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GLOSSARY

(Note: This glossary is not part of the author’s original text but is
added by the publisher to help readers unfamiliar with some of the
events mentioned in the text.)

Beik A title of high rank dating from the days of the Ottoman
Empire.

Camps War Between 1985 and 1987 the Amal militia made a series
of assaults on the Sabra, Shatila, and Burj al-Barajineh refugee
camps, with the fighting spreading to Sidon and Beirut.

Committee 23  Another name for the Committee for the Exercise of
the Inalienable Rights of the Palestinian People, formed to pursue
the implementation of UN resolutions on Palestine. It is known as
Committee 23 because 23 states participated in it.

Deir Yassin Village of around 600 Palestinian Arabs near Jerusalem
which declared neutrality during the 1948 war. More than 100
of its people were massacred on April 9, 1948, by paramilitaries
from the Irgun and Lehi groups.

Dunum Measurement of land, c. 1,000 m2.

Entanglement The strategy of uncoordinated attacks on Israel that
aimed to force Egypt’s hand and make it go to war, whether ready
or not.

al-Fakhani District in Beirut where Yasser Arafat’s command center
was located.

Gaza-Jericho First Agreement Official name of the agreement
between Israel and the PLO signed in Washington, D.C., on
September 13, 1993. “The Declaration of Principles on Interim
Self-Government Agreements: Gaza—Jericho First” became known
as the Oslo accords, referring to the secret negotiations between
the Israelis and the Palestinians that took place in Oslo (1991-93)
and paved the way to the official agreement in Washington.

Jaysh al-Inqadh Arab army of deliverance, formed by the Arab
League in 1947.

al-Jihad al-Muqaddas The sacred struggle.



X GLOSSARY

Jujube tree Deciduous tree with red or black fruits that are dried
or eaten fresh as a snack.

October War The fourth Arab-Israeli war, October 1973. Egyptian
and Syrian forces advanced across the Suez Canal and in the Golan
Heights, breaking through Israeli defences. Though later reversed,
these early successes did much to restore Arab morale, which had
suffered since their defeat in the Six Days War of 1967.

Palestine Liberation Front The PLF founded in Beirut in 1961
should not be confused with the present organization of that
name.

Sabra and Shatila Between September 16 and 18, 1982, Phalange
militia groups perpetrated a massacre in the refugee camps of
Sabra and Shatila. The death toll is variously estimated at from
800 to 3,500. The Israeli army surrounding the camps did noth-
ing to prevent this and an International Commission found that
they were involved, directly or indirectly.

al-Saiga  Organization representing the Syrian Ba’th party.

United Arab Republic (UAR) Egypt and Syria joined in a single
state under President Nasser in 1958, and the union lasted until
1961, when Syria seceded. The UAR was associated with North
Yemen, which remained a sovereign state, in the United Arab
States. Egypt continued to be known as the UAR until 1971.



FOREWORD

This story is not an autobiography in the traditional sense — nor is it
even my story, although I am the writer of it and the narrative voice
is mine. This is the story of a people at a certain point in their history,
an ancient people living an ancient homeland, a cradle of civilization,
theater of wars and conflict. It is the story of Palestine and the people
of Palestine between the 1930s and the start of the third millennium.
I was 16 years old when the Palestinians experienced the Nakba, or
catastrophe, of 1948 when their land was usurped and they were
uprooted. Citizen became refugee, homeland became cause.

There is no precedent in history for what Zionism inflicted on
Palestine and the Palestinians, except perhaps what European colo-
nialists did to the native population of the Americas 500 years ago.
Any group of human beings which experiences a crime on this scale,
and lives to tell the tale, is left with marks and scars which are hard
to ignore and impossible to forget. Members of my generation are
the victims of such a crime. What distinguishes those of us who are
still alive is that we are the last of the Palestinians to be blessed with
the memory of life in our homeland and cursed by the bitterness of
life in exile. Each of our lives is identified with that experience. The
story of the homeland became the inseparable story of every one of
its citizens. So this is not one person’s autobiographys; it is the story
of a whole generation, a generation that knew how to stand up to the
hammer blow of fate, how to remain steadfast in the face of adver-
sity and aggression, how to restore its respect, how to continue its
struggle and hold up the banner of liberation and the reinstatement
of inalienable rights. And it also found out how to pass on the legacy
of its memory to children and grandchildren. The memory persists
through some secret bond between people and homeland — perhaps
sustained by Palestine’s unique geography or its place in history.

After this introduction, there are some points I would like to make:
Firstly, throughout my life writing has been both my hobby and my
profession, and my gateway into the world of politics. Therefore, parts
of this book have come not from memory but rather from articles
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that T wrote, statements and speeches I delivered, and interviews I
gave. I have elected to leave these texts in their original form in order
to preserve the integrity of contemporary events and circumstances.
Thus, although the final manuscript was assembled between 2006 and
2007, this book is not the result of a single effort, but rather was
written over a long period of time in many stages.

Secondly, this book is not subject to the conventions or
methodology of academic history, and therefore requires neither objec-
tivity nor impartiality from the author. It is the affirmation of my own
personal experiences as lived by me, under the twin emotional burdens
of exile and revolutionary struggle. Having said that, I have spoken
the truth and stood with a clear conscience on the side of justice.

Thirdly, the events that I have recorded here are just the ones I have
witnessed or experienced personally. However numerous and impor-
tant they may be, these incidents are just a small part of the history
of Palestine in the period we are dealing with. So if any prominent
personalities have been left out, that does not detract from their role
or significance. Everything here is what I know to be true from my
own personal experience, not from testimony of other people. In the
same vein, and while speaking of well-known figures in the Palestin-
ian national movement, I truly believe the real heroes of Palestine — the
ones deserving of all our respect and appreciation — are those men and
women without names, the simple folk who gave up everything for
Palestine and never asked for any recognition or reward, the martyrs,
the prisoners and their families, and those who stayed loyal to them.
During my time, I met two kinds of people — those who gave to Pales-
tine and those who took from it and exploited it. I salute the former
and the latter will have their just deserts on the Day of Judgment.

Finally T would like to apologize in advance to any person, agency,
or organization that may feel aggrieved about being treated harshly
or unfairly by me in this book. As I have already said, I have tried
my hardest to speak the truth as I saw it and only to recount what I
witnessed myself. So if what I have written hurts your feelings in some
way, remember that I have really been quite kind and considerate to
you. In fact I have barely scratched the surface of truth and reality.

The aim of this book, its single objective, is to transfer the
experience of one generation to the next, so that we do not repeat
our mistakes and history does not repeat its tragedies.

Shafiq al-Hout
Beirut, January, 2007



1
JAFFA, MY CITY

I was born in the city of Jaffa in Palestine, on January 13, 1932.
My name is Shafiq, my father’s name was Ibrahim, my mother’s
was Tohfa, and our family name is al-Hout. Two official documents
issued by the British Mandate Government in Palestine bear witness
to these facts: the first is my birth certificate, issued by the Ministry
of Health, and the second my Palestinian passport, No. 212023,
issued by the Immigration and Travel Service.

Neither of these documents is in my possession any more. My
birth certificate I left in the drawer of my desk in our house in Jaffa,
when we had to abruptly leave the city in 1948 under the pressure
of Zionist terrorism. My passport was seized by an Israeli officer
who found it in my desk drawer in our house in Lebanon, when the
Zionists burst into West Beirut in 1982.

(1)

Whenever we had a chance to meet and talk about our memories
of the old days, my mother, who died in 1992, liked to recall the
details of my birth. She said I was born on a rainy day, her labor
pains beginning as the family sat at a low, round table having supper.
Once when I asked her what was on the menu that night, she smiled
and said: “Muloukhia” (Jew’s mallow). And it was only then that I
discovered why I used to sneeze whenever I ate that delicious dish!
My mother used to say that my birth was easy, not because I was
her seventh child, but because I was the first to be delivered with
the help of a licensed midwife. The shadow of that woman, Zainab
Qabbani, remains vivid in my memory. She would frequently drop by
our house, where she delivered all my younger siblings. Her presence
aroused my curiosity as she was the first woman I had ever seen go
around not wearing a veil. Instead of the usual black dress and head
cover, she used to wear a long coat and wrap her hair in a white silk
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scarf. She was also a heavy and unapologetic smoker: indeed she
used to show off by brazenly smoking in public. In those days, the
conflict over clothing was not restricted to the question of whether
or not women should wear veils, but was also about whether men
should abandon the traditional male costume, the kombaz, for West-
ern-style trousers — in other words the conflict was one between Arab
and Western costume. My father remained loyal to his kombaz until
his death in April 1971, although all his younger brothers adopted
the new style. Once I asked my mother about the meaning of a scene
which often came to my mind when I remembered my childhood:
a blooming henna tree beside a well, underneath a dome that was
open to the sky. Above the well a bucket was suspended from a rope
wrapped around a log. She told me that the henna tree and the well
were in the garden of the house where I was born, located in an
alleyway off al-Alem Street, the second most important street in the
Jaffa neighborhood of al-Manshiya. The house was a close by my
father’s shop; he was then a merchant.

Early in the last decade of the nineteenth century, my grandfather,
Salim Youssef al-Hout, traveled from Beirut to Palestine to make
a better living for himself and avoid being conscripted into the
Ottoman army. He settled in the port city of Jaffa, where his older
sister had married a well-known local merchant from the Saber
family. My grandfather enjoyed life in Jaffa, which was becoming
known as the “land of the newcomers,” as it hosted so many
outsiders, including many from other Arab lands and other parts of
Palestine. As his standard of living improved, he became one of the
main orange merchants in town, as well as the mukbtar (an admin-
istrative official) of the quarter where he lived. He acquired a solid
reputation and great popularity, mainly because he used to stamp the
documents required by his fellow citizens at no cost. Owing to his
always detectable Beirut accent, he was known as Salim al-Bayruti
rather than by his real last name. Just before his death at the end of
1948 in the Lebanese town of Souk al-Gharb, which he had chosen
as a summer resort pending his eventual return to Jaffa, he gathered
his sons around him. He told them about his plans for an orange
grove he had planted 18 years earlier, in the village of Kastina, near
the city of Majdal, north of Gaza. He then closed his eyes and passed
away. He was buried in the Bachoura cemetery in Beirut, near his
ancestors, including two noble sheikhs, Mohammad and Abdul
Rahman al-Hout.
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(2)

When I was about five years old, we moved from the house where
I was born to another nearby which had a direct view over al-Alem
Street. Our new home had a large garden with an old mulberry tree
in one corner and a lofty jujube tree in the middle. I shall never forget
my first day at school. I remember that I had been getting ready to
attend the public school, but I ended up, though I do not remember
why, at a private school belonging to the Association of Muslim
Youth, which had been founded in Jaffa in the 1920s and played a
great role in fostering education; however, in Palestine, it was the
public rather than the private schools that had the better reputation,
despite the fact that they were either free or charged only nominal
tuition fees. At any rate, I did not regret what happened. When I sat
for the first-year exam, not only did I pass but I was also promoted
to a more senior class than expected, bypassing an entire academic
year.

It was in our new house overlooking al-Alem Street that I had my
first contact with my “problem” as a Palestinian. I was then around
six. On the dawn of a summer’s day in 1938, I was awakened by
a terrifyingly violent knocking at our door. British soldiers accom-
panied by a Jewish woman recruit rushed in to the house; their
commander ordered my father and my older brothers outside, where
dozens of others were already gathered in an open space. One of the
soldiers signaled to me with his rifle to go and sit on a straw mat
near the garden. I did, but I kept a watchful eye on my mother who
was struggling with the Jewish woman because she was refusing to
be physically searched; the reason was that she had been fasting and
had just finished her ablutions. The soldiers searched through the
house, ripping open mattresses and tipping out oil, rice, grain, and
kerosene together onto the floor, and even pocketing the money that
they found, as well as some of my mother’s wedding jewelry.

After sunset, and after the men had been standing in the burning
sun for many long hours, my father and brothers were finally allowed
to return home. My mother received them warmly and thanked God
for their well-being. But after we were all reunited, and had made
sure the soldiers had left the area, my mother brought out a strange
object from underneath her clothes’ chest that the soldiers had not
found. Addressing my older brothers, Mustafa and Jamal, she asked:
“What is this ... and which one of you does it belong to?”
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“It’s a bomb,” my father said, taking it from her hands, while my
brothers denied any knowledge of it. Yet I knew instinctively that it
belonged to the younger one, Jamal, who was only 14 then. I became
certain of this fact when I saw him weeping silently as he watched
our father sneak out to hide the object away from the house.

That night, I sensed the danger we faced, not just as a family, but
as a nation. I knew that we had a ruthless enemy. But I also realized
that this enemy could be resisted, that there were already people
resisting, and that my brother was one of those. When I woke up the
following morning, I saw Jamal in a new light: he became my mentor
and he was to leave an indelible mark on my life.

From that day on, I had a growing interest in politics and, as I
got older, I began to understand newspaper articles and would follow
radio broadcasts more closely. Whenever I failed to understand
something, I would ask my brother. By that time, World War Two
had erupted, and people used to gather in cafes to listen, carefully
and silently, to the radio news. Occasionally, someone would
whisper a prayer for the victory of Hitler, or Abu al-Nimr (Father
of the Tiger), as some people called him, believing in the maxim
that “my enemy’s enemy is my friend.” I shall never forget the sight
of groups of men sitting around a radio in the cafe near our house
every evening, listening to the news from Ankara. Turkey’s neutrality
allowed it to broadcast news that Arab stations could not. The news
from Berlin, on the other hand, was banned, and anyone found
violating the ban would immediately be dragged off to the detention
camps at Sarafand or Acre.

Two men served as headmasters of the Manshiya Elementary
School for Boys during the five years that I spent there. The first
was a Lebanese man from Sidon, Said Sabbagh, who designed and
drafted atlases that are still in print to this very day. The second was
Jamal al-Alami, a Palestinian from Gaza. Both were extremely stern,
and we used to quake whenever we ran into either of them in the
playground or the classroom, or out on the street. The boys were
often given beatings, and some instructors even became experts in
the selection of the best wood for the purpose, as well as the most
appropriate length and width.

All my elementary school teachers had a salutary influence on me
during that period, yet one of them above all had a particular impact
on me. Zaki al-Dirhalli had an amicable yet firm personality, and
more importantly, he was one of the most famous football players
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in the Islamic Athletic Club of Jaffa. He used to play on the right
wing, and was known by his fans as “the Golden Foot.” He made
training in all kinds of sports enjoyable — especially football — despite
the shortage of equipment and playing fields. Fortunately, though,
there was a spacious deserted area that divided the outskirts of our
quarter of Jaffa from Tel Aviv. This space became a permanent bone
of contention between us and the Jews of Tel Aviv. As if there were
some unwritten agreement imposed by the balance of power, we used
at first to leave the playground to them on Saturday, their weekend
holiday. Later, however, when our team became more organized and
in need of a proper playing field, we cancelled the agreement and no
longer allowed them to monopolize the playground on Saturdays. In
this we were supported by Mr Dirhalli, who believed that the land
was ours and no one else’s. In 1947, he was martyred in a Zionist
terrorist attack on the Jaffa District Court.

(3)

Al-Ameriya was one of the best and most beautiful schools in
Palestine. It was the only government secondary school in the Jaffa
area, and only the top students from local elementary schools could
gain entrance to it. It also recruited the best teachers, who had
graduated from the élite academies of Palestine, as well as the univer-
sities of Egypt and the American University of Beirut. Al-Ameriya,
which T entered when I was twelve years old, was one of the most
significant milestones in my educational and public life.

It had a twin school, al-Zahraa for Girls, which was on the
opposite side of the street. The building was painted the same green
as my school, with the same yellow porcelain sign hanging over the
gate and the same style of fence surrounding it with orange and
lemon trees. No doubt this proximity was a major incentive for us to
start talking about that “other sex” hiding behind the fence. It was
the beginning of adolescence, with all of the changes, transitions,
curiosity, and problems that normally accompany this phase in one’s
life. Unfortunately, there was no educational counselor, no therapist,
and not even a useful textbook to help satisfy our natural curiosity.

One day we came across a book in the school library entitled The
Old Mawn’s Return to His Youth, which delved into sexual matters
more graphically than some of today’s pornographic magazines. It
may be part of our Arabic literary heritage, but I have no idea how
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it ever made its way into the school’s collection. When the librarian
found us eagerly perusing it, he confiscated it.

Our homes were no less conservative than our schools. The
only way for adolescents to learn about sex was from one another.
Sometimes we would consult with older and more mature friends.
At other times we would entice some rascal to provoke a religion
or Islamic law teacher into broaching the subject in class. T recall
one of those teachers who used to occasionally engage in something
approaching free speech. When asked embarrassing questions posed
by young men in the earliest awareness of sexual instinct, he would
fidget and then say in a trembling tone: “Boys, there should be
no timidity when it comes to religion.” He would then haltingly
elaborate on what is permitted by our religion and what is not, but
with no physiological, psychological, or social explanation for these
rules. This restricted sexual education did little to eliminate our
obsessions and fears regarding a number of matters that were in dire
need of explanation.

Icanremember atleast four of these worries. The first was masturba-
tion, and what was being said about the dangers of this “secret” habit.
The second was gonorrhea (fortunately penicillin had become available
following the end of World War Two in 1945). The third was syphilis,
whose reputation was terrifying, similar to that of AIDS nowadays. And
the fourth was homosexuality, warnings against which were delivered
with the utmost severity, as it was considered illegitimate, shameful,
and the source of all terminal diseases. We used to ostracize anyone
suspected of being gay. Had our religion teacher at the time imagined
that the day would come when homosexuality would become legal and
even acceptable, he would have pulled out what was left of his hair and
declared it signified the end of the world.

Not only did al-Ameriya reflect the country’s social reality, it also
reflected its national character, as it was the most prestigious of all
Jaffa’s schools. It was a crucible that could galvanize the masses and
incite the people to rebel against the British—Zionist alliance so as
to vanquish colonialism and prevent the establishment of a national
homeland for the Jews on Palestinian soil. There were several reasons
for this which I shall carefully note, lest I be accused of being too
biased towards Jaffa and my school.

The first reason for the school’s influence was Jaffa’s geographic
proximity to Tel Aviv; whenever an Arab would slap or stab a Jew,
or vice versa, the city would become immediately mobilized. Rallies
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Photo 1 Graduates of al-Ameriyah school in Jaffa (1947). Al-Hout is
standing in the middle, wearing a dark shirt and a beige Jacket.

and demonstrations would be launched, and calls for struggle and
opposition intensified. The second reason was Jaffa’s position as the
center of the Palestinian press. This gave the city a pioneering role
in the orientation of the nation. The third reason was that, unlike
other Arab cities whose élite families, with their wealth or inherited
feudal power, monopolized political life, Jaffa’s political decision
makers were the masses, with students and laborers at the forefront.
The fourth reason was that several schoolteachers, particularly in
al-Ameriya, were intellectuals who had an important role to play in
political life.

The influence of several of these teachers was felt strongly by
my generation. Shafiq Abu Gharbieh, from Hebron, used to teach
English and Latin. He showed us around the country and introduced
us to places we had never visited, taking us either on foot or by
bicycle. Not once did a lecture of his exclude some aspect or another
of the national issues. He fell as a martyr while wiring a bomb which
he was planning to deliver to his comrades in Hebron.

I also recall Abdallah al-Rimawi and Ahmad al-Sabe’, who were
close friends, sharing the same pan-Arab views, and who went on
to join the Arab Ba’th Party. Both were graduates of the American
University of Beirut, and together they contributed to the formation
of our personalities and helped shape our political convictions.
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Then there was Zuhdi Jar-Allah, a critical history instructor, who,
though he did not always impress us with his own views, used to
arouse our curiosity and instill skepticism in our minds, so we would
not take any statement or rumor at face value.

I cannot forget Hasan al-Dabbagh, whose influence on us was
both academic and behavioral: his concern was to make us into
men who were qualified to deal with the future. He was particu-
larly interested in planning ahead, and he thought that although the
country might have enough fighting men, it surely was still in need
of thousands of scholars and specialists.

(4)

There were a number of sports, social, and cultural clubs in Jaffa.
The club that provided us with the means to carry out patriotic activi-
ties was the Islamic Youth Club. We used to gather there to make
plans, prepare placards and flags, and make phone contact with other
student representatives in order to coordinate rallies, agree on slogans,
and so on. It was from there that we founded the first Palestinian
students’ union. The principal driver behind the initiative was Ibrahim
Abu Lughod, who went on to become Professor of Political Science at
Northwestern University, and the rest of us were his assistants.

We later found out that the club had played a major role in orga-
nizing the Arab Palestinian resistance, some of whose members fell
in the battlefield, while others joined the Jaysh al-Inqadh, or Arab
army of deliverance.

The municipality of Jaffa played an important role in the development
of the city. It was presided over by four distinguished chairmen, who
were, in order: Assem Beik Said, Omar Bitar, Abdul Raouf Bitar, and Dr
Youssef Haykal. In his second term, Dr Haykal was elected rather than
appointed to his position, thereby setting an important precedent.

I actually remember this election, which offered an occasion to
hold patriotic festivals. The candidates would rush to build good
relationships with the charismatic mufti of Jerusalem, Hajj Amin
al-Husseini, who at that time resided in Egypt. According to his
opponents, Dr Haykal’s election victory would have been impossible
had he not been appointed as chairman of the municipality earlier,
because he was not associated with Hajj Amin al-Husseini, as other
chairmen were.

Actually, the liveliest aspect of life in Jaffa was its journalism,
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and in my generation certain journalists and men of literature
and poetry attained great prominence and fame. Among them
were Rashad al-Bibi, Mahmoud al-Afghani, Mahmoud al-Hout,
Kanaan Abu Khadra, owner of al-Sha’b (The People) newspaper,
Ibrahim al-Shanti, owner of al-Difaa (The Defense) newspaper, and
Hashem al-Sabe’, the sharp-tongued owner of al-Sareeh (The Frank)
newspaper. Indisputably, Jaffa was the center of the Arab Palestinian
press: al-Difaa, Falasteen, al-Sha’b, al-Sirat al-Mustageem (The
Straight Path), and al-Wihda (Unity) were all published there. Those
newspapers were considered among the most important in the Arab
world, second only to the Egyptian press.

Another interesting thing about my ancestral city was that while all of
the many Palestinian political parties had their headquartersin Jerusalem,
the Communist Party’s headquarters was in Jaffa. The Communists were
well known for their deeply rooted history in Palestine. They included
men like Fouad Nassar, Emil Touma, Rushdi Shahin, Mukhles Amr, and
others, who held regular educational seminars to stimulate democratic
dialogue, and always made sure to invite us students. Sometimes we
would help them selling their newspaper al-Ittibad (Union), which is in
print in Haifa to this day.

(3)

By the academic year of 1947-48, my classmates and I had reached
the Fourth Secondary, the last class before the final matriculation
exams which would qualify us to enter college at the sophomore
level. Passing these examinations was not easy and the odds were
against success even during times of normality, let alone during such
troubled times as we lived, with the country entering a state of war.

Following some preliminary basic training, many of us began to
carry weapons. Young men joined groups in the quarter or street
where they lived, and the leader of each group would assign the guard
shifts. Most weapons were light — rifles or submachine guns. You could
sometimes see a group of five or six boys carrying a motley collec-
tion of old equipment, including Ottoman, English, German, and
even Italian weapons. The most common submachine guns were the
Sten gun, which we used to manufacture locally, and the Thompson
submachine gun, or tommy gun. Some of us left Jaffa and joined the
Jaysh al-Ingadh in Damascus, where some became professional soldiers
and integral members of the Syrian army following the 1948 Nakba,
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or catastrophe. These men eventually became the nucleus of the first
command of the Palestine Liberation Army.

At that time, we were not aware that our leaders lacked wisdom,
and that those in charge were at best incapable or lacked the means
to undertake wise and effective leadership. For example, Abdul
Qader al-Husseini, the brave and accomplished leader of al-Jihad
al-Mugaddas (the sacred struggle), was turned away by the military
committee of the Arab League in Damascus. He nevertheless decided to
go on fighting with his men with whatever weapons they had at hand,
although the balance of power was stacked against them. He fought
until his martyrdom in the battle of al-Qastal, on April 8, 1948.

I do not wish to judge too harshly the members of the National
Committee who were in charge of Jaffa, as most of them had good
intentions and reputations, people like Hajj Khaled al-Farkh, Kamel
al-Dajani, Ahmad Abdul Rahim, Hajj Ahmad Abu Laban. The
problem was that both their qualifications and their abilities were
limited, and they had few resources.

There was no military operations center, no media office, not even
an official spokesman. We would read in the press that a battalion
of the deliverance army would be arriving in a day or two, with
thousands of properly armed Arab volunteers. The day would come,
and instead of an army we would see 20 men led by a determined
but ultimately impotent commander.

The bitterness I feel now in revealing these shameful truths
does not prevent me from recognizing that the people of the Arab
nations were different from their leaders. Throughout the decades,
there has not been a single Arab nation whose members have not
shed their blood for Palestine. Also, I must acknowledge the role
of the Muslim fighters who came from various countries, especially
Bosnian Muslims from Yugoslavia. I actually saw a group of those
freedom fighters in the main square near our house in Manshiya, and
I am still impressed when I remember their heroic fighting, their skill,
courage, and religious faith. They were professional soldiers, some of
whom elected to remain in Palestine even after the war.

However, the enemy knew all the details of our daily lives and
they knew how to use that knowledge in their psychological warfare.
The massacre of Deir Yassin was accompanied by incessant Zionist
propaganda that instilled the spirit of defeat. At the same time, the
Zionists began random and deliberate artillery shelling of residential
areas, thereby intensifying fear and terror among the Palestinians.
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Despite the gravity of the situation, Jaffa remained proudly
steadfast until all her means of resistance were exhausted. I still
remember the day I heard women’s cries of joy and children’s
songs when some laborers from the Palestinian Casting Company
succeeded in manufacturing a weapon with which to counter the
Zionist mortar batteries. They called it the “mine launcher,” and
carried it around the city in an attempt to raise morale among the
inhabitants. In the event, this weapon was never used successfully;
on the contrary it caused the death of several members of the launch
crews and so production was stopped.

During the month of April, political, military, and security
circumstances deteriorated dramatically, and the daily pressures
and difficulties increased. As far as we matriculation students were
concerned, the most important challenge was to pass the final exams,
whose date had been moved forward from June by the government.
This decision was due to Britain’s determination to end its mandate
and withdraw from Palestine on May 15, 1948.

My patience and endurance were further put to the test: at noon
on 2 April, I was shocked to learn of the martyrdom of my brother
and mentor Jamal, who was then 24. At first I could not believe the
news, although we had all been aware of the major role he played in
the resistance movement. He was then the leader of an underground
group which specialized in planting mines and bombs on the roads
that linked Zionist settlements over a wide area. He had often been
exposed to counter-attacks and more than once he had been injured
and his car damaged. The leader of all the underground groups was
a Sudanese officer, known as Tareq the African.

I shall never forget the friends who stood by me during those terrible
moments following my brother’s death, especially my oldest friend
Ibrahim Abu Lughod, who insisted that I carry on with my exams.

The day after Jamal’s martyrdom, I had to sit for the Arabic Exam:
it took place in one of the halls of the Fréres School on al-Ajami
Street. The senior proctor in the hall was my uncle, Mahmoud
al-Hout, who was an inspector in the Board of Education.

I opened the exam paper and read the questions: we had to pick
out one title out of three and write an essay about it. One of the three
options read: “Write about an event that shocked you.” T couldn’t
believe my eyes. It felt as if the subject had been specially selected for
me. I looked towards my uncle, who was somehow hiding his eyes
behind his black-rimmed spectacles. My seat was next to the window
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overlooking the street; and I started to watch the casket that was
wrapped in the flag of Palestine, carried by a crowd of angry men.

After I managed to get something down on the paper, Ibrahim and
I rushed to bid farewell to my dead brother, who was buried in the
red soil of the hill overlooking the Mediterranean shore. Ironic as
it may sound, this very cemetery, which was later locked up by the
Israelis, was opened again in 2001, under public pressure, to receive
a Palestinian from Jaffa who had refused to be buried outside his
homeland, after living in exile for more than 50 years. This lover of
Jaffa was none other than the dear friend of my childhood, maturity,
and old age: Ibrahim Abu Lughod.

(6)

On April 23, 1948, T was on the deck of the Greek ship Dolores,
heading from Jaffa to Beirut.

I picked a spot in the prow, and began talking to myself like a
madman, wondering aloud what had happened to us and why, whether
we would ever make a return trip from the journey we were now
making, or whether this was going to be a last, farewell journey.

No way! No way was this going to be a farewell to Jaffa. It couldn’t
be anything more than a short vacation. Had it been otherwise my father
would not have made sure that our departure was entirely legal. The first
thing he had done was to get us all a visa from the Lebanese Consulate,
signed by the Consul, Edmund Roque. Had it been otherwise, we would
not have left behind all the young men in the family capable of carrying
guns: my brothers, cousins, and several others.

No doubt we would be going back. Two or three weeks at the
most and we would be back. Beirut was not unfamiliar to me: we
frequently used to visit our relatives there and spend our summers in
the Lebanese mountains, always returning to Jaffa in the end.

No doubt we would be going back, as we had gone back so many
times before, and Jaffa would be waiting for us. The boat would
lead us back to our city near the spring known as Sabil Abu Nabut,
surrounded by boundless orange groves.

Yet this time things seemed different. With my eyes fixed on Jaffa
and its historic port, I watched sadly as the city gradually but inexo-
rably faded into the di