so many hundreds, thousands of years – an atmosphere in which it was hard to even conceive of all the struggle and hardship that this land has seen.  We saw the bullet marks on the outside of the church. In a very strategic way, it seems the Israelis have taken much of the Palestinian trade out of the town, and the main commercial activity has been taken into the new Israelis settlers area, and out of the old town centre.

We then drove Hebron, one of the oldest cities in this area.  Our guide for the day was an extraordinary woman called Sharifa, who had come to London with the Camden Abus Dis Society, eighteen months ago. Her energy seemed boundless, as she joked with us, alongside telling us harrowing stories of what had happened to many of the people in the area. Over lunch I was sitting opposite her and had one of the most powerful dialogues of my time here. Fortunately my video was in my pocket and Sharifa was happy to be filmed. I asked her if she had had any experience of positive dialogue with the Israelis and despite openly sharing how much she and her people were suffering at the hands of the Israelis, she said yes. Sharifa  then went on to speak with real passion and a kind of empathy, about how we had to step outside the box to find a solution, how we had to make a space to find a new way.  How she as a woman could imagine what it is like for a person who has no place to go, no place to call their own land, what happens when you loose your family. Thre  was some strong disagreement around the table, that the Jewish people had no where to go, Sharrifa continued, she said we have to find a way out but they have to realise they can’t take away our land ....it’s our land !!! She then went on to say that the Palestinian people have been weak and in the past have been happy to accept the money and the security from the Israelis and that they invited them in.
Wednesday 4th 

Yesterday – we experienced the interwoven threads of heaven and hell as they colour the life here – the sunshine, the olive groves, the tremendous Palestinian hospitality alongside endless check points and a wall that snakes in and out, ensnaring and dividing people and villages. The one thing that is still left free in so many of the people we are meeting is their spirit and despite all efforts to grind people down, in a slow and piece by piece campaign of civilian warfare .
Our group divided into two and a small number of us went to Azun. We met  with the town council, who like everyone here, seem to really appreciate our efforts to understand and to tell others what is happening. Personal accounts is one of their main means of communication, as so much of what is going on is not covered by the media. A young man shared the story of his brother, a 13 year old boy – shot at and stoned to death by an Israeli boy. It turned out that he was the son of the mayor of the Israeli Settlement. The body had been taken away by the soldiers and when it was returned after three days it was covered in stitches. They said the stitches were because all of the body parts had been removed – including the brain. They showed us a photo of the young boy with stitches in the side of his head.
After yet another delicious lunch of humus, fresh salad and falafel we were taken into the olive groves. For the first time in days the sun was shining and the ancient olive groves, some of them 2000 years old, were glistening with the silvery sheen of their leaves. All the time I have been here, I keep asking where do the vegetables come from and so it was great to be able to pick tomatoes, the most delicious Clementine oranges and huge red radishes. As we walked people gave us, branches of Mariamia, (mother mary) Sage, which they swear by for stomach ailments. Ambling along the dusty path,  watching boys bare back riding graceful Arab horses I felt at home with a people that are very much a farming people and also a highly intellectual people. Nearly everyone we have met, including the girls have been to University. Apparently Palestine is where much of the intelligencia  comes from, across the Arab world. Some of the girls have told me that their mothers are now also going to University.  As we walked up to the first stages of the construction of a new wall it was painful to realise that the paradise we were enjoying was for so many, only temporary. Apparently without warning, a farmer can suddenly find the tell tale curly barbed wire dividing his land. A wet area of land was also pointed out, not an underground spring, but untreated sewage and waste water flowing down from the Israeli settlement on the hill above us. I am beginning to be able to identify them, red roofs and on the top of a hill, presumably with the plan to gradually spread down the hill surrounding and penetrating the Palestinian villages. 
Our host a woman called Maisa, who had also been to London, then took us on the journey that she makes each day. Through the criss-cross of three check points, out of one part of the village and into the now divided second part – getting in and out of cars, handing in passports and going through a series of security doors and x-rays; a  process which can take up to an hour. The people of this village had been made refugees in 1948, when their original village fell within the borders of the new state of Israel. It seems, despite their determine to stay, they are now being forced out of their new village. 
On the bus I had a great talk with Jamal, a man in his late fifties (he could be younger) . It turned out that he knew Mahmoud, who had shown us around Jerusalem two days before.  Jamal  also had spent time in Israeli Jails, like many of the others I have spoken to, he was able to tell his story without bitterness. We mainly spoke about politics and he answered some of my questions about the complicated political situation here, what does the Palestinian government mean? Why did people vote for Hamas? What was of most interest, was when I asked him about the future. Despite everything that has happened, he spoke of the only way forward being one state , unified between Israelis and Palestinians. He told me that only a few people hold this view.  He then spoke about finding a new way of being together, and of the need for people to develop to find this new way.  I reflected on the contrast of my own situation, as a New Zealander who has a right to live in a secure land. This need to find a new way, to develop in order to secure our future does not seem so pressing ...and yet of course it is an issue for all of us.
Eventually we arrived at our hosts for the night, in the village of Bint Leid . I couldn’t believe my eyes as the door opened. We were in a beautiful large house with a sumptuous meal laid on for us. That night our hosts, insisted giving up all of their beds and sleeping on the floor, while we slept in their beds. Fortunately it was not just for the group from London, it also included the Palestinian women we had brought with us from Abu Dis. When I protested and said I would sleep on the floor, our host said this is the Palestinian tradition, and insisted I allowed her to do things this way. I shared the master bedroom with Afaf, a very switched on twenty year old (daughter of Fatiya) and Najeer (mother of Humza) .
During the day, I had two conversations with Afaf, which I was able to record. She had spent 22 days on a camp in the US with young Israelis, and I think other young people from around the world. She spoke with an impressive maturity and objectivity about the Israeli situation. She thought that many of them were unaware of what was happening to the Palestinians, especially those that weren’t in Jerusalem. Even if they were in the army, only a few of them were on the check points. She is still in contact via Facebook with a few of them and said she thought that there was very little they could do, without putting their own lives at risk. Later that evening we had another conversation in which Afaf, who expressed how her muslim faith sustains her, and more than sustains her, gives her peace and confidence inside and this is what helps her make right choices. She spoke about, facing things that are wrong, and how first if you want something to change, you have to look inside yourself and change it inside yourself and then the right thing will happen. She told me that she had only recently started looking into the Koran and doing other reading for herself, and after the interview she said this was the first time she had spoken about these things to anyone else. I told her I really wanted to hear it, as it was the inner strength I have been struck by in so many of the people here.
Thursday 4th 

Nablis 

We spent most of the day in the incredible old city of Nablis, which is surrounded by mountains on all sides.  Surprise .....surprise there are Israeli settlements on the top of the mountains and the city is surrounded in checkpoints. Apparently Nablis has been the heart of the Palestinian resistance, and unlike Hebron, which has had the heart taken out of it – the heart of Nablis is very much alive. Beesan a  passionate  20 year old university student led us through the crowded markets with her friend Kahir.  Most of the buildings here are about 300 years old, and like Jerusalem and Hebron, are made of golden sandstone -  there is a  sense of grace  and  style about much of the architecture – that seems to be typical of what is left of old Palestine. Time was short and as we wound our way through the alleyways – into the back of old spice shops and the basement of a soap factory Beesan wasted no time in telling us about the life here ; especially the life of students. Apparently the night before there had been another invasion by the soldiers into the city, and this was common. On many occasions she said that students in class would be missing and when asked where they were, the response was , they are in prison. Apparently the check points have been relaxed over the last few months, but to Beesan, this is no indication of improvement – as she said, we are still not free to live a normal life , our prison has just become a little larger.” What concerned her most, was the normalisation of the people, and she kept referring to this ....normalising the fact that they are living in an occupied country, under an oppressive regime.  I thought this is the challenge for all of us, the human capacity when under pressure  to try settle  for the crumbs on the floor whilst the real potential is lost. 
As we paused in the middle of the street, waiting for the group to catch up, I asked Beesan what she felt the way forward was, and very quickly the conversation went deep.  Despite her full and harrowing account of the treatment the Palestinians had had from the Israelis, she spoke of a one state solution. She said they had to find a new way and that Palestinian people had to develop in order to find that new way. She also spoke of the difference between reality and logic. When I mentioned the word consciousness and the need for the development of consciousness,  of people all over the world, her eyes lit up ...she said exactly. As is so often the way in these conversations, I can’t remember what was said, but I knew we were together, on the same ground and on this solid and yet intangible ground a way forward could grow. I told her that my experience of many of the Palestinian woman, was that they knew the strength inside themselves, a positivity in the midst of struggle, suffering and destruction. I told her that this inner source of confidence and depth, is what we try to teach young people London. Because of this uplifting quality, I said being in Palestine, is like standing amidst the threads of heaven and hell woven together and she said exactly. In her own case, her Father was in prison when she was born and she described how, according to her mother, he returned to the house when she was two and she didn’t know who the strange man in the house was. In this situation where so much is taken away, the only thing that people have left, that can’t be taken away is what is inside people.  

Beesan was hungry to talk and I noticed how she didn’t waste the opportunity of speaking to many of the women in the group in an intense and focussed way.  At lunch she sat next to me and we continued our conversation . She told me that she had a mentor who had introduced her to meditation and some of the books she was reading. It was clear that she was really interested in new ways of thinking and the spiritual dimension of life. Beesan had her head uncovered, which is still uncommon enough to make note of. She commented several times about the way I was speaking she described it as “spiritual.” She asked if I could send her anything I had written.  I told her what some of my influences are, and that I also had a spiritual mentor.
I was also interested to hear her take on some of the dialogue that has been set up between Israelis and Palestinians. She explained that much of the dialogue that has been set up between the two sides, is about normalisation – flattening out the issues. Trying to make what is going on OK. She described how she had been driving with her mother recently and they had passed some soldiers at a check point. Beesan described how mother has said, it’s not the soldiers fault, they are victims of a system and they don’t know any better. This was a view Beesan didn’t subscribe to, she said this was another aspect of normalisation. Our conversation then moved onto choice, individual choice, and the need to open up the ground and understanding inside people so they know what is right and what is wrong and they are free to choose. I really liked the way she called a spade a spade, and spoke about the suffering and struggle of the situation without limiting the possibility of a new way emerge.  Her friend Khahir , although he said he was more pesimistic , had also spoken with genuine conviction  of a new way of thinking beginning  to emerge amongst Palestinians. Although he understood, why suicide bombing has happened, he said he didn’t support it. During the morning we had passed posters of the suicide bombers, they are known by many here as  “martyrs”. Khahir  said the people involved in  this kind of action were very simple, and didn’t think in complex ways, but now with more education young people were learning to think in new ways. As I have said before, it is amazing how many people seem to be going to University, and now it is making sense, they are loosing their land and so they are seeking education. Also some of the former communist countries, Russia, Cuba and Bulgaria have offered supported education. A positive sign is that Britain is now beginning to do this too. 
After we said goodbye to Beesan, (we did exchange emails) we went onto a refugee camp.  At first I was confused that there were houses that looked well established and it transpired people had been there for three generations. Why didn’t they move on and establish a new life I wondered? And it was explained to me, that this was the whole issue, if they moved on and accepted a new life, they would have consented to the closure of their case, i.e. that they were wrongfully thrown off their own land. As long as they stayed in the camps they were a reminder and an embarrassment to the Israelis and the rest of the world. 

Our final destination was Biet Farouk, a farming village, not too far from the Jordan Valley. Yet again we were welcomed with open houses and generous hospitality. 
Friday 6th 

As we drove off the main road onto a farm track I felt the weight of an ancient place that has seen many things but the land itself seemed as if it would never change ... a vast expanse of stones and soil and olive trees as far as the eye could see.  (more about a conversation with Afaf that happened here, in my reflections the next day Saturday 7th and also in the final paragraph of the Israel section)

Saturday 7th
This is was the day of the womens conference that Cadfa (Camden Abu Dis Friendship Association) had arranged in collaboration with the Gender Studies department at Al Kudz university. The university is the Arab University for Jerusalem  and sits on the edge of “Wall” – the wall that separates, Israel from Palestine .... villages, and families and lives. Some of the University grounds were lost as they were on the other side of the wall. As we walked into the University, the atmosphere, spoke nothing of this disturbing reality ....it was a haven, unlike any university I have ever been into in the UK or New Zealand. Groups of students sat together and there was an air of peaceful focus, learning and development ...an opportunity that wasn’t being taken for granted. The grounds that spread across the hillside were beautifully cared for and the modern buildings were stylish and elegant. It wasn’t until the end of the day, that I looked up and saw the wall snaking  across the parched landscape in front of me with the old city of Jerusalem and dome of Alaksa mosque  in the distance that ... yet  again I inwardly  gasped, at the extremes of this bizarre and unfathomable situation, the heaven and the hell of it. 

About 40 women from different parts of Palestine had come together for the event, some of them we had met on our travels over the previous few days and many of them were new to us. I was involved in giving a presentation in the first session, a description of what I thought about Palestine and what I had been told about before coming (I have attached the outline of the speech that  I delivered  alongside another woman,  doing Arab translation). As I stood at the Podium, I could feel the tears welling up inside me .....”What an intense life these woman have and what a privilege to be with them.....I had never imagined I would be here doing this and I hear their words “be strong” inside my head....fortunately I held it together. What I had to say seem to be well received, afterwards several of the woman asked me for a copy of what I had spoken about. A woman from Nablus had spoken before me, and although some criticised her as being very academic, I was interested in what she had to say. She had prepared a book  of stories from woman who had gone through the second Interfada, and she spoke passionately about the need for Palestinian woman (and I thought all woman) to learn to really listen to each other. She said if we can listen, the voice in woman will come out and be heard, this is a different kind of voice then the voice of men. Men will speak about the facts and details of what happened, woman will speak about their experience of it. She said that if women  can really listen,  we will come together and out of this a new culture, an alternative culture will be created. I referred to this at the end of my speech, and said that this alternative culture,  is what I wanted to support and help co-create.

Apparently a couple  of the planned speakers, hadn’t been able to come for the day, but something else, that seemed to be very important started to happen. By the afternoon, many of the women in the audience started to speak up, speaking passionately, and over the top of each other. To me, as far as I could understand (the translation was difficult to follow), what was of significance was that the woman from different parts of Palestine, were speaking to each other, maybe  for some, for the first time?
What happened between the Palestinian woman at the conference  re-inforced  what Afaf had spoken about,  when she came with us to Nablus and the villages in the North . Even though Palestine is a relatively tiny place, it is very difficult for people to travel around and meet together. I felt there was a real potential that could come out of these new relationships, not just the relationship between women from Britain and Palestine, but the relationship between woman from different parts of Palestine.  The previous day, I had videod Afaf, as we stood as the sun beat down upon us,  in the vast and awe inspiring landscape that overlooks the Jordan valley .  She said..”I haven’t been here, I didn’t know stuff about these people, my people ...it makes me feel more connected” The night before she had stayed in the house of one of the woman who was quite exceptional in that she had been accepted as a Town Councillor. Afaf explained her experience of spending time with this woman, “It makes me think, she is really strong, she knows how to farm the land and to deal with soldiers ....every day as she goes through the check points to Nablus she has been facing them and now she is in the Town Council.....I met her mother and she is stronger than her mother.”  I told her that I thought there was a real potential for the future that could come out of the strength in Palestinian woman and in the way Afaf responded, I knew she took it seriously. She said, “woman know what is going on but they don’t have the confidence and the opportunities to say it.”

Sunday 8th  Dead sea
This was our last day in Palestine and the Dead Sea awaited us. However before our journey to 500 metres below sea level could begin, we visited Najer’s house and yet again we received wonderful Palestinian hospitality .... raisins, sweet sage tea from her garden and homemade flat bread.  Four of the woman from Abus Dis joined us for the day which turned out to be one of the highlights of my second Dead Sea experience (the other was in moonlight two years previously) Fatheah, the mother of Afaf and Dalia was one of the women who came with us. Because I had been so impressed by her daughters (who had come with us) on the trip to Nablus and the villages, I wanted to interview Fatheah, who was also keen to be interviewed ....as with the other women she had a lot to say. Also the way Fatheah responded to the opportunity of being in the Dead Sea spoke volumes.  She hadn’t been to the Dead Sea for eleven years, partly because her husband has lived abroad (he has a PHD in agricultural engineering and is an organic farmer in Davis California) and also because these days it can be a harrowing and expensive exercise for Palestinians to go to the Dead Sea, even though for us it was only one hour from Abu Dis. There is only one swimming area the Palestinians can go to, which is through a check point and 14 miles further. The swimming spot for those with green ID’s is apparently dirty and not very nice.  Fortunately we had no problem bringing the Palestinians with us, into the Israeli area, even though I was very aware that we were entering another world as we walked through the entrance. Eagerly everyone changed into swimming gear, for the Palestinian women, including Fatheah, this meant, a long shirt and sports trousers with a small scarf to cover her long hair. Then we made our way down the rocky slope into thick oily, salty water. Fatheah had paddled in the sea before but in all of her 39 years, had never gone further, so floating in the Dead Sea was a Scary and exhilarating event. She completely went for it ....  with a daring sense of adventure that I had seen in her daughter Dalia.  18 year old Dalia, is a black belt in Karate, and has recently won a poetry competition which means she will have her poems produced into a book and 3000 copies published.

After our swim we all enjoyed lunch and I felt deep sense of relaxation as I enjoyed the mid day sun and a feeling of being cleansed inside and out. The English group began an evaluation meeting and the Palestinian woman walked to the edge of the cliff looking over the sea. It was beautiful to see them in the distance, chatting, being together and being at peace. On the way back in the bus, I sat next to Fatheah and she described her experience “I am happy when I look to the sea, I could forget everything, just to be happy in that moment.”  This was the starting point of a video interview, in which Fatheah shared with me the story of her own life, her strength, her struggles and her aspirations. 

 “I want my children to do what I couldn’t do....... from an early age I loved to read but my mother she said that’s enough you waste your time, you much help me in the house ......Now it’s more normal for girls to go to university, but it wasn’t, it was very hard.” Fatheah went  on to describe how she had got married and had her first child at 18, she had tried to go university, but then the Interfada happened (Palestinian uprising against the Israeli occupation) . Afterwards she started having babies “one after one, I have five children, every year, every year. But now my husband is working outside in the USA and now my children can do more things themselves, I think I must complete my study”

I told Fatheah, that what really impressed me about Palestinian woman is their spirit, and I asked her where she thought it came from. She told me, “It comes from our bad life situation ....from when we were young we grow with this bad situation, there is no freedom....so we need our children to be better than us, to complete their education to have a better life.”  She then went on to confirm what I had observed and been so moved by, the way these woman have fought for their own existence, both externally and internally.  “The Palestinian woman she is very strong, she is very patient but she has many difficulties in this life..... it is difficult from the Israelis, the wall, the check points but it is also difficult from her society..... there are men who don’t want woman to work, or complete her education”.  I asked her if all woman are like this and she said, “not at all, some woman are only alive, because they are not dead – but I don’t want to be like that, I can’t be like that for my children ..... when everything is taken away from me, the only thing I can do is develop myself” Again I reflected on the lack of urgency that is so prevalent in our society, where we have so many choices. Fathiyah’s eyes lit up and she started smiling as she described her dreams, both for her children and herself, “I want to complete my education , I want to be a teacher ....I want to travel the world ....I want to go to Japan.” 

Suddenly we were back in Abu Dis, saying goodbye to these amazing people, this unforgettable place , wondering if we would get through the check points as we passed inside the “green line” and I wondered when I would return.
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