Rawan  Thawabteh– Two CADFA volunteers met her after her release, 
and this is what they sent us.

  

RELEASED PRISONER
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"The Israelis are making a mistake," Najah said as we left Rawan's house and headed back to CADFA
,  "She went to prison just a girl, and she's come out determined to fight."  

With nearly four years of her adolescence spent in an Israeli jail, Rawan, a striking 21-year-old whose eyes were filled with the pain of experience beyond her age, told us that despite the torture which she had suffered, the time she had spent in prison had not killed her hopes for the future.  She would speak about her experiences, she said, and she would go to university to study the law and media that had failed her.  She would learn the best ways to fight for her human rights.  

She was 17 on the winter day that they arrested her.  It was January 29, 2004 and a large force of Israeli soldiers stormed a home in Abu Dis, looking for a girl teenager that they only later accused of having the intention to commit an act of terrorism.  Pulled from sleep, Rawan was arrested immediately, along with her 13 year old sister, and the two were taken directly to Mascopia prison in Jerusalem without charge or warrant. Rawan's younger sister was eventually released after a harrowing 3 days.  Rawan's sister returned to her mother, however it would be nearly 2 years before Rabeeha, Rawan’s mother would again see her older daughter, Rawan, and when she saw her, she would not recognize her.   

Her father also was interrogated, harshly, and eventually released.  He was able to see his daughter once during this ordeal, but afterwards was not permitted any visitation, as complexities regarding his ID status prevented it. 

When Rawan began to talk she seemed reluctant to speak, although by no means shy, however once the words began to flow they came out forcefully. 

She began by describing the torture, holding her hands behind her back to mimic the position in which she had been forced to sit for hours.  "They would put us in very cold rooms," she said, "and they would leave us there for hours."  Once, she said, the prisoners had gone on a hunger strike to protest the shortening of their 11/2 hours of outdoor free time, and the guards had responded harshly.  Weights were placed on the arms of each girl, and they were beaten repeatedly, to the point that many had to be hospitalized.  "But when the doctor wrote the report," she said, "it said nothing about the torture."  Rather than describing the beating that had severed one woman's arm, the doctor wrote that Rawan's cellmate had "fallen down the stairs."  Many of the injuries, Rawan said, were never written up at all. 

"When I saw her for the first time after two years," her mother added, sitting on the couch beside her daughter, "I didn't recognize her at all."  After two years of chargeless "administrative detention" and constant interrogation, Rawan had lost nearly 20 kilos and appeared a walking testament to the psychological and physical abuse that she had undergone.  

And the visit was a rarity.  "It could take 24 hours to get to the jail," said Rawan's mother, "and you never knew when you arrived whether or not you would be allowed visitation.”  Throughout the four year period in which Rawan was imprisoned, Rabeeha saw her daughter only twice.  

A trial was eventually held with minimal testimony, and Rawan was sentenced to remain a total of four years.  For the portion of her life when most girls in Europe and the United States might spend every waking second with their friends, Rawan spent long stints in dark, cold rooms, alone and afraid.   

"When they took me I was a child," she says smiling.  "I had dreams for the future, and sure I was political and was angry about the situation, but I had no intention to commit any violence.  I didn't think of such things."  

Had I read about this in the newspaper I would have been disturbed and indignant and then moved on to the next disaster. To sit in the family's home, sipping fruit juice and eating little cakes offered in the usual hospitable tradition, and to hear this tall, pale attractive young woman describe her personal suffering was a shocking experience.  

"In the end," Rawan said, "I was imprisoned for my dreams."

� CADFA – Actually probably to Dar Assadaqa (Friendship House), a community centre in Abu Dis supported by Camden Abu Dis Friendship Association





