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“Fatima stood by the car which would take us away.
For all her efforts at self-control, tears were coursing
down her cheeks. | clung to the material of her caftan
but she gently disengaged my. fingers ...

“Like a body prematurely buried, unmourned,
without coffin or ceremony, our hasty, untidy exit from
Jerusalem was no way to have said goodbye to our
home, our country and all that'we knew and loved.”

The war that ended with the establishment of the State
of Israel compelled Ghada Karmi's: family to leave
Jerusalem when she was a child - to live, ironically
enough, in Golders Green, a well-known Jewish area
of London. Her attempts at assimilation into English
society were gradually thwarted by both internal and
external influences: her mother’s efforts at replicating
Palestinian social customs in a London household,
which she found increasingly frustrating, and political
events in the world she had left — the Suez crisis and
the 1967 Arab-lIsraeli war in particular — which
prompted a growing sense of Arab identity and a re-
examination of her sense of belonging in Britain. In the
1970s, this disillusionment was channelled into political
activism; she established Palestine Action in London
and became a regular visitor to the Middle East,
meeting Yasser Arafat and PLO officials, but still, as a
Westernised Arab woman, she never quite fitted in.
Returning to Jerusalem in the 1990s to find the house
where she was born, the author must face an
unpalatable truth about herself ...

In Search of Fatima is an intimate and powerful
narrative, in which the Israel-Palestine conflict is
presented, unusually, from the point of view of a
Palestinian woman. A reflection of the author’s personal
experiences of displacement, loss and nostalgia, it
speaks also for the millions of people all over the world
whose lives are forever suspended between the old
and the new.




BIO KARMI
Karmi, Ghada
In search of Fatima

1{ O3

31111021517477 BEL-TIB

Cat. # 55 137 001




] ]
e 05 ¢ e
u l'_l

‘ 1
M

] K
[I 1'.IIL iﬂ]
X S | B
II. l' 1 |.| Lo
n - .



























Acknowledgements

This book could not have been written without the generous help of
my family, whose memories of events before 1948 were indispensable.
I wish especially to commend in this respect my father and my sister
Siham, but also my brother Ziyad and my cousins Zuhair and Aziza
Karmi. I am also grateful to the late Mrs Leila Mantoura and members
of her family. Many others, both inside and outside the family, helped
also with their reminiscences of particular events and I am grateful to
all of them. Any errors of fact or omission are entirely mine.

I am grateful to Iradj Bagherzade and Adel Kamal for their highly
professional and painstaking editing of the manuscript. My thanks are
due also to Jane Hindle and everyone at Verso Press for making the
book become a reality. I owe a special debt of gratitude to Tariq Ali,
whose initial interest and enthusiasm for the book set the ball rolling.

Critical and editorial work on the manuscript, which helped me in
innumerable ways, was offered with unstinting generosity by several
people to whom I owe special thanks: Karen Armstrong, George Joffe
and Tim Llewellyn, whose help was invaluable in the later stages of



X Acknowledgements

the book. Many others encouraged and sustained me through the
difficulties of writing this memoir with practical advice and useful
suggestions: Gill Emberson, Cleeve and Barbara Mathews; Trevor
Mostyn, Julia Hamilton, Alexandra Campbell, Selina Mills, Shelby
Tucker, and other members of our reading group. Mrs Maureen
Elliott gave me considerable self-confidence in the early stages and I
am grateful to her and also to Amy Henderson who did much the
same later on.

I am especially appreciative of the efforts of Hisham el Solh, Sami
Alami and Bassam Aburdene in supporting the project and for their
faith in me. I would also like to thank Adel Kamal and Said Aburish
for their encouragement and help.

Edward Said has a special place in the genesis of this book for his
marvellously inspiring support and friendship.

Last but not least, I owe enormous gratitude to my daughter,
Salma, whose youthful enthusiasm and excitement about the book
kept me going through many times of despondency and frustration.









Prologue

April 1948

A mighty crash that shook the house. Something — a bomb, a mortar,
a weapons’ store? — exploded with a deafening bang. The little girl
could feel it right inside her head. She put her hands to her ears and
automatically got down onto the cold tiled floor of their iwan with the
rest, as they had learned to do. Shootings, the bullets whistling around
the windows and ricocheting against the walls of the empty houses
opposite, followed immediately.

“Hurry up! Hurry up!” The danger in the air was palpable.

The taxi stood waiting outside, its doors open, to take them away
to where she did not want to go. The little girl wanted to stay right
here at home with Rex and Fatima, playing in the garden, jumping
over the fence into the Muscovite’s house next door, seeing her friends
return, even restarting school, now closed since Christmas. Doing all
the familiar things, which had made up the fabric of her young life.
Not this madness. Not this abandoning of everything she knew and
loved.
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“Get into the car! Quickly!” A brief lull in the fighting. They must
hurry, pack their two cases and the eight of them somehow into the
taxi. The driver kept urging them to hurry. He was frightened and
clearly anxious to get out of their perilous, bullet-ridden street. Rex
could not come with them. He must stay behind. She held his furry
body tightly against her and stroked his long soft ears. She wanted to
say, “Please don’t worry. It’s only for a week. They said so. You'll be
fine and we’ll be back.”

But she knew somehow that it wasn’t true. Despite her parents’
assurances, a dread internal voice told her so.

“Ghada! Come on, come on, please!” Rex inside the iron garden
gate, she outside. The house with its empty veranda shuttered and
closed, secretive and already mysterious, as if they had never lived
there and it had never been their home. The fruit trees in the garden
stark against the early morning sky.

Every nerve and fibre of her being raged against her fate, the
cruelty of leaving that she was powerless to avert. She put her palms
up against the gate and Rex started barking and pushing at it, thinking
she was coming in. Her mother dragged her away and pushed her into
the back seat of the taxi onto Fatima’s lap. The rest got in and
Muhammad banged the car doors shut. She twisted round, kneeling,
to look out of the back window.

Another explosion. The taxi, which had seen better days, revved
loudly and started to move off. But through the back window, a
terrible sight which only she could see. Rex had somehow got out,
was standing in the middle of the road. He was still and silent, staring
after their retreating car, his tail stiff, his ears pointing forward.

With utter clarity, the little girl saw in that moment that he knew

what she knew, that they would never meet again.









One

On a cold autumnal day I stood with my mother, sister and brother in
London airport. It was not then called Heathrow. “Oscar Wilde”
were the only two English words I knew because one of the books in
my father’s library had borne this title, and when I was seven, he
taught me to read the English alphabet.

It was September 1949 and I was nine years old. I didn’t know
exactly why we had come to London, or how long we would stay. In
fact, I knew very little about anything. We were waiting for my father
to meet us and I thought that that was why we had come, to see him
again. The BOAC propeller plane we came on had taken all night to
get us from Damascus to London and we had stopped in Malta on the
way. Such new places, such new experiences for me who had hardly
been anywhere before. The airport was a daunting place; it had
immense halls with polished floors, vinyl and wood, which was the
strangest sight of all. In Palestine, floors were tiled or made of stone.
And there was such a crush of people, strangers pushing, rushing,
jostling. Until then, I had never been anywhere in my life where I did
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not know any single person. Even when we went to the big souk in
Damascus, which was the nearest thing to London airport that I had
ever experienced, we had gone with the rest of the family and some of
the neighbours as well. The people here looked different to the people
I was used to. They were taller and bigger and had pale skins. The
men didn’t have moustaches and I wondered why none of the women
seemed to be pregnant; I could see no swollen bellies anywhere. Not
like Palestine.

We had not seen our father for over a year, not since he had left us
in Damascus in my grandfather’s house. I missed him terribly at first.
Then I somehow began to forget about him. Everything was so
strange in Damascus. It wasn’t where we normally lived, and we
scarcely knew our grandparents, although my mother had been born
and bred in Damascus. But I don’t think she was ever happy there and
was glad to leave for Palestine when she married. “I never thought the
day would come when I would be relieved to come back here,” she
had said on our arrival in Damascus. “I don’t know what we would
have done without my parents to turn to at this terrible time.”

And indeed it had been a terrible time, so terrible that T have
blotted many of its most painful moments out of my consciousness.
The troubles in Palestine started even before I was born, such that my
childhood (and indeed that of my brother and sister, who were both
older) was overshadowed by the great political events which were
happening around us in Palestine and in the world beyond. For a long
time, we did not understand their significance, nor why we, an
obscure Middle Eastern people, and our country, an undeveloped,
backward place, should have been chosen to play such an important
role in the affairs of the world.

My life began some two months after the start of the Second World
War. Later, my mother added this historical coincidence to her list of
reasons for not having wanted to have me, or indeed any child, just
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then. Of course, this was not an unfamiliar situation for the women of
Palestine at that time. Without contraception or access to abortion,
many a woman was desperate not to add yet another mouth to feed on
top of her already large family. But in my mother’s case, where
poverty was not a factor, there was another reason. Life in Palestine
was very troubled at the time and no place, my mother said, to bring
up a child. Hardly a day went by when there was not a shooting in the
street or news of an ambush somewhere in the country. No one felt
safe. “If it wasn’t Jews after us, it was the British and finally other
Palestinians as well.”

Despite my mother’s reluctance, I was eventually delivered at the
government maternity hospital in Jerusalem, with the help of Dr
Hajjar, her gynaecologist.

“Come on, Um Ziyad,” he told her. “Cheer up. The troubles won’t
last for ever and things will be normal again.” Um Ziyad is how my
mother was known; it literally means “mother of Ziyad”, after the
name of her eldest son, my brother Ziyad, and is a usual form of
address in the Levant for a woman once she has given birth to a boy;
correspondingly, my father was known as “Abu Ziyad”, father of
Ziyad.

I was born possibly on November 19, 1939. I say possibly because
my exact date of birth is not known. My mother had only an
approximate memory of it — “it was winter, I know that.”” This is not
as odd as it might seem because birthdays were traditionally not
important in the Arab world. They were never usually celebrated in
any way and certainly not with parties or presents. It was only in more
modern times and with the advent of Westernisation that people
began to adopt the foreign way of marking birthdays (accompanying
which has appeared an absurd Arabic rendition of “Happy birthday to
you” complete with the original tune and a rough translation of the
words). Neither my mother nor my father knew their exact dates of
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birth, which were not registered. They should have been because the
Ottoman authorities, who ruled Palestine when they were both born,
required all births to be notified. But it was not the custom and my
grandparents did not bother. This could be an advantage, allowing my
mother to make herself younger than she was without fear of con-
tradiction.

The British authorities who had succeeded the Ottomans, on the
other hand, rigorously registered my birth (and those of my brother
and sister). When she left the hospital, my mother collected my birth
certificate which had my full name on it, in English, Arabic and
Hebrew (Palestine’s three official languages, as decreed under the
British Mandate): Ghada Hasan Karmi, after the name of my father in
accordance with Arab custom. It was blue in colour and she kept it
with all the family documents in the drawer of my father’s desk in our
sitting room. She also put our photographs as babies and toddlers, and
then as schoolchildren, in an album in the same drawer. She liked to
keep them safe in our father’s desk, but in the agitation and chaos of
fleeing from Jerusalem, she left them behind. “How could I have
remembered to take them?” she said afterwards guiltily. “All T could
think of was what clothes to pack for the five of us.”

And there, I suppose, they remained until the Jewish family which
was moved by the Israeli authorities into our empty house found them
and, for all I know, threw them away. So, I never got to see how my
birth certificate looked or what my exact date of birth was, nor any of
my childhood photographs either. For many years, the first photo-
graph of myself I ever saw dated from when I was eight, taken after
we had left Palestine for Syria. (Much later, one or two other
childhood photographs turned up in my uncle Taleb’s possession.)
There 1 was with my brother, my sister, our mother and our uncle
Taleb, all looking posed and neatly arranged before the camera.
Whenever I looked at it as a child, I used to think that my real life
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only started with that photograph. What went before left no record
and had no reality except in my dreams.

On Christmas Eve, when I was only a few weeks old and while my
mother was attempting to breast-feed me, shocking news came to our
house. My eldest uncle Mahmoud, who was only fifty years old and
had eight children, had been shot dead in Beirut. He was returning
home at night when a masked man jumped up at him from beneath the
stairs leading to his flat. It was dark and the lights were not working.
“Are you Mahmoud?”’ the man demanded. “Yes,” replied my uncle
unsuspectingly. Whereupon the man shot him twice in the chest. No
one heard it happen, as the family lived at the top of an apartment
block. But the police caught the assassin and he subsequently con-
fessed that he had been sent by Hajj Amin al-Husseini to kill him
because my uncle did not support his camp, of which he made no
secret since he was a journalist and rather outspoken.” Once before, in
1937 when he and his family lived in Nablus, Hajj Amin’s men had
come for my uncle. He fled just in time, leaving his eldest son, my
cousin Zuhair, behind to look after the family. “So, they took me
instead!”” said Zuhair. “I was only fourteen, but they didn’t care. They
said, “We'll take you hostage and get your father that way.” They
pushed me up on a horse behind one of them and took me to their
encampment outside the town. I was terrified, but I soon saw they
were only a group of peasants, like our own peasants in Tulkarm, and

' At this time, there were two major Palestinian political parties in Palestine, one led by Hajj Amin al-
Husseini, the Grand Mufti of Jerusalem and head of the Supreme Muslim Council, and the other by
Raghib al-Nashashibi, the mayor of Jerusalem. Both aimed, but in different ways, to halt Jewish
immigration into Palestine, which they feared would lead to a Jewish takeover of the country. The
Nashashibis believed in a negotiated agreement mediated through the British, but the Husseinis rejected
all negotiations. Their disagreement on method led to bitter enmity and internecine fighting between the
two sides.
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I didn’t feel afraid any more. They kept me for two weeks and I think
they felt sorry for what they had to do.”

Another of my uncles, Abdul-Ghani, also a journalist and also
opposed to Hajj Amin, whom he openly accused of being a British
agent, had barely escaped an assassination attempt a few months
before. Another man had been killed by mistake for him and he had
taken to living in Tel Aviv where the Mufti’s men could not reach
him. “Why don’t they fight the Jews instead of each other?” cried my
mother. “God forbid that it should be you next,” she said to my
father. “I still haven’t forgotten what happened last year.”

A year before I was born, a man had come to our house. My
mother had opened the door to him because it was safer — no one was
after harming the women. He asked to see my father in a strange
voice. He looked a rough sort of man, and when he came into the
light, she could see that he had a bandoleer strapped around his chest.
But before she could do anything, my father came out and the man
suddenly said, “I was sent here to kill you by Hajj Amin’s men. But
God help me, I can’t go through with it. You have nothing to fear
from me.”

This did not reassure my father, who was thoroughly alarmed.
That very night he moved out, leaving my mother, sister and brother
behind, and took refuge in the YMCA. This was nearer to his
workplace, which was in the Russian Compound complex on the Jaffa
Road and meant that he could take cover quickly if he had to. “For a
while,” my mother said, “he couldn’t even come to visit us at home
because he knew they were waiting for him.” In order for them to see
each other, he would have to go to the house of Muhammad Kamal,
his cousin, which was in Qatamon and a safe distance away from the
area controlled by Hajj Amin. And my mother would take my sister
Siham and brother Ziyad and meet him there at night. She was a
courageous, capable woman, but these stolen meetings and the danger
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my father was in taxed even her strength. Women did not normally
expect to have to fend for themselves, there were no “single parents”
in our society, and she started to feel the burden of bewilderment and
insecurity. She sometimes wondered if it would ever end.

For, if life in Palestine was turbulent at the time of my birth, it was
worse in the years which immediately preceded it. From 1936 to 1939,
the Palestinian protests against the policies of the British Mandate
authorities who governed Palestine were at their height. The uprising
began with the General Strike calling for the suspension of Jewish
immigration, which had reached alarming proportions. The whole
country came to a standstill for six months. The British ended it by
force. Its leaders were executed and hundreds of others were impri-
soned. But even then the protests and violence continued, and what
had started as a strike turned into a full-scale rebellion. Well over
3,000 Palestinians were killed in three years. Even decades later, my
father could barely bring himself to speak of that time. Everyone
thought they could see what the British were doing. They seemed
determined to let more and more Jews into the country and stamp out
any resistance. People became frightened, but their leaders could not
agree on a common strategy to defeat either the Jews or the British.
The rebellion involved enormous sacrifice for everyone; people were
actually starving. But it came to nothing in the end. Jewish immi-
gration continued and so, perhaps in frustration, the Palestinian lea-
ders turned on each other and ordinary people like my parents paid
the price.

In order to control the situation, the British brought into Palestine
the much-dreaded rarwig (round-up). This was a pernicious practice
used by the authorities to root out Palestinian resistance fighters and
to search for hidden arms. It formed some of my mother’s bitterest
memories of that time. “They would suddenly swoop down without
warning and then round up all the men they suspected.” At that time,
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our family lived in the Old City near the Palestine Archaeological
Museum. “The soldiers would suddenly come and bang on all the
doors with their rifles, looking for the men. They didn’t care if they
were guilty or innocent. They just dragged them out of the houses
and rounded them up like animals. Then they took them off for
questioning.” They dragged my father away one day, and when she
screamed her protests at the doorstep, the squad sergeant barked at
her to shut up.

My father never spoke of the humiliation and the shame of these
incidents. How depressing, I thought when I heard this, the selfsame
brutalities, sickeningly re-enacted under every occupation and by
every military regime and practised in identical fashion by Israelis on
Palestinians today. And how strange and almost unbelievable to hear
such terrible things said about the British, so many of whom I later
grew to love and respect when I went to live among them.

My sister Siham learned to fear the British soldiers from a very
young age. In the summer of 1935, when she was just four and our
mother was expecting my brother Ziyad, the two of them saw British
soldiers suddenly arrive in an army truck and spill out into the garden
of the house opposite with rifles at the ready. Leaving Siham behind to
look fearfully on at the armed men trampling the flowerbeds as they
ran towards the house, my mother came out onto the street to find that
they had surrounded the whole building. They had come to arrest
Talaat al-Seifi, a good friend of my father, who lived there. When
she realised this she rushed forward, but one of the soldiers turned
round and, thrusting his rifle butt in her face, shoved her back into the
house, trembling and shaken. For years afterwards, she swore that it
was the terror of that occasion which gave Ziyad his bad childhood
eczema.

One day, when my sister was seven years old, the soldiers came
again to our road. They rounded up every adult they could find,
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including our mother, herded them together and cordoned them off at
the end of the road. My father was at work and only my sister was left
behind at home. As the soldiers marched my mother out, she shouted
to Siham to tell them we had nothing in the house but books and not
to search us. She said this because soldiers on such occasions were
known to barge into people’s houses, kicking furniture around and
knocking things over. They particularly targeted the storage areas
where people kept their staple foods like flour and sugar and olive oil.
After a visit from the army, a kitchen floor would be left swimming in
muddy puddles of oil and rice and flour. My mother lived in dread of
this happening to us. Each year, she spent much money and effort to
prepare and store our winter provision. To stand by and watch
helplessly while the soldiers trampled over them with their great,
heavy boots was a nightmare many of her friends had suffered and she
prayed to avoid.

My father was an avid reader and book collector even then, and he
kept several chests full of books in our house. These would have
looked suspicious to a soldier searching for hidden arms, and indeed
the man who came to our house suddenly stopped in his tracks and
started to poke at them with his rifle. Siham was terrified and stuttered
that the chests only contained English books. She stressed the word
“English”, thinking to placate him. He spoke a little broken Arabic
and seemed to understand her. He tried to pat her head, but she shrank
away in terror. He shrugged and turned to leave, virtually colliding
with my mother who had broken through the cordon and was running
towards the house screaming for fear that Stham was being murdered.
She had grabbed another soldier who was standing outside by his
jacket, oblivious of his heavy rifle, and was crying in the few English
words she could muster, “Baby! My baby!” and pointing at our house.
The man shook her off and strode inside our front door. Seeing my
sister, he burst out laughing, “Good God, missus! Call that a baby?”
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My mother sighed deeply, remembering. “Is it any wonder that I
didn’t want to bring a child into a world like that?”

Poooy

My uncle’s body was taken from Beirut back to Palestine and to the
town of Tulkarm for burial. This was because our family originates
from Tulkarm, hence our name of Karmi (Arabic surnames often
derive from their place of origin). It was then a small town, situated in
the middle of Palestine halfway between Lydda and Haifa and to the
north-west of Jerusalem. (Today, it is designated as being in the West
Bank of the River Jordan and was from 1967 until 1995 under Israeli
military occupation.)

My mother did not want to go to the funeral because she was
breast-feeding me and could not take me with her. Also, for some time
she had had her eye on a bedroom suite which was on sale at a store
on the Jaffa Road in the commercial part of Jerusalem. The owner of
the shop was a German Jew, who had immigrated recently to
Palestine and was not doing well, which was strange because many of
his fellow Jewish immigrants received generous help from the British
Mandate government and prospered. As an English official in my
father’s department once quipped, “The Jews used to say they came
here to help their brethren. But from what I can see, the majority of
them are not so much doing good as doing well!”” This sort of remark,
my father said, was typical of the anti-Semitism so common amongst
British officials in Palestine at the time.

My mother had managed to beat the shopkeeper down to a bargain
price of £30 for the whole suite and was to take him the money and
make her purchase. But my father said she had to do her duty and
come with him to Tulkarm for the funeral. So, she dropped both me
and the suite, and by the time she came back to Jerusalem, it had been
sold.
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In her absence, I had to drink diluted cow’s milk with aniseed to
make it more digestible. Our doctor advised that I should get
accustomed to cow’s milk as soon as possible, because in these
troubled times, he said, powdered milk might run out. My mother had
no one to leave us with because none of her family in Damascus could
come to Jerusalem nor could any of our family in Tulkarm on account
of my uncle’s funeral. So she left us in Fatima’s charge for seven days,
“which was wonderful”, said Siham years later, “because we could do
what we liked and we loved Fatima. You cried a lot which was
annoying and Ziyad said, why don’t they send you back to the hos-
pital. But we were happy all the same.”

Fatima would put my milk in a concave glass bottle with two
rubber teats at either end of it which she warmed over a small spirit-
lamp. How antiquated such a device would seem to us nowadays, but
nothing better was to be had at the time. Fatima did not normally live
with us, but she had to move in on this occasion while our parents
were in Tulkarm. Of course I did not know at that stage what Fatima
meant to us children or what she would come to signify for me
personally, how the precious memory of her after 1948 would merge
with the rest of my irrecoverable childhood. To my mother, she was
merely a hard-working village woman who cleaned our house and
helped her with the cooking. It was usual then for the better-off
Palestinian families in the cities to employ peasant men and women
(fellahin) to do domestic work. For my mother, who came from a
modest background, servants would have been an unthinkable luxury
while she was growing up. However, having married a man with a
reputable position and a promising career, she could now enjoy the
advantages of her status.

Fatima al-Basha, as was her full name, lived in the village of al-
Maliha, some three miles to the south-west of Jerusalem. In her early
teens she had been married off to a man who treated her badly and
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from whom she escaped back to her parents whenever she could. She
had two daughters by him and at some point he had either died or
abandoned her, we never knew. When she came to work for us, she
was about forty years old and lived with her children in the village
close to her brother Muhammad. My father found him a job as a
caretaker at the Umariyya school where Ziyad went. Each day, when
he finished his work there, he would come over to tend our garden
and do odd jobs.

Fatima’s other brother had gone to South America to join the
growing community of Palestinians and Syrians who had been emi-
grating there since the end of the nineteenth century. Many of these
were Christians and had left because they saw no future for them-
selves during the turbulent last years of the Ottoman Empire. With
the coming of British Mandate rule over Palestine which, far from
giving the Palestinians independence, actually encouraged Jewish
immigration into the country, the upheavals looked set to continue.
And so some of those who could afford to take their families with
them, or single men like Fatima’s brother, set off for a new life. He
was, like the rest of her family, illiterate and very poor and Fatima
never said whether he did well or not.

At first, my mother took Fatima on to work for us just twice a
week. But when we moved into our second house in Qatamon, where
we lived until our departure from Jerusalem, she started to come
daily. We wanted her to stay at night as well and would beg and plead
with her, but she always went back to her own home. She used to
walk from her village to our house every day which took about an
hour. Halfway along the route, there was a large oak tree which she
sat under to take a rest before going on. We knew this tree very well
from when we went to visit her at al-Maliha. We loved going to her
house — “though God knows why,” my mother would comment —
and always set out eagerly from Jerusalem with her and her brother.
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Because Ziyad and I were still small, she and Muhammad used to
carry us on their shoulders as they walked. But when we asked to get
down and walk by ourselves, we soon got tired and wanted to be
picked up again. And just as we were growing hot and thirsty, there
suddenly would be the wonderful oak tree with its thick gnarled trunk
and huge leafy branches. Seeing it, everyone would sigh with relief
and run to sink down gratefully on the cool, shady ground beneath it.

Fatima lived in a tiny, square-shaped mud house with a wooden
roof which stood, as is'usual for Palestinian villages, in a close cluster
of similar houses. It consisted of one room where everyone ate, sat,
slept and conducted their business. Against one wall was a raised
platform or ledge where the mattresses and covers were kept for the
night-time. We all sat on the floor in the body of the room while
Fatima cooked for us. She made simple vegetable stews, since meat for
her and the other villagers was a rare luxury. At other times, she put
out dishes of olive oil and ground thyme, crushed green olives and
fresh sweet onions, all the staples of Palestinian peasant food. We ate
whatever she made and the flat round loaves of peasant bread she
baked, as if they were the most delicious foods we had ever tasted.
After the meal, we would go with her daughters to the freshwater
spring just outside the village. This spring served the whole village
and next to it was a trough for animals invariably surrounded by a
flock of goats pushing and jostling against each other to drink from it.
Fatima’s daughters would fill a large earthenware jug each from the
eye of the spring and place them on the top of their heads. They
always managed to walk upright, gracefully keeping their balance,
without the full heavy jugs ever falling off.

From the start, I adopted Fatima for my mother. I knew of course
that she was not my real mother, although my devotion to her was
such that Ziyad and Siham used to taunt me with being a peasant
child. “You’re not our sister at all,” they said. “We found you in the
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garden. Your real parents are peasants from Fatima’s village and we’re
going to send you back to them.” This used to torment me and I
would wail loudly. “Leave her alone!” my mother would shout at
them. But my distress was only partly because I did not want to be an
outcast from the family. Most of it was to do with the idea of being
associated with peasants. Even at my young age, 1 had already
absorbed the prevailing social distinctions between the three major
sectors of Palestinian society at the time: the peasants, the rural
landowning families and the townsfolk, with the peasants at the
bottom of the heap. In many ways, this was an unjustified snobbery
since the fellahin of Palestine constituted the majority of the popu-
lation and the backbone of the country. Palestine was above all an
agricultural country and had scarcely a single industry until the
twentieth century. Urban elites had always existed to a certain extent
in the major cities, but they only really developed from the end of the
nineteenth century onwards. The traditions and customs that distin-
guish Palestine from its neighbours derive not from these people but
from its peasant class. The famous Palestinian handicrafts like the
glass-making of Hebron, the cloth weaving in Majdal, the pottery
making of all Palestine’s villages; or Palestinian music and Palestine’s
folk dance, the dabka, or its traditional embroidery were all carried
out by rural people.

And yet, there was a persistent snobbery amongst the better-off
classes which relegated the peasants to a lowly and despised position.
Even the word for peasant was used as a term of denigration. To call
someone a fellah or a fellaha — the feminine form — was to imply that
he or she was primitive and uncivilised. My father had a favourite
description for people with peasant origins who had “jumped classes”
and were trying to present themselves as something better. “So-and-
so may call himself a university lecturer, but mark my words, the man
is a peasant,” he would say. “How do you know?” “Just look at his
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trousers,” he would answer. “They’re round.” As peasants tradi-
tionally wore a type of loose trousers, they were unaccustomed to
wearing city clothes and hence, according to my father, when they
adopted city wear they did not know how to iron their trousers
properly. Why he should have believed this, we never knew, since
none of us had ever seen any of these round trousers. But hearing him
say such things used to annoy my mother.

“As if your family were any better than peasants themselves!” she
would scoff. This was in fact rather harsh. Although my father’s
family was indeed predominantly engaged in farming, my grandfather
was a well-known scholar and gadi, that is, a judge in the shari’a
courts (the religious institutions which regulated the life of Muslims).
His reputation for learning had spread well beyond the confines of
Tulkarm.

But he was also a landowner of considerable tracts of land in and
around Tulkarm (most of it later confiscated by Israel), which he gave
his brothers to farm on behalf of the family. He himself, however,
never engaged in farming but was primarily concerned with literature,
poetry and jurisprudence. My father used to say that it was his
influence which led to his own literary education and that of my
uncles. However, my mother, though of much humbler origins, was
nevertheless a daughter of Damascus, one of the Arab world’s most
important capital cities. She never forgot that and would from time to
time taunt my father with his origins from what was, in her view, no
more than a large village.

Tulkarm was indeed a small agricultural place with a population of
no more than a few thousand in my grandfather’s time. But its people
were proud to point out that the Ottoman authorities had seen fit in
about 1850 to grant it the status of a gaimmagamiyya. This was an
Ottoman administrative category which made it into a township and
gave it precedence over the villages. In addition, it acquired a Turkish
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My grandfather, Sheikh Said
al-Karmt, photographed around

1920

gaimmagam, or governor, which was a further mark of distinction,
since it brought the townspeople closer to the government. To be
sure, it could not compare with Palestine’s major cities, Jaffa, Jer-
usalem or Hebron. But neither was it totally insignificant, even in the
nineteenth century, and when in 1908 it acquired a branch railway line
and train station which connected it to the great Hijaz railway of
Palestine and Syria people felt proud to be its inhabitants.

Although my mother would have unreservedly deprecated the
people of Tulkarm and all others she regarded as fellahin, most
Palestinians in fact had ambivalent feelings towards them. For the
fellahin, judged uneducated and backward on the one hand, were also
seen as symbols of tenacity, simplicity and steadfastness on the other.
They represented continuity and tradition and the essence of what it
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was to be Palestinian. And people believe that it was these qualities
which saved them from disintegration in the refugee camps after 1948
where so many of them were sent and still remain to this day.

In the immediate aftermath of the expulsions from Palestine, they
showed themselves steadfast and stoic, especially the women. Having
worked hard all their lives in the home and on the land, these women
soldiered on in their tents in much the same way. One can see them
from time to time on TV screens today in Europe and America,
wearing their embroidered caftans and white headscarves, angrily
berating Israeli soldiers or demonstrating outside the Israeli prisons
where their menfolk are held. Whenever I have seen such scenes, I
would remember Fatima and wonder where she ended up and how she
died.

For she used to wear just such a caftan, black with a bodice of
intricate dark red embroidery. Panels of this embroidery ran down its
skirts in parallel lines and rode up its back to form a large colourful
rectangle. She tied it round her middle with a broad black silken belt.
Her hair was covered by a soft hat tied under her chin with straps, and
over the hat she wore a fine white cloth. In winter, she had a long
velvet jacket, also embroidered, with a ribbon to tie its lapels together
at the top. It was quilted on the inside to keep her warm in the cold
Jerusalem winters where it sometimes snowed.

This traditional dress was typical of the villages of Palestine, and
each region had its own distinctive embroidery pattern and colours.
People could tell at a glance whether a gown was from the Jerusalem
area or from Bethlehem or Gaza, since most embroidered caftans were
made in these places. Elsewhere, as for example in Tulkarm, the
women wore plain dark-coloured gowns without embroidery. Village
girls learned young from their mothers how to embroider their dresses
according to the set patterns of their village. In the main, they were
meant for daily use, but each woman also made a special caftan for her
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My uncle Mahmoud, around 1929, and (right) my mother, just before we left
for London in 1949

wedding. The stitching here was often remarkably detailed and highly
ornamental.

At the time of my childhood in Jerusalem, no woman who was not
a peasant would have been seen dead in such a caftan, however
beautifully embroidered. Middle-class women like my mother were
keen on the latest fashions coming from Europe, as portrayed in
Egyptian films. They aped the hairstyles which Egyptian film stars
sported, the dresses and the silk stockings they wore. A 1948 pho-
tograph of my mother shows her in a two-tone dress with large
shoulder pads and wide lapels. Her permed hair is curled back at the
forehead in a large roll and her mouth is finely outlined in dark
lipstick. Her eyebrows are pencil thin and her eyes are accentuated
with black, although this touch may have been added by the photo-
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grapher later. For my mother, Fatima’s caftan was a badge of her
peasant identity and as much a part of her as the colour of her eyes.
To wear Fatima’s clothes would have been as unthinkable as
becoming Fatima herself.

No one then could have known that after the loss of Palestine in
1948 this despised peasant costume would become a symbol of the
homeland, worn with pride by the very same women who had pre-
viously spurned it. In exile, it became obligatory for each Palestinian
woman to have her own caftan and to show it off at public functions.
“Here, I brought you this,” said Jane Willoughby, presenting me with
a black embroidered caftan from Ramallah. It had a richly embroi-
dered bodice and red velvet shoulders. This was in 1977 when
Ramallah was a part of the occupied West Bank of Jordan. Jane, who
was on the council of a British charity caring for refugees, had tra-
velled out to the Occupied Territories, as this part of old Palestine
was known. “They told me that every Palestinian girl has to have one
of these and that it was the best present I could buy for someone like
you,” she said.

I wore it often and later found an embroidered jacket with the same
patterns and colours which I bought from a Palestinian in Amman. It
had been embroidered by his wife and sisters, and he made his living
by selling their handiwork from his van. He parked this on the street,
draped all over with gaily coloured caftans and embroidered cushion
covers, and told me he dreamed of having his own shop one day.

Whereas embroidery had originally been an individual craft, after
1948 a whole new industry grew up employing village women to
produce caftans for trade. Much of this work was centred on the
refugee camps and helped raise revenue for the women who made the
caftans. Later, it was developed to include the production of
embroidered cushion covers, table runners, napkins, wall hangings
and the like. The range of colours and fabrics has been expanded
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beyond what was traditional, but the basic patterns remain the same. It
has become usual for well-to-do Palestinians who live in Britain or
America to display these embroidered cushions and hangings in their
lounges and to explain their origins at length to visitors.

After 1967, when the rest of Palestine came under Israeli rule, the
embroidery trade increased, spurred on by the renewed feeling of loss
amongst Palestinians. Specialists in Palestinian embroidery began to
appear on the scene, lectures were given, embroidery books were
written, exhibitions were held, and antique or rare caftans were avidly
collected. What had started out as a solely peasant custom was now
transformed into a precious national heritage.

Fatima, rolling up the sleeves of her caftan to clean our kitchen, had
no inkling of course that what she wore would one day have such
value. She was fair-skinned with hazel-coloured eyes and her hair was
dark, although she usually had it covered up. I think her nose was
aquiline and her mouth was full. But her face has a blurred dream-like
quality about it because I cannot quite remember it. It was more the
sense of her I retain, a kindly patient motherliness. When she came to
our house in the mornings and before I was old enough to go to
school, I used to follow her around everywhere. I would prattle away
at her, telling her all kinds of stories to which she pretended to listen.

When it was lunchtime, usually about two o’clock when my father
came home from work, she would lay the table for the family in our
dining-room and retire to the kitchen to eat her own lunch. And I
would always eat with her, sitting opposite her on a low wooden stool
with a plate of food on the floor mat between us. She had a habit of
eating the radish leaves which were left behind after the radish heads
had been cut off and placed on the family lunch table. And I loved
eating them with her; they had a crisp, slightly bitter taste. “You're a
funny girl,”” she would say. “Fancy wanting to eat these poor leaves
when you could have proper radishes like the others.”
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There was no particular reason for me to have had my lunch with
Fatima, since no one had excluded me from sitting with the rest of the
family. But I wanted to feel that she and I had a special bond, different
from her relationship with my sister and my brother. When she lay
down in our veranda sometimes to have a sleep in the afternoon, I
would sit next to her and talk so as to keep her awake. She was good-
natured and never objected but would nod with her eyes closed and I
suspect that she often slept through my chatter. But I went on
believing that 1 was very special to her and later, in memory, I
appropriated her entirely to myself. But though I was devoted to her,
in fact, Fatima cared for all of us equally and probably had no special
favourite amongst us. Of course, she also had two daughters of her
own, but I used to dismiss them as of no account because I saw her as
being exclusively mine.

I hardly remember my mother at this time, I think because she went
out so much. Ever since we moved to Qatamon, she had formed a
large circle of friends with whom she exchanged daily visits. These
were predominantly Christian because Qatamon was a mixed area
where many foreigners lived alongside Arab families. We had English
people who worked for the Mandate government around us, and also
a small number of European Jews. Qatamon at that time was regarded
as a desirable residential area where the better-off Palestinians lived.
We were not particularly well-off ourselves, as my father had a
modest salary which had to cater for our needs as well as those of his
mother, brother and unmarried sister who all lived in Tulkarm and
were entirely dependent on him. My father had only arrived at his
position in the government education department after years of
struggle and penury as a schoolteacher. Thus, we were distinctly at
the lower end of the scale in terms of wealth, and could not compete
with some of the other families who lived there.

Qatamon had wide streets and large detached villas built of sand-
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coloured Jerusalem stone with green shutters and tiled verandas.
Many were surrounded by leafy gardens lavishly planted with fruit
trees and flowers. We had five apricot trees in our garden, an almond
tree, a plum tree, a pear tree and a lemon tree just under my parents’
bedroom window. We also had a vine which bore heavy bunches of
oval-shaped green grapes in the late summer. But my sister and I liked
to pick them before they ripened when they were hard and sour. We
would screw up our eyes in agony while we ate them and our teeth
would feel sensitive for hours afterwards, but we still did it. Our
neighbour’s garden had a climbing rose-tree all over its walls. When
the roses bloomed, they were huge and pink and scented and so
beautiful that people passing by in the road would pluck them off the
bush which annoyed our neighbours immensely.

Our house was similar to the others, stone-built, on one floor and
raised above street level by steps which led up to a large veranda in
front. Or at least, so it seemed to me because in my child’s memory
everything was large in comparison to my own small size. Once,
many years later, when I tried to draw a picture of our house, all I
could come up with was a huge structure with a tall front door and
immense veranda with high steps leading up to it, as if it were being
viewed from a crouching position. In the years of our absence after
1948, Qatamon underwent much depredation. For a while, it fell into
disrepute and was regarded as undesirable and old-fashioned. Poor
Jewish families moved in, many of them religious, and even its name
was changed to “Gonen”. However, in the 1970s, the fashion changed
and middle-class Israelis began to find its old Palestinian villas
appealing and stylish. House prices soared, and acquiring an old
Qatamon house became increasingly difficult.
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When we lived there, the fact that many of the people in Qatamon
were Christian Palestinians was no accident. The Christian commu-
nity in Palestine had a tradition of commercial and professional suc-
cess, going back to the last days of the Ottoman Empire. At that time,
various European countries had established their consulates in Jer-
usalem and had started to introduce foreign influence into Palestine.
Soon after, missionaries from Germany, France, Russia and Britain
came in the wake of this movement and set up denominational
churches and hospitals and schools. Their aim was to convert the
population to their own various Christian denominations — we had
German Lutherans, Roman Catholics, Presbyterians, Anglicans and
other smaller sects. The people of Palestine targeted for these con-
versions were predominantly Muslim, but even the ten per cent
minority of existing, long-established Christians and the three per cent
of Jews were not spared the attentions of the missionaries.

“It was a stupid idea and we left them to it,” my father said. “Of
course, none of the Muslims or Jews converted, so they worked on the
Christians amongst us. Most of the old Greek Orthodox guard
resisted, but a lot of them changed and became Catholics and

992

Anglicans and I don’t know what else.”* A certain tension grew up
between Muslims and Christians after these conversions because the
latter drew closer to the European missions and consulates which had
adopted them. These in turn favoured such Christian converis over
their Muslim compatriots and encouraged them in trade and business.
They learned foreign languages and foreign customs and even started
to use European first names for their children. Hence it is that one
finds such names as Edward, George and Philip, or Margaret, Mary

and Patricia amongst Palestinians today.

* Palestinian Christians traditionally belonged to the Greek Orthodox Church. Until the nineteenth
century, and apart from a tiny Catholic community which had survived since the Crusades, all of them
were Greek Orthodox.
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By the turn of the century, this process had brought forth a new and
prosperous class of Palestinian businessmen, entrepreneurs, middlemen
and professionals, most of whom were Christians. This lead over the
Muslims was maintained under the British Mandate after 1920. People
said that it was deliberately promoted by the British authorities as a
part of the divide-and-rule policy which they used to keep the
Palestinians disunited and unable to resist Jewish migration into the
country. “Imagine,” my father said, “in the education department
where I worked, most of the others were Christians — that is, apart
from the Jews whom the British also brought in. And it was the same
in every branch of government. How could that have been when
Christians were a minority and we Muslims were in the majority?”

None of this, however, impinged on my parents’ socialising,
especially my mother’s. Our immediate next-door neighbours were a
Christian family called Jouzeh who were in and out of our house all
the time. We also made friends with the Tubbeh family, Christians
who lived opposite our house. The head of the family, Abu Michel as
he was known, was the mukhtar of Qatamon, a post dating from
Ottoman times and something akin to a mayor. My mother’s other
close friends, Emily Saleh and the Wahbeh family, lived several streets
away. She and Emily were devoted to each other and we were
brought up to play with her children, the youngest of whom, Randa,
was the same age as myself. 1 was also friends with the Wahbeh
children, Lily and Nellie. Ziyad’s best friend, Hani Sharkas, came
from a Muslim family who lived two streets below. His mother, Um
Samir, and ours were very close and he had a dark-haired sister called
Lamis for whom my brother harboured a secret admiration; to his
chagrin, even the poem he wrote her when he was ten failed to
provoke any interest.

Though we saw a great deal of these largely Christian families
because they lived in the neighbourhood, my mother also had a wide
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circle of Muslim friends who lived beyond Qatamon, in Sheikh Jarrah,
in Baq‘a and in the Old City. She socialised with some of the oldest
Jerusalem families, the Husseinis, the Nashashibis, the Afifis. There
was in Palestine at that time a certain snobbishness with regard to
these established families. Each of the major cities had its own upper
crust, but the Jerusalem families were considered to be of the highest
order.

Their pre-eminence was due partly to wealth and to the ownership
of extensive wagf propérty (pious Muslim endowments held in per-
petuity for the benefit of the community, which included both land
and buildings), but also to their having held high office under the
Ottoman administration which ruled Palestine until 1918. In addition,
some of them had traditional responsibility for Jerusalem’s holy pla-
ces. For example, the Nusseibeh family had held the keys to the
Church of the Holy Sepulchre from the sixteenth century. In the
scheme of things, our family, not being from Jerusalem and having
little wealth, did not feature amongst the elite. But this did not prevent
ordinary social interaction, and my mother was as popular with the
wives in these families as she was with our less prestigious neighbours.

Families visited each other in the evenings after supper. Lunch
being the main meal, supper was usually light and taken at about
seven in the evening, after which people went out or entertained.
Socialising and mixing with people was my mother’s principal pas-
time, indeed her main activity in life. Like the other women, she
regularly engaged in the practice of what was called the istzigbal. This
was a women-only reception, held in the afternoon, when the men
were out of the house. Once it so happened that my father was at
home and sitting reading in the Zwan (the main reception room) as the
women began to arrive. They were quite horrified at seeing him and
told my mother so in no uncertain terms, whereupon he took himself
off chuckling into his bedroom.
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Each woman had a certain day for her zstigbal; 1 think ours took
place on Tuesdays. There was a routine to these events. First, we were
made to keep out of the way while our mother spent the morning
making savouries and sweetmeats. (The best thing about that from our
point of view was the wonderful food left over for us to feast on after
everyone had gone.) Then, the front room, or salon, to the right of the
liwan was dusted and swept to be ready for the occasion. There was an
air of excitement as the women began to arrive, all dressed up and
bejewelled. A great hubbub arose that echoed throughout the house as
they greeted and kissed each other. Everyone admired and commented
on each other’s clothes, which was the main aim of the exercise. At
istighals, no woman adorned herself for men; it was a practice meant
only to excite the envy or approbation of other women.

When they had assembled in our salon, the smell of their various
perfumes wafted outwards powerfully. I gawped at them through the
open door, they looked so glamorous. The talk was all about their
households, children and husbands. They exchanged news, gossiped
and let off steam. Someone asked if anyone had noticed how one of
the Nashashibi women never ate a thing whenever she came to visit. It
was a waste of time going to the trouble of making or offering her
anything. She would just smile primly and say that she would have
loved to, but her appetite was so poor she hardly ever ate.

“I thought there was something fishy about it. I mean you only had
to look at her waistline to know it wasn’t true.” The women were
agog, as they all thought that some of the Nashashibis were snooty
and condescending. ““I was determined to get to the bottom of it. So, I
walked in on her just before she was due to visit me one day and least
expecting it. And there she was, stuffing her face with cakes and
pastries! That’s what she does each time she goes out.”

“No wonder she had no appetite! Fancy that, trying to make us feel

like gluttons,” exclaimed the others.
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If there was one place where a woman could complain about her
husband, it was here. The others usually advised caution and patience,
as well they might, since a disaffected wife had few other options in
our society. In some of these gatherings, although not in ours, women
sang or danced for each other. The ones who were especially good at
it were usually egged on by the others to perform. A western eye
might have seen something erotic in this, but it was nothing of the
sort. It was joyous, uninhibited fun and everyone who could joined in.
The dancing they did was that known in the West as belly-dancing,
which we all learned as children. No one taught us how to do it, we
just picked it up. I used to sway my hips and twist my hands around in
rhythm with the music when I could barely walk, and by the age of
three or four, I was dancing quite adeptly and entertaining the
neighbours. My exhibitionism used to distress my brother who would
drag me off the table where I was performing and take me home.
“You should see your daughter,” he would exclaim to our parents,
pushing me angrily towards them, “dancing and singing like a . . . like
a...” and he would run out of epithets.

Although by the 1940s several women’s organisations had come
into being in Jerusalem, my mother was never attracted to join, even
when friends like Tarab Abdul-Hadi were involved. This woman,
whom I was to meet living in exile in Cairo many years later, had
been one of the founders of the first women’s organisation, the
Palestine Arab Women’s Congress. This was established in the late
1920s and was political in nature, a remarkable phenomenon for the
conservative Arab society of that time.

The women who joined Tarab Abdul-Hadi in setting it up came
from those very same notable Jerusalem families with whom my
mother mixed, but she found their overt political activism not to her
liking. From the start, they made clear that they would protest against
the Zionist presence in Palestine and would support their men’s



32 In Search of Fatima

national struggle for independence. My mother was uneasy about their
bold declaration that they had left the traditional female arena of the
home to engage in public life. Shockingly, many of them went on to
discard the veil which was then ubiquitous and which my mother also
wore. They wrote hundreds of letters and telegrams to anyone they
thought might be sympathetic to the Palestinian plight.

But they also had a humanitarian side to their work which my
mother did support. They ran a campaign on behalf of the prisoners
whom the British authorities had incarcerated for resisting govern-
ment policy on Jewish immigration into the country. They entreated

One of the Jerusalem women’s organisations active during the 1930s

(reproduced courtesy of the Palestinian Academic Society for the Study of
International Affairs)
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the British High Commissioner to reduce or commute harsh sentences
and they collected money, clothing and food for prisoners’ families
who had been impoverished by the loss of their breadwinners. Some
of them even sold their jewellery to raise money for their work. In
1938, they sent representatives to the Eastern Women’s Conference in
Cairo to defend Palestine. This had drawn women from the Arab
countries and also from Iran, and demanded an end to British rule in
Palestine, a prohibition on Jewish immigration and land sales to Jews.
“Good for them!” my mother said approvingly at the time. “If you
ask me, they’re better than the men.”

Towards the end of the 1930s, the Arab Women’s Congress split
into a political and a social branch. The latter proved more appealing
to ordinary women and, in the early 1940s, my cousin Aziza, who was
then married to Zuhair and living in Jerusalem, joined the social
branch. Soon, this association developed branches in other Palestinian
cities, including Tulkarm, and Aziza was able to continue her mem-
bership when she went back there. She never tried to interest my
mother in joining. She was content to socialise in a more informal
way.

Socialising came naturally to my mother, as she was talkative and
vivacious and in her element when telling stories and anecdotes. Had
she been born in another society and at another time I think she could
have become a professional comedienne. As it was, her audience
consisted of our friends and us. My father’s one form of relaxation was
listening to her gossip about our neighbours or people we knew. He
would pretend to be reading his book while she talked. But if she
stopped her narrative for a moment, he would look up and say, “Yes?
What happened next?”

Those early years of the 1940s were probably the best of her whole
life. The general troubles besetting Palestine had calmed after I was
born and did not resurface to affect our area until after 1945. In that
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brief period, my mother could enjoy her comfortable social position
attained after many years of hardship with my father’s straitened
circumstances and struggling career. He was now set to rise in his job
and could look to a better salary. With her maid and her gardener and
all her friends about her, she felt contented, and the last thing in the
world she wanted was for it all to come to an end.

The fact that men and women mixed freely in our area on social
occasions was by no means the norm for the rest of Jerusalem. Society
was predominantly Muslim and conservative, and men and women did
not meet socially. Indeed, many women in the Old City wore the veil
and, unlike my parents, people performed all the Islamic rituals of
daily prayer and going to the mosque on Fridays. This was in keeping
with the traditional life of Jerusalem which had always been viewed
by Palestinians as a holy Islamic city and a great religious centre.
During the major part of Ottoman rule it was even something of a
backwater to which only pilgrims and religious scholars went, many
of them hoping to die there. “I suppose in those days, you could best
describe it as a large village with a religious atmosphere,” said my
father. Jerusalem only began to change in the nineteenth century
when the Christian missions established themselves there. In just fifty
years, they built over a hundred churches, schools, hospitals and other
institutions. From 1900 onwards, European Jews came to join the rest
of the new arrivals and establish their own institutions. Twenty years
later, the British made Jerusalem what it had never been, the seat of
government and the de facto capital of Palestine. As a result, it became
the most important city in the whole country.

The change in Jerusalem’s character which ensued was not uniform
throughout the city, but occurred in patches, reflecting the pattern of
foreign and immigrant settlement. The Old City and its environs
remained Muslim, but newly built suburbs like our own had a more
mixed population, including a number of Jews who had come to live
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there because they could not afford the rents in Rehavia, the Jewish
settlement directly next to Qatamon. Otherwise, Jews usually confined
themselves to certain areas in Jerusalem like the Hebrew University
complex on Mount Scopus, or the part behind the King David Hotel
known as Montefiore (after the British Jewish philanthropist Moses
Montefiore who founded it), and the Jewish quarters in the Old City
and at Mea Shearim.

Mea Shearim was an odd orthodox Jewish enclave very near to the
Old City, established in the early 1900s and full of black-coated men
with long beards and ringlets for sideboards. Some of them wore what
seemed to us outlandish round fur-trimmed hats and knee-length
breeches and formed a bizarre sight amongst the Arabs. People said
they looked dusty and unwashed. They were immigrants from Eastern
Europe, and we often wondered how they could bear going about in
their heavy clothes during Jerusalem’s hot summers. There was little
residential mixing between Jews and Arabs, but in commercial areas
like the Jaffa Road people mingled, usually without friction. “In fact,”
chuckled my father, “all the young Arab men liked to go down to the
Jaffa Road to look at the Jewish gitls. They found them attractive and
used to whistle at them and try and chat them up.” But my mother
disapproved. “Yes and you know why. Because they were all easy.
They were anybody’s.”

By the end of the 1930s, Jerusalem had acquired a cinema, cafes and
something of a social life. The Zion Cinema (which was Jewish-
owned) was also used as a stage for shows and plays. Visiting
Egyptian film stars, singers and comedians performed there to packed,
excited audiences of Jerusalemites who felt themselves part of a new
glamorous world. In the 1940s, several other cinemas appeared, and
one day my mother took us with her and the neighbours and their
children to see a film. It was showing at the Rex Cinema, which was
Arab-owned, and soon displaced the Jewish cinemas for Arab audi-
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ences. I must have been no more than four years old at the time. We
saw the film Frankenstein with Boris Karloff, now considered a cinema
classic, but then something of which my mother knew little except that
it was foreign (she was used to seeing only Egyptian films). The effect
on me was quite horrific and long-lasting. I had nightmares for months
afterwards, not helped by my brother’s Frankenstein impersonations.
We would sit in the deep window seat of the /Ziwan and he would pull
down the shutters to make everything go dark. And then he would
invent stories on the Frankenstein theme to make me scream.

The YMCA of Jerusalem opposite the King David Hotel also had
an auditorium for concerts and lectures. Young people loved to go
there because it offered a variety of entertainments. It had tennis and
squash courts, a large swimming pool, a library and a cafeteria. Not
the least of its attractions was that it provided a venue for young men
and women to meet. This of course was nothing like the sort of
mixing between the sexes to be found in Europe and was based much
more on people meeting together in families, but nevertheless it
enabled the sons and daughters to see and talk to each other. These
were predominantly Christians, who also had other opportunities of
meeting each other at picnics and gatherings organised by the various
Christian churches to which they belonged. Social custom amongst
Muslims did not encourage such activities, but many Muslim men and
the more modern amongst the Muslim families also used the YMCA.
Our cousins Zuhair and Iyyas, who normally lived in Tulkarm but
came and stayed in Jerusalem with us frequently, used to take the
three of us to see plays there, but Ziyad and I were too young to join
in the sports and other activities.

The most popular cafes in Jerusalem were Jewish-owned. “They
had tables on the pavements and some of them had a real Viennese
atmosphere,” Leila Mantoura, a Christian Palestinian friend, told me.
“You could eat the most delicious chocolate cake there.” Iyyas
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sometimes took Ziyad to such cafes on the Jaffa Road. They had ice-
cream and sat outside, watching people go by. This was a new feature
in Jerusalem’s life imported by the European Jewish immigrants. The
traditional Arab coffee-house, a feature of every city in Palestine and
indeed every city in the Arab world, was of course a place where only
men went to talk, play backgammon and smoke a narghile (or hookah).

Our father used to take us out to a Jewish European place in Baq‘a
which served ice-cream. When we walked back and it was dark, we
could see the sky lit up with a brilliant patchwork of stars. Our father
would then give us a small lesson in astronomy, telling us the names
of the stars and the constellations. One day, while scraping the bottom
of the ice-cream bowl in his eagerness to get at the last mouthful,
Ziyad dropped the bowl onto the floor and it broke. As our father was
about to tell him off, the owner, who was a Hungarian Jew, held up
his hand and hurried over. “Never mind, never mind,” he said,
bending down to sweep up the mess. “If all our worries were so small,
what a good world it would be!”

Families often went to the new garden cafes outside Jerusalem, in
Ramallah and around the village of Beit. We went for outings to the
Grand Hotel in Ramallah, except that everybody still called it the
Odeh Hotel after the name of its owner. It had a large garden res-
taurant with shady pine trees where they served charcoal-grilled meat,
tasty salads, olives and freshly baked bread. But well-to-do Palesti-
nians still preferred to go to Jaffa for picnics, to swim and saunter
about. This had traditionally been Palestine’s major city, where the
best families lived, where the first Palestinian newspapers were
established, and where the intelligentsia met. “The bride of the sea,”
people called it; “bride” in Arabic is used to denote a thing of great
beauty.

Jaffa had wide roads, big houses, picturesque views over the
Mediterranean and a lively, busy harbour. It was a place for fun, for
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business and, as Palestine’s major port, for travel. Before Jerusalem
livened up, people went there to get away from its fusty religious
atmosphere. Whenever my father went to Jaffa to work at the Near
East Broadcasting Station established by the British, he would take
Siham and Ziyad along with him. As soon as they saw the sea, they
would beg to go swimming and then my father would leave them
trustingly in the care of one of the men who looked after the beach.

Jaffa also drew Jews from nearby Tel Aviv who went there because
the food was cheaper and better than any they could get in their own
European restaurants. From the 1930s onwards, they had taken a
special shine to two of our most prosaic national dishes, falafel and
hoummos. These were easy to make, cost little and were generally
eaten as snacks. Most neighbourhoods had a local falafel shop where
you got them hot and freshly cooked. For many of the poor people,
they were often the main staple foods, along with bread and olives.
The Jews who came to Palestine in the late 1920s and early 1930s were
often so impoverished that they used to come into the restaurants
where people were eating and beg for money and food. They soon
discovered the cheap, yet nutritious Arab foods, and learned to make
falafel themselves. However, they never tasted as good as the original
and they still came to the Arab restaurants to eat. Many years later
when visiting Israel, I was told, to my astonishment and irritation, that
falafel, hoummos and some others of our recipes were regarded as
authentic “Israeli dishes”, and few people seemed to have any idea of
their real origin.

There was an active intellectual side to life in Jerusalem. Prominent
Palestinians and visitors from other Arab countries gave public lec-
tures and poetry readings. I remember my father talking about the
poetry evenings at the Arab Orthodox Club in Baq‘a where my uncle
Abu Salma and his fellow poet Ibrahim Tugqan read their nationalist
verses. This kind of poetry was new to Palestine, since it concerned
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itself with political subjects and expressed opposition and resistance to
what was happening in the country with a passion which drew
enormous sympathy from the audience.

His nationalist fervour landed Abu Salma in trouble. At a time
when he was employed as a teacher by the department of education
(my father’s same employer), he published a poem called ““Jabal al-
Mukabbir” — the name of the hill just outside Jerusalem which was
famous in Arabic history for being the place from which Jerusalem’s
great conqueror, Umar ibn al-Khattab, surveyed the city for the first
time in 638. On seeing it, the Muslim troops cried out, “Allahu
akbar!” from which it thereafter acquired its name.? In the 1930s, it
was the site of the British High Commissioner’s house. Using a
mixture of allegory and symbol, the poem vowed that no Palestinian
would rest until he had brought the British citadel of power in
Palestine crashing down. The literary and historical allusions which
aimed to disguise the verses’ real intent did not fool the authorities,
and my uncle was dismissed from his government job forthwith. But
Abu Salma’s literary reputation was not harmed by this. Far from it;
he gained respect and admiration for what people saw as his patriotic
stand against British colonial rule and Zionist infiltration. My father
was never invited to give a lecture himself at the Orthodox Club, but
his close friend Khalil Sakakini, who was a neighbour of ours in
Qatamon and a well-known Palestinian intellectual, was a frequent
speaker there. Such people also travelled to literary clubs in Jaffa,
Haifa, Nablus and Gaza.

ey

As Jerusalem’s general character changed, so in particular did our part
of it too. Whereas it had at one time been a predominantly Arab

> Jabal al-Mukabbir literally means the mount which proclaims Allah kabir, great.
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neighbourhood, Qatamon was becoming increasingly settled by
Europeans, many of them Jewish. In our street alone, there was a
German Jewish doctor and two other foreign families — one White
Russian and one Jewish. The latter were called Kramer and had come
from Eastern Europe; we did not know exactly where, but Mrs
Kramer was Scottish. They had two children, David and Aviva, who
were closest to my sister in age. Their parents spoke to them in
Hebrew, but they had learned English from their mother and the
father also spoke Arabic. He was a soldier in the Haganah, the
underground Jewish army in Palestine which, though supposed to be
illegal, was in fact semi-officially recognised by the authorities, and
which the Palestinians regarded as nothing less than a branch of the
British army. After all, the British trained, armed and paid for them,
people said. Siham became friendly with Aviva and her brother David
who was quite cheeky and used to tease the Palestinian girls, espe-
cially the daughters of the Farraj family who lived directly opposite.
“I don’t remember any feelings of animosity towards Jewish peo-
ple,” Siham said. “Once when I was a girl guide, we decided to invite
the Jewish girl guides to our school. They spent the day with us and
then invited us back to their school, which was all-Jewish. They were
friendly and we all got on quite well. We knew they were different
from ‘our Jews’, I mean the Arab Jews. We thought of them more as
foreigners from Europe than Jews as such.” (By “Arab Jews” she
meant the small Jewish community who had lived in Palestine for
centuries and who spoke Arabic and were physically indistinguishable
from Arabs. Before the start of European Jewish immigration to
Palestine in 1880, they numbered some 3,000 people out of a total
population of 350,000.) “I don’t know that anyone thought much about
why they’d come to Palestine in the first place. They were just visitors
like so many other people in Jerusalem and we accepted them.”
Many of the Jewish immigrants who came to Palestine in the 1930s
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were Germans fleeing from Nazism and included a number of doctors,
like the man who lived at the end of our street. Local people were
soon impressed with their standard of medical practice, even though
the Mandate administration had provided a range of medical services
for the population. Despite this, people sometimes consulted the
German Jewish doctors without demur. My father took Ziyad to see a
German doctor in Rehavia, the new Jewish settlement to the West of
Qatamon. “He was really good and Ziyad got better,” my father
reminisced. “The German Jews were a class apart. They kept to
themselves and looked down on all the other Jews as inferior.”

The German Jewish doctor in our road often went out of his way
to speak to us and to the other Arab families. He said he wanted to
live peacefully with the Arabs and he knew many other Jews who felt
the same. But the Jewish leadership wouldn’t let them, he said, they
had other plans. “Many of them were afraid of their leaders,” my
father said. “I actually felt sorry for them. I can remember a German
Jew called Roth who worked with us at the education department,
coming to see me and after making me promise that I would tell no
one what he said, asking how he could convert to Islam. He never
explained why, but this was 1941 just after Rommel’s success in North
Africa, and 1 suppose he was thinking, as we all were, that the
Germans would win. And if they reached Palestine, then the Jews
would be in danger, and so he was better off being counted amongst
the Muslims. I could understand how he felt.”

At about this time, two other Jews, Leon Blum and Shlomo Goi-
tein,* who worked in the education department with my father, invited
him to one of their meetings. The Jews in the department were
responsible for Jewish education in the country and, astonishingly,

* This was the same S.D. Goitein who was later to edit and translate the famous Geniza collection of
manuscripts held at Cambridge University Library. His work was subsequently published in the three-
volume book entitled 4 Mediterranean Society.
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they had a standing at least equal with that of any Palestinian and
often higher. “How could this have happened when they were only a
minority amongst us?”’ demanded Salim Kattul angrily. He was a
school teacher and friend of my father. Goitein’s knowledge of Arabic
was so good that he once corrected an Arabic draft of a report which
my father had been writing. He and Blum belonged to a small
organisation called Brit Shalom, established in Palestine in the 1920s.
This had a membership of European Jews dedicated to coexistence
with the Arabs. “Didn’t you mind going?” I asked my father years
later. “Not at all”’, he answered. “In fact I went to address them twice.
There were about twenty-five to thirty people each time and I found
them pleasant and friendly. They were not like the hard-line,
aggressive Jews who wanted to pretend that we did not exist. I
thought that at least they were trying to find a solution to the pro-
blems which were being created between us and them in Palestine.”

We remained friends with the Kramers until the end of 1947. One
evening, in November of that year, Kramer came to see my father at
our house. “Mr Karmi,” he said in Arabic, “I have come to tell you at
some risk to myself to take your family and leave Jerusalem as soon as
possible. Go to Tulkarm while you still have time, it will be better for
you. Please believe me, it is not safe here.” Life in Jerusalem had by
then become turbulent. There were armed incidents virtually every
day. But no one believed it could get much worse and no one con-
templated moving. My father thanked him for his advice and tried to
pump him for more information. But Kramer would say nothing else
and shortly after took his leave. My father shrugged his shoulders and
ignored the whole incident. Why should he have believed him, seeing
that Kramer was working for the other side? But I wondered, years
afterwards, if my father looked back on that conversation as we were
leaving in panic and haste and remembered Kramer’s prophetic words.

My father met many English people at his work. One of these was a
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man called Clayton who lived near us in Qatamon, and whose son
Philip we were friendly with. Philip was an amiable boy of seventeen
who attended the school established by the government for English
children, but kept failing his exams at school because he was poor at
mathematics. Since my father taught mathematics at the school, beside
his duties as an education inspector, Philip used to come to see him for
private coaching. I liked it when Philip came round because he had a
dog called Peter which was frisky and affectionate. Philip always used
to bring presents for us with him, but whether this was in lieu of
payment for my father’s help or not, I never found out.

One day, he brought me a toy dog and then a big teddy bear which
I named Peter, but because I could not pronounce the “p”, as the
letter does not exist in Arabic, I used to say, “Beta”. This Beta slept in
my bed, sat up with me in the morning, got dressed with me — he had
a pair of blue pants which Fatima made — and even sometimes had a
wash. I kept him right up to the time we left Jerusalem, bedraggled by
then, with one of his yellow bead eyes missing. Eventually, Philip
stopped bringing toys and gave us a real dog. This was a saluki, a
skinny hound which Arabs use for hunting, and we called him
Snooky. We loved him but he did not last long with us, for he
disappeared one day. Whether he was run over or taken in by the
British authorities, which was a common fate for dogs assumed to be
strays and hence a potential source of rabies, we never knew.

Heart-broken as we were, it was not long before we acquired
another dog. This one was a mongrel, half saluki and half spaniel. He
was short-haired and tawny-brown in colour. Ziyad found him
roaming about in the street, apparently without an owner, and
immediately befriended him. In no time, he became a well-loved
member of the family except for my mother who never liked dogs.
She refused to let him come into the house and would chase him out
with the broom if he ever tried to, which was why he ran off as soon
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as he even saw the broom handle. My father chose an English name
for him, Rex, since an Arabic name would have seemed odd in a
society where it was not customary for Arabs to rear dogs.

Rex had a habit of following my sister to school, and when she
shooed him away he would make as if to go and disappear from view
long enough to fool her into thinking he had really gone home. But
when she came out at lunchtime she would find him on the school
steps waiting for her. “I couldn’t tell him off,” she said. “He had a
way of looking at you pathetically and swallowing hard, and so I
ended up patting and hugging him instead and telling him feebly not
to do it again.”

Once, he followed my father going to work on the bus. As my
father climbed on he could hear cries of consternation from the pas-
sengers because, much as we might have liked dogs, the majority of
Palestinians did not. They regarded them as unclean, and if they
needed to use any as guard dogs they kept them in a shed well away
from the house. The commonest expletives in Arabic all refer to dogs
or to sons of dogs; to call someone a dog is to imply that he is a bastard
or to indicate that he has no pride or dignity, as in the old English use
of “cur”. So my father, seeing people’s reactions, turned round to find
Rex close on his heels. He had to get off the bus and take him back to
the house, telling Fatima that the garden gate must be closed at all
times to keep the dog in. In fact, he did not need to say that for we
were all afraid that what befell Snooky would happen to Rex. So we
were all assiduous at keeping him from running out into the street. But
he was smart and had ways of slinking out when no one was looking.

Ziyad loved him dearly and used to play with him for hours in the
garden. Many years later, and living in a country far away from
Palestine, he acquired a dog. It was a large labrador and nothing like
our dog in Jerusalem except for his tawny colour. But my brother
chose to call him Rex.



Two

It seems incredible that in the Palestine of the 1940s we could have
had anything like a normal life. But the fact was that for several years
our particular part of Jerusalem remained immune from the revolt
erupting in every Palestinian city. We lived in a sort of fool’s para-
dise. After my parents moved to Qatamon, in 1938, there was no
further harassment against my father from the Arab factions who had
been so threatening before, and the British army searches and inter-
rogations also ceased. “The worst time was the General Strike,” my
mother said later. “We didn’t think there could be anything as bad as
that again. It all died down after Ghada was born and we thought the
worst was over.” The General Strike clouded my sister’s early
childhood and gave an unhappy backdrop to her life. She was only
four when it began in April 1936. “Of course I didn’t understand what
it was all about,” she said , “but father said it was because people had
begun to see what was happening and they felt a terrible sense of
betrayal.”

At that time, our parents lived in a rented house in Wadi al-Joz,
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just outside the Old City. My mother was expecting my brother Ziyad
who was due to be delivered in hospital. However, because of the
General Strike, a total curfew was imposed by the British authorities
which meant that people could not leave their houses. So, in August of
that year, Ziyad was born at home with only the local midwife in
attendance.

“I wanted to stay with mother, but the neighbours came into our
house to help and they pushed me out,” said Siham. “They only let
me back in when the baby was born and already being washed in a
basin.” Our father was reading in the sitting room and the midwife
went to give him the good news that he had a son, an important event
for Arab families, and stood around waiting to be tipped, as if it had
all been her own doing. “‘But father paid her her fee without giving
her a tip and told her to go.” Ziyad’s birth was the only exciting event
of that time. Because of the Strike, shops and offices were closed, and
children could not go to school. “It was so boring,” said Siham.
“When the curfew was on, we couldn’t go out to play and no one
could come to visit. The only excitement we had was when we were
sent out to get things from the shops opposite Bab al-Sahira [Herod’s
Gate in the Old City]. We used to have a lookout kid with us to make
sure there were no army jeeps or cars around, and when he said the
coast was clear, we all went to the shops. They had grilles on them to
look closed, but there were people inside and they sold us things.”

“Sometimes, the kids threw nails or sharp stones on the ground to
puncture the wheels of the British army cars and the police. And if
they were spotted, the soldiers came after them with sticks. We
particularly had it in for the lorries of the Potassium Company. It was
owned by foreign Jews, Germans I think, and the lorries had per-
mission to go around even though no one else did. The drivers were
Jews as well and one day the kids threw a lot of nails in our road, just
as the lorry was coming. It stopped and the driver began to shout at
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the kids. Mother ran out and started to pull them away off the road.”
Later, describing the occasion, she shuddered slightly. “It was quite
frightening really if you think about it, but at the time it also seemed
like fun.” After six months of this, the Strike ended and Siham went
back to school. It was called al-Ma’mouniyya al-Jadida at Wadi al-
Joz, the school 1 would also eventually attend. But though, to
everyone’s relief, the strikes and curfews were over, the basic conflict
was not resolved.

The pro-Husseini and pro-Nashashibi parties leading Palestinian
opposition to the widely feared takeover of the country by European
Jews were even more at loggerheads than before. And now they
began to attack each other more and more viciously, with uninvolved
or apolitical people like my father increasingly caught in the crossfire.
Unlike my uncles, he had never been a member of a political party or
a political activist at any time. Of course, he cared passionately about
what was happening and, like most other Palestinian men, spent much
time discussing the political situation.

“Let’s leave the men to their politics,” my mother would say when
people came to visit, and the wives would all sit together and talk
about other things. When we went to live in England after 1949 this
practice continued amongst the men but, if anything, with greater
intensity. As in Jerusalem before, all that I learned about Palestine in
those days was picked up from the conversations which took place at
home between my father and our Arab friends. My mother might send
me with the coffee tray into the lounge where they sat, and it was then
that I would hear snatches of conversation. Brought up to believe that
political discussion was men’s natural activity, I was amazed to find
that in English society of the 1950s hardly anyone mentioned politics
at all. In fact, I learned that it was considered bad taste, like talking
about religion or one’s voting intentions at the next election. What a
difference, I thought to myself, between this country and my own. It
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never occurred to me that societies not torn apart by conflict, as mine
had been, did not have the same incentive to care about politics.

Despite my father’s interest in politics, he preferred reading and
scholarship to anything else and was mainly concerned with furthering
his career. And indeed, at about the time of the General Strike, he was
promoted to inspector of education and could leave behind his lowly
job as a schoolteacher of mathematics and English in Jerusalem. In the
next year, 1937, he was sent to London by the Mandate government
on a six-month training course in education. He could not leave my
mother and the children without ensuring that she either join his
family in Tulkarm or her family come to stay with her in Jerusalem.
Women in our society were not normally left to live on their own;
they always had to have a male guardian, father at first and then
husband. In the absence of either, their brothers or brothers-in-law
were responsible for them. When my father came to leave for Eng-
land, my uncle Mahmoud, who was the eldest in the family and
therefore had the greatest say, pronounced that my mother would
have to go and stay with our grandmother in Tulkarm. By the normal
standards of the time, a woman in this situation would have had to
comply, since women had little power to affect their own lives. But
my mother was different because my father, although brought up in a
conservative household, had a liberal outlook. From the beginning of
their marriage he had allowed my mother to run the home freely and,
what was most unusual, to have money of her own to spend. As a
result, she had acquired the habit of independence and refused
to move to Tulkarm. Because of the curfews, the family could not
come to Jerusalem to stay with her, which would have been the
alternative in normal times. So she managed with help from the
neighbours.

“What a terrible time we had,” she said, “what with the zaswig and
the armed men and everyone protesting about the Jews coming in. It
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was only when we moved to Qatamon that we began to feel normal
again.”

In the winter of 1938 the family moved into a rented house in
Qatamon. The landlady was a woman called Um Jabra whose son had
married a Polish Jewish immigrant. Marriages between Arab men and
Jewish women (but not the other way around) had become increas-
ingly common with the advent of European Jews into the country. In
cases where the husbands were Muslim the women often converted to
Islam, but the couple was then in danger of reprisals by the wife’s
family and the wider Jewish community. After 1940, and the increase
in tension between the two sides, the Arabs also began to disown these
unions, and the couples either escaped or went into hiding. My mother
didn’t much care about Um Jabra’s son and she didn’t like the house
either, so they moved again after a year into our last Qatamon house,
the one which we occupied until the end. And here at last my mother
could build a family life for the first time since she had married in
relative prosperity and free from disruption.

She was an enthusiastic home-maker and wanted a well-furnished
home, generously stocked with staple foods, as was the prevailing
custom, and having all the necessary facilities for entertaining. My
mother kept her stock of provisions in what might be called a loft.
This was a large open shelf built into the space below the kitchen
ceiling and usually reached with a ladder. Here my mother kept
sackfuls of rice, flour and burghul/ (ground wheat). Huge jars of olive
oil and olives stood against the wall. Smaller jars held lentils and
chickpeas and dried pulses. She stocked salt and samn (clarified butter
for cooking), soap and candles. She also made different kinds of jam
and pickles, and during the summer she dried vegetables like bamia
(okra) and mulukhiyya (a spinach-like leaf vegetable) against the
winter. To see our food stores, one might have thought she was
catering for an army. But her obsession with stockpiling only led in
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the end to all that food falling into the hands of the Jewish family
which took over our house, whoever they were. “My God, they must
have had food to last them for a year,” my mother said. “And when I
think that I left them all my best blankets as well. I took some old
ones with holes in them because I didn’t think we would stay away for
long in Damascus.” Nevertheless, hoarding was a habit she never lost.
In England, with shops on her doorstep to go to every day if she
wished, she still stocked up supplies as if everything were about to run
out. "

Our house was ideally suited for entertaining. The front door
opened directly into our /iwan, a spacious square room with two large
windows on either side of the door. It opened through double doors at
the back onto the rest of the house. My mother mainly enjoyed the
fact that it could hold a large number of people and was roomy
enough for the women to sit well apart from the men. Not that there
was any formal segregation, merely that men and women auto-
matically sought the company of their own sex. This was considered
natural because each had similar interests which were not shared with
the other. On either side were two rooms: the first acted as the main
sitting room where people were entertained on formal occasions —
what might be called the parlour in England. It was also the place
where the men sat when they came to visit my father, and at other
times the women who came separately to see my mother. The sccond
was my parents’ bedroom. At the back of the villa was our bedroom,
the family dining room, kitchen and bathroom. A corridor which
separated the /iwan from the bedrooms opened onto the garden from
the side of the house. The three of us shared a bedroom, but I don’t
remember feeling crowded; the two beds in which my brother and I
slept stood against the wall on opposite sides of the room and my
sister’s bed was in between. Two large windows opened onto the back
garden. The floor was tiled throughout, but in winter my mother put
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rugs down to keep the house warm; in spring they were removed,
beaten, washed and folded away.

On summer nights, people sat out on the veranda, where it was
cooler than staying indoors. My father used to say that the Jerusalem
climate was the best in the world. “We had proper seasons, a cool
autumn, a cold winter, a warm rainy spring and a hot dry summer.
And even at the height of summer, it always cooled down at night, so
much so it could actually get cold.” When we went to live in London,
his chief complaint was that there were no seasons in England. “It
seems to be about the same the whole year round,” he would say. “Or
maybe there are two seasons here, cold and less cold.” When I close
my eyes and think of that time in Jerusalem, I can feel the still summer
afternoons when the adults were sleeping and the heat of the day lay
heavy on the empty streets and the quiet houses. After lunch, when I
played in the garden with Leila and Najwa, my friends from nearby,
one could almost touch the warm stillness.

Our mother had a daily routine which was enforced rigidly on the
household. In the mornings she did the cooking, with Fatima helping.
This meant that Fatima washed the meat, crushed the garlic, peeled
the vegetables, washed and strained the rice and got everything ready
so that when my mother entered the kitchen, all she did, master-chef-
like, was to put the ingredients together in her uniquely magical way.
And indeed she was a good cook. She brought to Palestinian cuisine a
special quality from her Syrian background. This expressed itself in a
general increase in the use of clarified butter and garlic and in richer
flavours which produced delicious results. Her stuffed vine-leaves
were legendary; she rolled them up into small neat rows on top of a
layer of lamb, mint and tomatoes and cooked them slowly until their
varied flavours mingled and they melted in the mouth.

However, alone amongst us, our father never ceased complaining
about these dishes. For years, he blamed his various abdominal
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symptoms on her fatty cooking. But as far as I know, it never deterred
him from refusing a single mouthful. At mealtimes, it was always the
same with him. After eating heartily what she had prepared, he would
begin to frown and mutter and pull at his trouser belt, grumbling that
he was overfull and distended and would my mother stop using so
much semn and oil. But she never took any notice and he never
stopped eating. We became so used to the rich flavour of her cooking
that all other foods seemed bland and boring by contrast.

Sometimes she made bread which we loved because it was hot and
tasty as it came out of the oven. Previously, each household made its
own bread, since there were no municipal bakeries. The women
would prepare the dough and then take it for baking to the public
ovens which were present in every neighbourhood. But by the time
we lived in Qatamon, things had changed, and we had a baker who
came to the door every day with freshly baked bread.

When she had finished cooking, my mother would leave Fatima to
clear up and go out to have coffee with her friends. She returned home
just in time for lunch, Fatima having laid the table. After lunch in the
summer, she and my father had their siesta which lasted until about six
o’clock. When they woke up they drank strong sweet coffee, after
which my father would usually sit at his desk in the /iwan reading. It
was at this time and into the evening that, if they were not going out
or receiving visitors, we got a chance to talk to our father. I was very
attached to him and considered myself to be his favourite. Just as I
believed that Fatima was there exclusively to look after me, so it was
with my father who I thought loved me the best. He was certainly
indulgent and patient and often put me on his knee and kissed me. I
would tell him what I had been doing that day and bask in his
apparent interest in my prattle, even though I noticed that he went on
reading his book while I was talking. In some ways we all felt closer
to him than we did to our mother because she often went out in the
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evenings while he stayed at home quietly reading. When she came
back, she made sure that we went to bed early, having first washed our
feet. This was a strict rule which was never to be explained or dis-
obeyed.

It was partly to get away from her rigid discipline that we loved to
go to Tulkarm to see our family. This happened principally on the
occasion of the two Eids, the major Muslim festivals. These trips were
thrilling from beginning to end because they started with an exciting
journey on the train which took us from Jerusalem to Tulkarm, all
dressed up in our new Eid clothes. Once arrived, we were met by a
variety of uncles and cousins at the station who walked or carried us
to our grandfather’s house. He had died in 1935, leaving our grand-
mother, our uncle Hussein (who was my father’s twin) and his family,
and our unmarried aunt Zubeida, all living in the house. It was
crowded but we never minded because it was so different from the
relative solitude of our own house in Jerusalem.

Although our relatives were always coming to stay with us,
sometimes for weeks or even months (much to my mother’s annoy-
ance), it was not the same. The houses in Tulkarm were nothing like
those in Jerusalem. They were domed and made of grey mud-bricks.
The streets were really alleyways that ran between the houses, and
where goats, hens and donkeys often roamed. This was not surprising,
since Tulkarm was in the midst of a heavily agricultural area and its
people were almost all engaged in farming.

Because there was little room at our grandmother’s, we children
stayed at our aunt Souad’s house. This had a flat roof and when it was
summer and very hot, our greatest pleasure was to sleep on the roof.
Ziyad and 1 fought hard to be allowed to do this, since there was not
enough room for everyone. It was cool on the roof at night and one
could lie down and look at the stars shining in the clear sky and smell
the jasmine tree which grew against the wall. We chattered and told
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stories to our cousins until, tired out, one by one, we fell asleep. Our
family was so large and our aunts, uncles and cousins so numerous that
there was a seemingly inexhaustible supply of playmates. And most
important of all, our mother could not make us wash our feet or sleep
early or perform any of the other rituals we had to observe at home.

When I was nearly six, I started to go to school. This was in
September 1945, at about the same time that my father left for England
once more. He would be going to London for another training course
and was to stay away loniger on this occasion, until the next summer.
We did not mind so much when he said he would come back with
wonderful English presents for us, and I was in any case too excited
about going to school for the first time to think of much else. My
school was the same al-Ma’mouniyya which my sister already atten-
ded. We would wake up at seven in the morning while our mother
was still asleep and make a packed lunch to take with us. Ziyad went to
the Umariyya school by the bus station, not far from the King David
Hotel. Stham and I had to take two buses to reach our school, first a
number 4 to the Old City and then a number 33 to Sheikh Jarrah.

School started at eight and ended at half past three, and as I came
out before Siham did, I would wait for her at the school gate and then
we would take our two buses back home. Unknown to us then, this
process would repeat itself in London, both of us going to the same
school, leaving our mother in bed in the morning and returning home
together for lunch. I liked my school in Jerusalem where we played
more than we did anything else. Our teachers were all young, except
for Miss Zuleikha. She was an elderly, forbidding lady who waved her
arms around when she got cross which made the loose folds of skin on
her upper arms sway back and forth most alarmingly.

I loved it when my sister and I came back home in the afternoons.
On days when Fatima wasn’t there, Stham would wash the floor of the
sitting room while our parents were sleeping. I am not sure why she
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My mother, Stham, Ziyad and I in our Qatamon house and (right) with my

classmates at al-Ma’mouniyya school, around 1946

did this; perhaps my mother, who was not fond of housework, asked
her to. While she cleaned the floor, she often taught me how to do
simple sums and how to read. I recited back what she taught me and
got to be so proficient that they let me skip a class at school. Some
twenty years later in London, when I was studying for my specialist
medical exams, I remember revising out loud to her as she sat sewing
in the bedroom at home. I knew she could not understand my subject,
but reading it to her was evocative of that time and somehow com-
forting and familiar.

I suppose Siham acted like a little mother to me during my
childhood, and I loved her devotedly in return, second only to Fatima.
It was a role she would assume even more after we left Jerusalem
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because, being the eldest, she took responsibility for me and Ziyad.

This was not an uncommon arrangement in Arab families in that the
eldest children were expected to look after their younger siblings.
Presumably, it originated in the fact that people had large families
where the mothers could not have coped without some such
arrangement. The burden usually fell on the eldest daughter who
became her mother’s deputy in the family. My father for example,
being one of thirteen children, was brought up by his elder sister, my
aunt Souad.

From the age of five, when Ziyad was born, Sitham had had to help
look after him. And when I was born, she was eight and she started to
look after both of us. This remained her role for all of my childhood
and adolescence and I often wondered whether she herself had had
much of a childhood.
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I suppose that the illusion of tranquillity we lived under during those
final years abruptly came to an end in the summer of 1946. It was not
that nothing at all was happening until then, but rather that it had
seemed remote from our part of Jerusalem. Not only that, but the
Jewish “terrorists”, as the British called them, were more engaged at
that stage in fighting the British authorities than the Arab population.
The Jewish forces in Palestine consisted of the Haganah, the under-
ground army, and the dissident Jewish groups — most notably the
Irgun Zvei Leumi and the Lehi (better known as the Stern Gang).
These last two organisations were known in Palestine as the terrorists
and were responsible for a spectacular campaign of violence against
anyone who stood in the way of their aims. (It is ironic to think that
the term “terrorist”, which has now become virtually synonymous
with Arabs, especially Muslims, started life as an appellation for
Jewish groups in Palestine.) Despite the illegal character of the Irgun
and Stern groups, the Haganah participated in a number of their
operations, although it was always careful to disown them afterwards.
To many Arabs, however, all the Jewish forces in the country were
tarred with the same brush and they did not often distinguish the one
from the other.

From the beginning of the year, the terrorists had been attacking
British military jeeps and trucks with bombs and flame-throwers.
Many roads used by the army were mined, British buildings and
installations were bombed, and the bridges over the Jordan river were
blown up. My father wrote from London that none of this had gone
unnoticed in England. “It’s very strange,” he said in a letter to my
mother, ““I feel sometimes as if I were still in Palestine because people
here talk about the events just as we do. I went into a pub yesterday
(which is like a coffee-house, I'll explain to you when I get back), and
ordinary people were saying that it was time to pull the army out of
Palestine. They said it wasn’t fair because the Jews were killing British



Palestine 59

soldiers. And the British newspapers are full of it as well. Nearly every
day, there is some story about Palestine.”

One day in March, Jewish terrorists held up a military train car-
rying British soldiers’ pay and seized £30,000. “I can’t understand
these Jews,” said Khalil Sakakini to my father when he returned from
London. “You should have seen what they’ve been up to, fighting the
very people who let them come into the country and gave them ideas
about staying here. They should be dancing in the streets, not biting
the hand that feeds them.”

Though terrible, these incidents were for us more topics of con-
versation than anything else. They did not touch us personally — until
the day that terror struck closer to home. It happened during the
school holidays in July. We were out playing in the garden under the
trees because it was the middle of the day and very hot. Rex was lying
down with his tongue hanging out, clearly overheated. “Come on
Rexy,” my brother kept calling out, “come on, lazy dog!” And Rex,
making no effort to get up, acknowledged my brother’s invitation
with a slow thump of his tail on the ground. Suddenly, we heard a dull
thud in the distance and minutes later our mother, who had been out
visiting, came running home. She shouted out to Siham who was
inside the house, saying she’d seen smoke in the distance which
seemed to be coming from Mamillah, close to the office where my
father worked.

“I know something terrible’s happened,” she said. “Switch on the
radio.” The neighbours rushed in saying there was an explosion in the
centre and God knows who had died or what the damage was. Shortly
afterwards, the radio announced that bombs had exploded in the King
David Hotel and many people were killed. “Please God your father’s
not gone there for some business or other,” said our mother. The
King David Hotel was the headquarters of the British government in
Palestine and it was always bustling with people who went there for
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all kinds of business. My father had once worked in the translation
bureau on the ground floor of the hotel in 1937 when he helped
translate the Pee] Commission report on the conflict in Palestine into
Arabic.

By the end of that day, the full story became clear. Jewish terrorists
had blown up a whole wing of the hotel by posing as Arab delivery
men and smuggling explosives hidden in milk cans into the basement.
My father saw the fire and smoke from his office. He went out onto
the balcony of the building and into a great cloud of dust which had
drifted across from the site of the explosion. Nearly one hundred
people, mostly Arabs but also British, and a small number of Jews,
were killed. The dead included a number of our neighbours or
acquaintances, since Jerusalem society was small and most families
knew each other. “Poor Hilda,” my mother said. “Her poor, poor
parents.” Hilda Azzam was a young secretary employed at the King
David Hotel who was pretty and well thought of at work and my
parents knew her family. She had perished in the explosion, as had Mr
Thompson, an English official who worked for the British authorities
at the hotel and lived in the next street to ours. “Diabolical,”
exclaimed old Mr Jouzeh, our next door neighbour. “These people
aren’t human. They’re devils from hell!”

All those who came to our house spoke of nothing else for what
seemed like weeks. They said it took four days to dig out and move
the bodies of the dead and wounded to the government hospital in the
Russian Compound, right next to the maternity hospital where I was
born. Those who were Jewish went to their own hospitals. There
were funerals in Jerusalem for weeks afterwards, five or six a day, as
some of the wounded joined the ranks of those who had died in the
initial explosion. The social customs over bereavement, which were
already elaborate in our society, became more so in the aftermath of
these deaths. The -omen in our street, my mother amongst them,
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were all busy visiting the relatives of those who had died after the
incident. Poor Mrs Thompson, who was Greek and used to visit us
from time to time, became utterly distraught after her husband’s death
in the explosion and would often come weeping to our house.

For the men who visited my father it became the major topic of
conversation. ‘“They say it was the Jews taking revenge on the
British.” At the end of June, just before my father came back from
England, the army had tried to control Jewish terrorism by clamping
down on all Jewish settlements in the country. They were closed off,
placed under curfew and their telephone lines cut. From all accounts,
the army found a huge quantity of arms, explosives and mortar
bombs, and they arrested about two thousand people, members of the
illegal terrorist groups, but also of the Haganah. The Arabs looked on
bemused. “Let’s hope it stops these lunatics,” people said. But Mr
Thompson, describing the British anti-terrorist campaign to my father
on his return, had shaken his head at the time and said, “I am very
afraid that it won’t work. I think they’ll strike back.” “Poor man,”
said my father later. “As it turned out, he was only too right.”

Nothing was the same after the King David incident. The autho-
rities were furious and instituted a huge search operation for the
terrorists centred on Tel Aviv. This made my father and his Pales-
tinian colleagues at work feel slightly better, for, as employees of the
British administration, they had also begun to feel hunted. There were
soldiers everywhere and a big detention camp went up outside Jer-
usalem where hundreds of Jewish suspects were held. My father said
that the British were determined to stamp out Jewish terrorism
because they were worried that the Arabs would be tempted to join in
the fight against the Jews. “Better for the Arabs to stay out of it,” said
my uncle Abu Salma who was on a visit from Haifa. “Knowing the
mess they make of everything, they’d be guaranteed to turn the British
pro-Jewish again.” It was noted that the Britisk 7 ldiers had become
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more and more hostile to the Jewish population as the attacks on them
increased.

“It’s funny, Mr Karmi,” said Philip’s father. “If anything, we were
all rather sympathetic to the Zionists when we first came here. But
now most of us feel quite differently, some would say even anti-
semitic.” Abu Suleiman, the grocer whose shop was in the road
behind ours next to the Semiramis Hotel, said that the soldiers
sometimes dropped in to buy something from him. “You’re all right,
you Arabs,” they used to tell him, “not like the other lot.””

When in London, my father had made friends with a certain Henry
Dodds who lived in the same building in Sussex Gardens where my
father was staying. It so happened that he had a nephew in the
Palestine police whom we had never met because he was stationed in
Haifa. Henry Dodds introduced my father to London life, took him to
the pub and generally helped him to settle in. After my father’s return
to Palestine, they wrote to each other from time to time. In the wake
of the King David Hotel bombing, Henry Dodds wrote anxiously to
enquire after our well-being. He said that the whole of England had
been rocked by the event. The House of Commons had met in
emergency session and, for the first time, members had begun to speak
of a British withdrawal from Palestine. “You are not alone. People
here are disgusted with the violence in Palestine,” he wrote. “The
press is full of it, they’ve even begun to compare the Jewish gangsters
to the Nazis. But others, more charitable perhaps, are saying that what
the Jews suffered in the war has deranged their minds. Who knows? I
can only hope that you and your family may escape the worst of it.”

' It was no secret that the British army and the British-staffed Palestine police were generally pro-
Palestinian while the government and its administrators were pro-Zionist. Many Palestinians thought to
exploit this division in British ranks by making contacts within the army and police. Their efforts were of
limited value, however, against the implacably pro-Zionist policy of the government.
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He ended by saying that he was thinking of us and also of his nephew
who had so far escaped the attentions of the terrorists.

For a while, there were no further incidents of that magnitude close
to us, people were on their guard, and the authorities were determined
to take no chances. The government divided Jerusalem, Haifa and Tel
Aviv into security zones, A, B and C, with checkpoints at each. Area
A, which was the British zone, was especially well guarded with high
walls and barbed wire. You had to have a special permit and your
papers checked by the soldiers before you could enter. This was
because the government had to protect its buildings and personnel
from further attack by the Jewish terrorists. The latter regarded the
zones with contempt and referred to them as “Bevingrads”, after the
British Foreign Secretary, Ernest Bevin, who had drawn up the policy.

There was a checkpoint at the bottom of our hill, past the Wah-
behs’ house, which led to a security zone and was manned by British
soldiers. We were told never to go there, but of course this made us
want to all the more. So one day after lunch while everyone was
asleep, my friend Randa and I walked down the hill until we came up
close to the checkpoint. There was only one soldier on duty and he
was bending down to do up his bootlace. We crept up on him so
quietly that he did not hear us, but we could see his red neck below his
beret. Suddenly he straightened and spotted us. He was fair haired and
had bright blue eyes which lit up in a smile. “Hallo!” he said, shifting
the barrel of his rifle away from our direction. We giggled and ran
away as fast as we could and once safely over the top of the hill, we
shouted, “Hallo! Hallo!” back at him.

To our delight, we found when we returned that no one had dis-
covered our little escapade. And so we started to visit the young
soldier on other afternoons when everyone was asleep and he was on
duty. His name was Jack and he would smile a lot and say things we
could not understand. But we knew they were friendly. And then one
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time, he asked us where we lived. We knew what he meant by the

3

gestures, and we said, “Come and visit us,” covering our faces with
our hands and giggling as we said it. We thought he understood
because he nodded hard and smiled at us. And we wondered what we
would say at home, if he really did come. But nothing happened and
we did not see him again until the day Randa and I went to Abu
Samir’s shop. And there he was with another soldier, buying cigarettes.
He saw Randa first and said, “Hallo!”” and bent down to pat her head.

Abu Samir looked amazed. “That’s my friend Jack,” he said. “How
do you two know him?” We were covered in confusion, but we
explained and begged him not to tell our parents. “It won’t matter
very much anyway now,” he said. “Jack’s going to leave us. Aren’t
you?” Jack’s friend, who knew some Arabic, translated. ‘“That’s
right,” said our Jack, as we had begun to think of him, “khalas,
finished, had enough.”

“We’ve all had enough,” repeated the other soldier to Abu Samir.

“But we are friends,” said the latter. “We like you. Why go?”

Both men shook their heads. “We like you too, Mr Abu. If it was
up to us, it wouldn’t be like this, believe me.” And Jack nodded. “It’s
a shame what’s happening in this country. It shouldn’t be allowed, but
no one listens to us. We don’t make the rules, only wish we did.
That’s our government does that. And they say you’ve got to live
with the Jews, like it or not.”

“We don’t like it,” said Abu Samir. Jack’s friend clapped him on
the shoulder and said he was sorry. And then Jack bought Randa and
me some sweets and, to our great excitement, shook our hands.
“Goodbye, young ladies,” he said, gravely. “We probably won’t meet
again”. We didn’t know what to answer, but his friend smiled and
told us what he had said. And then we felt sad and wished we could
have spoken English.
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That autumn, I went back to school on my own because my sister
had left and gone to Dar al-Mu‘allimat, the government secondary
school. She would stay here until her matriculation exam, something
akin to the old English School Certificate. It was strange going to
school without her and I used to hang around a little in the morning,
hoping that Rex would follow me, even though he was not supposed
to. But when he slipped out of the garden gate behind me, more
often than not he abandoned me soon after and took himself off for a
walk round our road instead. Those few people who kept dogs were
not in the habit of walking them outside the house, and when my
brother was not there to take Rex out with him, which he did as
often as he could, Rex was expected to get his exercise by running
around in our large garden. But from early on he took matters into
his own hands and simply went off whenever anyone left the garden
gate open. Then, after having completed his walk, which consisted
of sniffing round other people’s gardens and barking at other animals
he met on the way, he would return home wagging his tail and
asking to be let in.

Rex was the only one to remain unaffected by the atmosphere in
Jerusalem as the year drew to a close. It was not that anyone at that
stage experienced the panic and insecurity which were yet to come,
but things had definitely changed. My father’s friends talked inces-
santly about the political situation and even my mother’s coffee
mornings and Zstighals were overshadowed by the events. The British
army continued its operations against Jewish targets with searches and
arms seizures, one of them in the Montefiore district of Jerusalem, not
far from Qatamon. But nothing seemed to have any effect on the
terrorists who went on attacking buildings and kidnapping British
soldiers. And then, as the new year came in, Mr and Mrs Clayton
came to see us. Visits from English people to our house were
exceptional because my mother did not speak English and my father
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confined his contact with them to the office. So, when they came over
one evening, we knew something was up.

“My wife has come to say goodbye,” said Mr Clayton. “She’s
going back to England with the children. We want to thank you for
looking after Philip so well.”

“Why do they have to go?”” my mother asked through my father.

“The situation isn’t safe here,” he told her. “It doesn’t look to us as
if the terrorists are going to stop and anyone British is fair game to
them, you know. I can’t have my family threatened like that. I mean
i’s dangerous to let the boys out to play or to let my wife go
anywhere in case she gets caught up in some awful attack.”

“All the other wives are leaving,” said Mrs Clayton. “It’s very sad,
we didn’t want to go like this.” She smiled warmly at my mother and
told my father to explain that she had been very happy in Palestine.
“I’ll never forget the kindness and hospitality of people here. We've
made so many wonderful friends.” She suddenly burst into tears. “It’s
awful, awful what the Jews are doing.”

That January, all British wives, children and other people whose
presence in Palestine was not considered essential were evacuated
back to England. This would give the authorities greater freedom to
control terrorism, it was said. ‘“But you know,”” commented my uncle
Abu Salma who was staying with us at that time, “it also means that
the English” — or, as he put it, a/-/nglee;, which was the usual way
Palestinians referred to the British authorities — “are expecting much
more trouble from the Jews.” My father agreed. He said one could tell
that from the general air of apprehension in his office. “But the Jews
are jubilant, you know,” he informed my uncle. “I know a German
Jew at work, Roth, who says that the Jewish irregulars are celebrating
because they think they’ve got the English on the run. He’s not much
happier about this than we are. He says ‘you Arabs can’t tell the

»

difference between us and them.’
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By “us”, my father explained, he had meant the Jewish Agency and
the Haganah, as opposed to the Irgun and the Stern Gang. “That’s
because they’re all the same,” retorted my uncle. “Everyone knows
that Ben-Gurion approved the King David Hotel bombing [David
Ben-Gurion was the head of the Jewish Agency in Palestine] and most
of the other incidents as well. They pretend to be shocked every time
an atrocity occurs and deny they had anything to do with it, just as
they did after the King David. But take it from me, secretly they’re all
dogs in collusion with each other.”

My father said that at least the Jews were not aiming their
aggression at the Arabs. Many of them in fact went out of their way to
say that they had nothing against us, it was the British they were after.
And indeed in the very next month, February, and following the
evacuation of civilians, the terrorists increased their campaign of
bombings and sabotage against the British military. The worst of this
was the effect on the railway system. The terrorists saw to it that most
of the routes were mined which meant that the trains could not travel
and all rail transport in the country was paralysed. The army put out
all its men to clear the mines and patrol the train lines. But it was
difficult to keep them protected at all times, so the government tried to
enlist Arab help.

My aunt Zubeida who came to see us from Tulkarm said some of
the villagers had been approached by British army officers offering
rewards for information about Jewish terrorists. There were two major
Jewish settlements in the vicinity of Tulkarm, Hadera and Petah
Tikva, which might harbour them. Fatima also came saying that some
of the people in her village had been approached with the same
request. “And are they going to do it?”” my mother asked her. “Well,”
replied Fatima, “they’re not rich and they could do with the money.”

By the end of the month, the British Mandate government calcu-
lated that it had lost nearly half a million pounds due to the damage to
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the railways and the loss of traffic. And as soon as the danger from
mines abated, the Irgun and Stern terrorists turned their attention to
attacking British army vehicles. Gangs sped by in fast-moving stolen
cars lobbing bombs at army trucks. “Like those American gangster
films,”” people said. “No wonder the English can’t cope.” Indeed, the
British authorities seemed overwhelmed by the ferocity of the Jewish
assault on them. They tried to bring in a requirement on all vehicles to
display the name and photograph of their drivers on the windscreen.
But it was widely ignored and had to be abandoned. Then, at the
beginning of March, there was another major bombing in Jerusalem
carried out by the Irgun. Goldsmith House, the radio announced, had
been bombed and the whole building reduced to rubble. There were
many casualties, between fifty and eighty dead and wounded it was
thought, all British.

Now Goldsmith House was the British officers’ club and an
important centre for army personnel. It stood inside the British
security zone and should have been safe from attack. Nevertheless, a
terrorist unit had managed to get in, no one quite knew how, and
throw explosives through the windows of the club. The British took
this attack very hard, especially back in England. My father’s office
was buzzing with talk that the view from there was of an incompetent
Mandate government, unable to control the situation. “Trying to
handle the terrorists with kid gloves instead of applying the law of the
Old Testament,” British newspapers were saying. “An eye for an
eye, that's what they understand.” In desperation, the government,
we learned, had declared martial law in Jerusalem and Tel Aviv. This
was centred on the Jewish areas, where the terrorists were presumed
to be. They were cordoned off and guarded by soldiers. Under the
new law, the Jews who lived there would lose all government ser-
vices and henceforth would have no postal deliveries, no law court
sittings, no tax collection, no working telephones and hardly any
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traffic in and out. Food distribution was under the control of the
army.

Everyone said we Arabs were not the target of these measures, but
life in Jerusalem was badly disrupted. By 1947, there was a great deal
of mixing between Arabs and Jews, not socially, but in terms of
commerce and professional services. The sight of so many soldiers on
the streets — by then the British army in Palestine amounted to
100,000 men — all heavily armed, was quite frightening. They were
grim and business-like and very few looked like our nice smiling
guard at the Qatamon checkpoint. It was said that they had started to
hate it in Palestine and just wanted to go home. Life in the city was
not normal, and no one knew when it would become so again. In fact,
as it happened, it was only to last for two weeks. Martial law was
lifted, having failed miserably to stop the terrorists from striking
again; far from it, at least twenty operations were mounted against
British targets during the two weeks when it was in force.

“What idiots these English are!” our neighbours commented.
“They managed to terrorise all of us in the Great Strike and now they
can’t control a bunch of Jews?”

Because my father worked for a government department, many
people came to ask what he thought was really going on. Increasingly,
we children sensed that important matters were afoot though we did
not know what they were exactly. Though I understood little of what
I heard when people came to see us, it was not the content of what
they said but their manner and expression which I noticed. But I was
merely intrigued and occasionally concerned. Not for a moment did 1
think it could touch me or Rex or our home.

“What is the matter with them?”” Rashid Khayyat asked my father.
He and his wife lived nearby and were frequent visitors to our house.
Everyone that evening was talking about the Irgun’s recent attacks on
the British. “What do they want?”
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“It’s not a mystery,” replied my father. “They want the English to
get out of Palestine. They think that if they make life here bad enough
for them, they’ll be forced to leave.”

“They must be mad if they think that a bunch of Jewish lunatics
can get the whole of the British government and British army to move
out!” scoffed my mother’s friend, Emily.

“I’'m not sure,” said my father. “Don’t forget the English moved
their wives and children out in January and they’ve now turned the
subject of Palestine over to the United Nations”, he went on. “And
there are calls in England for them to pull out of the country alto-
gether.”

“But what about us?” asked Vladimir Wahbeh, who came from a
Greek Orthodox Arab family. “What’s supposed to happen if they
leave us with the Jews here?”

No one knew. But everyone decided that the Jews couldn’t throw
the English out and the English were not going to leave us just like
that. “It simply isn’t possible,” they said.

But as matters between the Jews and the British continued to
deteriorate, it was impossible not to think the unthinkable. Acts of
revenge and counter-revenge accelerated in an underground war of
attrition which seemed to get more and more violent. Even though the
Arabs were not directly involved in any of this and did not have much
sympathy for either side — “one oppressor fighting another”, as they
put it — they nevertheless felt a sense of unease.

In July, another terrible incident took place which was to have far-
reaching effects. The radio broadcast its details day by day, almost as
if it might have been a thriller. It all started with a British decision to
execute three Jewish terrorists, all members of the Irgun, for their part
in breaking into the maximum security government prison at Acre.
Whereupon, the Irgun kidnapped two British soldiers and threatened
to execute them in retaliation. The authorities refused to give in to



Palestine 71

what they saw as blackmail and the terrorists were duly hanged. At
this, the more moderate Jewish Agency and Haganah tried to deter
the Irgun from carrying out the revenge hanging of the British sol-
diers. They urged the Irgun’s commander, Menachem Begin, to
exercise caution, but to no avail. The two sergeants were strangled
and then strung up on trees. When the army came to cut down the
bodies, they did not realise that the area had been booby-trapped by
the Irgun who hoped in this way to increase British casualties. One of
the bodies exploded right in the face of the soldier who was trying to
bring it down.

All the English we knew were in a state of shock. The Arabs said,
“It’s got nothing to do with us. They let them in and now they’re
paying the price. Let them fight it out.”” In the next week, we had a
letter from Henry Dodds, my father’s friend from London. “This has
really done it,” he wrote. “The country is in an uproar. You should
see what is happening here. People are saying that the Jews are Nazis,
and Jewish shops and Jewish homes have been attacked up and down
the country. I don’t defend that myself, but I do feel disgusted about
the booby-trapping of the bodies. Everyone here is saying that our
In the aftermath of the

E2]

boys will have to get out of Palestine.
hanging, the army could not control the furious reaction of many of
its soldiers. They smashed Jewish shops and Jewish buses in Tel Aviv
and even shot at Jews from armoured cars. Our neighbours the
Kramers said they were only too glad that they did not live there.
“You know, most of us don’t approve of what the dissidents are
doing,” Mr Kramer said to my father. “Dissidents” was the term the
Jewish community used to describe what everyone else called ter-
rorists. ““If they go on like this, they will destroy everything we have
worked so hard to create here. Actually, the Haganah leadership has
called on everyone in the Yishuv [the Jewish community in Palestine]

to work against them.”

Y
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My father told this story the next evening to a group of his men
friends. “It’s their insolence that annoys me,” Vladimir Wahbeh
commented. He worked as a civil engineer in the Jerusalem munici-
pality. “T mean, this man Kramer talks about what the Jews created
here, as if they were doing it for us.”

“Or,” Hatim Kamal, another good friend of my father, added, “as
if this was their own country they were building.”

“But they think it is,” said my father, who had been hearing such
things from the Jews he came across at work.

No one could accept this. “Really?” Hatim laughed. “All those
Poles and Russians and Germans, in all shapes and sizes, jabbering in
all sorts of languages — making out this is their country? What a
joke!”

“They want much more,” said Vladimir. “From what I hear at the
municipality, they won’t give up until they’ve taken over the country
for themselves.”

“Well, it won’t happen,” Abu Ahmad asserted with finality. “First
of all, the English are in power, and second there’s all of us living
here. How are they going to get rid of us and of the English gov-
ernment? It’s a nonsense.” Everyone agreed vigorously. “Mark my
words,” he continued, “this will blow over. The English are back in
control now and they will sort out the mess.”

oD

To me, that summer was chiefly memorable for the business of the
“doll-babies”. Before school had ended for the holidays, one of the
girls in my class, Hala by name, had come to say that she had an
exciting secret which could only be shared with a chosen few. I was
not one of these and had to wait until given the information second
hand. It turned out that Hala knew of a place where they had “doll-
babies”, small living toys which looked like babies. They did not talk
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or cry but they had to be fed and washed and put to sleep like real
babies. As children we were all abundantly familiar with babies
because there were so many of them around us. But one could rarely
play with them because they always started to cry and their mothers
invariably took them away when they did. So the idea that there was a
kind of baby which never cried and one could keep for one’s own was
irresistibly attractive.
We all wanted to know how to get one and Hala took our orders.
She said they came in all sorts of hair and eye colours, from blond to
black. I wanted one of the blond and blue-eyed variety, as did most
of the others. This was because, even at that age, we had already
adopted the prevailing Arab prejudice against brunettes. Blondes
were unusual amongst a predominantly dark people and were con-
sidered highly desirable. So, girls longed to be fair-skinned and have
light-coloured eyes. Because my sister Siham was the darkest of us
all, my mother used to make her drink lots of milk in the hope that
her colour would lighten. When Hala said that she would get a doll-
baby of the required description for me during the holidays, I was
overjoyed. I could see it already, about a foot and a half long,
swaddled in a white blanket, with a head of pretty blond curls and
two bright blue eyes, like those of the English soldiers. I told Fatima
all about it one hot afternoon when she was trying to have her siesta
on the veranda.
“And Fatima,” I said excitedly, “it’s like a nice quiet baby, just lies
} there and looks at you. I'm going to look after it and it’s going to love
’ me.” Fatima nodded with her eyes closed. “Fatima, you’re not lis-
| tening. Wake up, wake up.” And then Fatima opened her eyes and
smiled. “Yes, my darling, yes,” she said soothingly. 1 waited all that
l summer for the doll-baby to arrive. I dreamed about it at night and
often during the day. But the holidays came to an end and the doll-
baby never arrived. And when I went back to school in September it
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was to find that Hala had left because her family had moved out of
Jerusalem, leaving me with an anguished sense of loss.

Meanwhile, the conflict in the country was beginning to change
direction as the Arabs prepared to join in. It was not that they had
been wholly inactive throughout the months of anti-British terrorism.
But their resistance was relatively muted, not least because they were
divided amongst themselves. Although their aim was supposed to be
the fight against Jewish immigration into the country, in reality the
power struggle to secure leadership of the resistance movement sap-
ped much of their energy. Only very late in the day, at the beginning
of 1947, did a more united front emerge in the shape of the Arab
Higher Committee, the AHC. This was predictably headed by Hajj
Amin al-Husseini and brought together the various Arab parties
which had until then been fighting independently. Many complained
that it was dominated by the leading Jerusalem families and in par-
ticular by the Husseini clan and as such did not represent the ordinary
people of Palestine. But no one took any notice.

As talk of a UN decision on the future of the Mandate increased
throughout the summer of 1947 and the unthinkable — a British
withdrawal from Palestine — began to be whispered aloud, Arab
resistance came to the fore. In September 1947, just a few weeks after
we all went back to school, the British made a stunning announce-
ment. The UN special committee on Palestine had found the Mandate
to be unworkable, it said, and recommended that it should end. In
response, the British declared that they had accepted the UN verdict
and would terminate their rule in Palestine in May 1948. At the same
time, a new and dreaded word entered the political vocabulary: par-
tition.

Partition meant that the country might be divided into Jewish and
Arab parts. “God forbid!” everybody in the neighbourhood said as
soon as they heard it. “No, no. It can’t happen. The English can’t
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leave, whatever they say now. It’s a long time to next May and by
then God may create what we do not know.” This was a well-known
saying taken from the Quran, “And God creates that which you know
and that of which you have no knowledge yet”. My father said very
little at this time. But we could see that he was worried. When my
mother pressed him, he said he was thinking about the future of his
job if the Mandate were to end. At the beginning of the year, he had
been approached by Abdul-Majid Shuman, the head of the Arab Bank,
with an offer of a job. He had invited him to become director of the
bank in Amman, a well-paid job with a commercial future. But my
father had hesitated to make such a move which would not only take
us away from Jerusalem but also direct him towards a very different
career. So he asked his head of department, a man called De Bunsen
whom he had first met during his second spell in England and whom
he trusted, what he should do. “I don’t advise you to take it up,” De
Bunsen had replied without hesitation. “Stay with us because I can
promise you we have you in mind for a substantial promotion.”

My father must have wondered what would happen to that promise.
Many others who worked with him were also worried. Sometimes
they came to our house and spoke in low voices. Always they came to
the conclusion that the British could not possibly leave. This was
reinforced by government officials who stated repeatedly that they
would settle the conflict before making any move. And it was not only
Palestine which was perturbed, other Arab countries became involved.
When in October their leaders met to consider sending troops to
Palestine’s borders in case the partition plan was ever adopted, my
mother refused to be downhearted and behaved as normal, and life
continued in the same way.

Not for long though. In November of that year, when I had just
turned eight, the bombshell exploded. It was announced over the radio
early one morning that the UN had met in New York and decided on
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partition. Palestine would be divided into two states, Jewish and Arab.
Jerusalem would become an international city under UN trusteeship
and not part of either the Arab or the Jewish state. The effect on the
Palestinians was electric. Siham went to school to find a scene of grief
verging on hysteria. Many of the teachers and girls were crying and
classes were suspended. Because our parents were not in the habit of
explaining political events to us — what we knew about the situation
around us was picked up from overhearing snatches of conversation —
she was unsure about the significance of what she had heard over the
radio. She knew it was something serious and that it involved the
creation of a Jewish state, but little else. So she asked what was the
matter with everyone.

“We all know the Jews have taken lots of our land,” she said.
“Surely it’s only a way of recognising that they have?”” Siham did not
really understand the issues and was trying to work it out for herself.

“Are you a traitor or just stupid?” demanded her teacher angrily.
“It's a good thing I know who your family is or I would have
suspected your loyalty. Don’t you understand that our country is
being destroyed?”” And her other teacher said, “You live in Qatamon,
next to the Jews, don’t you? Didn’t you hear them singing and
dancing all night?”” Indeed we had not, but over the next few days our
friends spoke of scenes of wild jubilation in the Jewish areas as they
celebrated the news from New York. “We have a state! We have a
state!” they sang.

Ziyad came back from his school, saying that everyone seemed
short tempered. The atmosphere all around us had changed and we
knew that terrible, frightening things were happening. As soon as
partition had been announced, Arab snipers were out onto the streets
shooting at Jews and attacking Jewish shops and cars. The Jews were
shooting back and in some places no one seemed to be in control. My
uncle Abu Salma, who had come to see us, said that in Haifa, which
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had a large Jewish population, it was just the same. We normally
looked forward to his visits because he was the merriest and wittiest
member of our family. He was an attractive man who had quite an eye
for the women and was a well-known flirt. Even when heatedly
discussing the most serious political topics, he could always be dis-
tracted if a pretty woman came into the room.

People excused his flirtatiousness because he was a poet and they
said that poets were romantic and could not help themselves. It was
after all through his love sonnets that he had won his wife, who had
not wanted to marry him. She was the daughter of the mayor of Acre
and a beautiful, cultivated woman who played the piano and spoke
French. Before meeting him, she had decided never to marry anyone,
and strenuously resisted his advances at first.

But on this visit, my uncle was not his usual merry self, and my
father and he fell into an intense and serious conversation almost
immediately on his arrival.

My father wanted to know what was happening on the Arab side.

“You know that the AHC have ordered the whole country to come
out on strike, so that we can be free to fight against partition,” replied
my uncle. “They’ve set up local committees in all the towns to
coordinate activities.”

My father was afraid it would merely be a repeat of the shambles of
1936, and worse, since the leader was directing operations from Cairo.
(Hajj Amin al-Husseini had been banished from Palestine by the
British authorities in 1946 and lived in Egypt.)

“And the rest are more interested in settling scores against each
other than in fighting the Zionists,” said my uncle.

“At this rate,”

“Well of course. What can you expect when we don’t rule over our

said my father, “things can only get worse.”

own country?”’ demanded my uncle. “When we are ruled by people
who promote our enemies?” My father took this to be an allusion to
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his government post, as if my uncle were accusing him of colluding
with our oppressors. This was a sensitive issue for all those who
worked for the British administration, and a source of shame. “What
else could I have done?” he said angrily. “There was no other
administration, no other structure here to work for except the English.
How could I or you have known that they would do this to us? How
could anyone imagine that they would want to give half of our
country to immigrants?”” The UN had decided to accord the proposed
Jewish state §5 per cent of the land and the Arab one the remaining 45
per cent, although Jews made up only one third of the population. “I
mean it isn’t conceivable by any standard of fairness or human
behaviour. All right, we accepted a Jewish homeland. But this?”

As children we had often heard them talk of the so-called Balfour
Declaration. The British had promised the Zionists to help set up a
“Jewish homeland” in Palestine. This was apparently the basis of the
problem in Palestine. By doing that, the British government had in
effect promised to give away the land of one people to another when it
did not own that land. Even we, as children, could see what a bitter
bone of contention it was between the Arabs and the British that the
people of Palestine, who were to host this Jewish homeland, were
never consulted nor their agreement obtained.

“What was a ‘homeland’ but an excuse to create a Jewish state
here?” said my uncle bitterly. “The English are treacherous bastards.
They never had me fooled!”

My father was stung. He must have resented the implication that he
was either stupid or worse, that those who worked with the authorities
were tarred with the same brush. “Of course it’s always satisfying to
be wise after the event,” he snapped.

They had started to quarrel. My mother came in and intervened.
“Now stop it, you two,” she said. “That’s how the Arabs always end
up, fighting each other. That won’t help us now, and I still say that the
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English don’t mean it. They must have some plan but they’re not
telling us everything.”

The word betrayal was on everyone’s lips. People were saying,
“The English tricked us. They must have planned this all along.”
When my father went to the office, he found himself faced with a
smiling Mr Roth, the very same man who only a few years before had
wanted to convert to Islam. Roth tried to be friendly but my father
could not bring himself to speak to the man. “We don’t have to fall
out over this, Karmi,” he said. “You know, the Jewish state we're
going to have will really be shared between us and you. I mean we’re
only a third of the population. There aren’t enough of us to go
round.” “And”, said my father afterwards, “he had the insolence to
laugh. As if T didn’t know that they’ve no intention of leaving it at
that.”” Everyone around us was saying that the Jews were after a state
devoid of Arabs and were unhappy with the UN offer as it stood. My
father heard that David Ben-Gurion had made a speech to his party
soon after the partition plan was announced in which he did not hide
his anxiety about the number of Arabs in the state to be allotted to the
Jews.

When people heard about this, there was much alarm and wild
speculation. The riots got worse. Throughout December, central
Jerusalem became a battleground for angry mobs who burned and
attacked Jewish buildings and property and Jewish militias who
responded with shootings and bombings. The British army kept a
noticeably low profile, except for the imposition of curfews. Suddenly,
shrill sirens would sound over the city and everyone who could
scurried indoors. Increasingly, as this happened while we were at
school, they would despatch us home as soon as the curfew was
announced. And I would rush back anxiously, longing to be in the
house in the warm with Fatima with the door closed, roasting

chestnuts and letting Rex into the /iwan with us.
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The curfews could happen at any time and we never knew when we
left in the mornings whether we would be home as usual or not.
Sometimes, it meant that Fatima could not come to us, or if she did,
she could not return. On the days she did not turn up, I would feel
desolate. What if a sniper had got her as she walked along the road? 1
started to think like this after Randa said that people in lower
Qatamon had seen a man shot dead in front of their house. If I said as
much to Siham or to my mother, they said, “God forbid, don’t say
such things.” Getting to the shops was becoming difficult, and the
village women who used to come to our house selling vegetables often
did not appear. My mother complained about having to cook without
the proper ingredients, but we managed. And amazingly, all three of
us still struggled to school every day, although I retained nothing of
the lessons we were taught. All the time we heard at school of the
conflict spreading; every town centre was disrupted and the villages
became bases for Arab fighters and irregulars, soon joined by
volunteers from neighbouring Arab countries.

The unrest continued until we broke up for the winter holidays. At
the end of the term it was announced that all government schools were
to close until further notice, as the situation was too hazardous for
children to be out in the streets. Some people relocated their children
to other, usually private, schools nearer home, but we could not afford
that. So we were all grounded at home “until the troubles die down”.
But no one knew when that would be, since the situation was dete-
riorating day by day. The Rex Cinema, where my mother used to take
us, was set on fire by the Haganah. “My God, we could have been
there,” she said. Shortly after that, the Irgun gang threw bombs at a
crowd in front of the Damascus Gate of the Old City, killing four
Arabs. All that day, the neighbours were desperate for the names of
the dead in case they included someone we knew. The Irgun likewise
bombed Arab cafes in Jaffa and Haifa. Villages were attacked; at al-
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Tireh just outside Haifa, twelve villagers were shot dead. Meanwhile,
the Arabs had managed to cut off the major roads leading to Jewish
settlements and Jewish transport was severely affected. The traffic
going from Jerusalem to Tel Aviv was so disrupted it had to take
diversionary routes to avoid the Arab attackers. The British army
sometimes provided protection for Jewish convoys, but in general
they seemed content to leave the protagonists to it.

“Do you think the Arab riots will die down soon?” asked Mr
Kramer. “I mean, we”” — by which he meant the Haganah leadership —
“think that it might be just a repeat of the 1936 Arab riots which
eventually came to an end. We hope there will be no war.”

“Perhaps you are right,” replied my father without elaborating.
“Why should I tell him anything?” he said afterwards. “Let them think
it’s a only a minor matter and will soon disappear.” But the Haganah
were not sanguine for long. As the Arab fighters looked to have got the
upper hand in the struggle, the Haganah unleashed its forces on civi-
lians. They blew up Arab houses in towns and villages and attacked
Arab transport, including a bus in Haifa full of women and children.

My aunt Zubeida, who often used to come and stay with us, could
no longer make the journey from Tulkarm. Nor could anyone else of
our family because the roads were too dangerous. We missed them,
especially our aunts, because they were so different from any of the
people in Jerusalem. I think my mother was never too pleased tc have
to entertain them, as they never came in ones and twos, but always
with a variety of small children in tow. My aunt Zubeida frequently
brought my two cousins Sharif and Sawsan, the children of my uncle
Hussein. Sharif was a pale, skinny three-year old and Sawsan was a
year younger. They both whined a lot and my aunt, who had no
children of her own and looked as if she never would, spoilt them. I
used to end up having to play with them, since Ziyad quickly made

himself scarce as soon as they arrived.
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Domestic telephones were few and far between at that time and we
had no news from Tulkarm for weeks. And then, Abu Jasir, a distant
relative of my aunt Souad’s husband, came to see us. He had come in a
hired car through Nablus and the journey had not been easy. “Don’t
expect to see anyone from Tulkarm for a while,” he said. He had only
come to Jerusalem because he had urgent business there; otherwise, he
would never have taken the risk. My aunt Souad had sent him with a
message for us which she insisted he deliver to my father in person.
“She says that you and the family should leave Jerusalem and come to
Tulkarm as soon as possible. She has a room furnished and ready for
all of you.” My father smiled one of his rare warm smiles. He and my
aunt Souad were very close. She had brought him up and he con-
sidered her the most intelligent of his sisters. He used always to
bemoan her lack of education, forced on her by the prevailing social
custom in her youth when girls were not allowed any schooling. If she
had been educated, there’s no knowing what she could have achieved,
he used to say.

Abu Jasir advised my father to take up the offer. “Tulkarm will be
safer than here,” he said. “You see, we’ve had assurances from the
Jews.” There had been meetings between some of the mukhzars, the
village heads, and Jews from the Hadera Jewish settlement just north
of Tulkarm. “The mukhtars told the Jews we didn’t want any trouble,
just to be left alone. We only want peace and to stay good neighbours.
And you remember,” he added, “we never had a problem with them
in the past when your father Sheikh Said was alive. They didn’t bother
us and no one ever bothered about them. There was never any of this
fighting and shooting.”

“And what did the Jews say?” asked my father.

“Well, they said they would keep the peace as long as we did. But
some of our men from Tulkarm didn’t agree with talking to the Jews
and they tried to stop the mukhtars from going to the meeting. “What,
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begging Jews for mercy? The Jews will kill all of you when the time
comes, and God will be the witness,” they said. But they couldn’t stop
them and the meeting went ahead. I didn’t go, but they said there
were people from the Jewish Agency there as well and they said that
the Jews in Hadera would give us flour and other things if we ran
short because of the troubles.”

“And you believe them?”” asked my father. Abu Jasir shrugged his
shoulders, “Well, it’s still better than being here right on top of the
volcano,” he said. But my father shook his head. “Thank my sister
Souad and tell her from me that, if anything, it will be Tulkarm which
will fall to the Jews first and Jerusalem will stay.”

December, which was a nice month usually because it was the time
when we broke up for the holidays, was a sad one that year. Ziyad and
I had initially been excited by the prospect of not returning to school,
but that soon evaporated. The atmosphere at home was tense and my
mother was worried each time my father went to work. There were so
many incidents and so much hostility with the Jews that no one felt
safe. Even so, it was unimaginable to us that our father was in any real
danger; to think that would have been to demolish the very foun-
dation of our existence. Fathers in our culture were crucially impor-
tant. They were the central figures of authority, the source of the
family’s reputation, the sole means of economic survival and the basis
of identity. When people were introduced to each other, almost the
first question was “whose son or daughter are you?”” And the nature
of the ensuing relationship was often determined by that information.
In our case, both our father and grandfather were figures of public
esteem and admiration. And so, we could not think that our father was
seriously threatened. Nevertheless, we could not help but be influ-
enced by the general uncertainty and unease.

Among the very few good things about that time was the fact that

Fatima had begun to stay with us more frequently as the danger on the
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roads increased. She slept on the floor in our room. Although she got
up early every morning to pray, long before we were awake, having
her there all through the night was comforting. My mother, who was
distracted and worried, provided no comfort or reassurance; my father
was preoccupied with the news. He spent his time at home either
listening to the radio or reading the newspapers. So Fatima became
our anchor.

The other good thing was that we started to let Rex into the house
most of the time because my mother was out and we stayed at home.
As if Rex knew that we were doing him a favour, he was more
affectionate than usual. Ziyad and I played games together sitting on
the floor and Rex tried to join in. But he usually managed to knock
things over with his tail, which he wagged vigorously to show his
approval of the whole arrangement. I associate those early months of
1948 with Rex and with Fatima who had become full members of our
family and who were now as important to me as my parents or Siham
and Ziyad. Life was unthinkable without them.

It was cold that year and it began to snow in early January. The
summer, when we played in the garden and ran out to the shop for
sweets, seemed to belong to another century. Despite the prevailing
gloom, the neighbours prepared for Christmas on January 7. This is
the date when the Eastern Orthodox church celebrates Christmas, not
on December 25. Because hardly any of our neighbours belonged to
the converted Christian sects, such as Anglicanism or Roman Cath-
olicism, Christmas was always in January. They usually had a
Christmas tree and made special cakes, ma‘moul, round or oblong
shapes of baked semolina stuffed with dates and nuts. We also made
ma‘moul during our Eid, but my mother started to make them at
Christmas time too, because she did not want us to feel left out. Ziyad
and 1 went next door to the Jouzehs’ house and offered to help
decorate their tree. We got there by crossing over from our garden to







Three

On the night of January 4, 1948, three days before Christmas, we went
to sleep as usual. It was raining heavily with occasional bursts of
thunder and lightning. Fatima was staying with us that night and was
sleeping on her mattress on the floor of our bedroom. Suddenly, at
some time in the night, I awoke from a deep sleep and found myself in
the middle of a nightmare crashing with thunder and lightning. For a
few seconds, I could not distinguish dream from reality. The bedroom
seemed to be full of strangers until I realised that they were my
parents. There was a tremendous noise of shattering glass, shootings
and explosions which seemed to be coming from our back garden. Rex
was barking wildly. My mother dragged me off the bed and sat me up
with Ziyad against the bedroom wall. The floor was cold against my
warm body. She sat in front of us, her back pushing against our knees.
The room was strangely lit up and as I twisted round towards the
window I saw that the sky was orange, glowing and dancing. “Is it
dawn?”’ T asked. “Is that the sun?” No one answered and 1 could feel
my mother’s body shaking in her nightdress. My father was on the
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other side of Ziyad, sitting against the wall with Siham and Fatima
squeezed in next to him. They all stared ahead and Fatima was
intoning in a whisper the words of the Farha, the opening chapter of
the Quran, over and over again:

In the name of God, the Merciful, the Compassionate. Praise be to the
God of the worlds, the Merciful, the Compassionate, Lord of the Day
of Judgement. You do we worship and to You do we turn for help.
Guide us to the true path, the path of those whom You have favoured.
Not those who have incurred Your wrath. Nor those who have

strayed. Amen.

I thought that my mother was whispering something too, but I did
not know what it was. A shattering bang shook the windows as a great
clap of thunder exploded overhead. And then I knew that I was afraid,
more afraid than I had ever been in my life before. As Ziyad turned
his face towards the window, I saw that his eyes were enormous but
he never made a sound. After who knows how long, the noise outside
began to abate. And with that, my mother started to move forward.
“Stop!” my father hissed. “There may be another explosion.” He
made us wait a little longer until the sky stopped being so red. It now
had a far-away glow, like the embers in our charcoal stove. My leg
was numb and the palm of my hand hurt where I had pressed it
against the floor. We got up and groped our way out into the Jiwan. It
was about two o’clock in the morning. Torrential rain lashed against
the shutters. Fatima made coffee, but neither I nor Ziyad wanted
anything, and our mother made us go back to bed. Siham followed
soon after, but I don’t think our parents slept at all the rest of that
night.

By morning, when we got up, jaded and tired, we found no one in
the house and the street looked deserted too. Everybody had gone to
the scene of last night’s explosion, the Semiramis Hotel in the road
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directly behind ours. This hotel was owned by a Palestinian Greek
and had been fully occupied on the night when it was blown up. We
decided to go and see for ourselves, walking through the wet, slippery
streets in a howling icy wind with Rex close on our heels. The
windows of several houses in the vicinity gaped, their glass shattered
by the explosion of the night before. There was a great crowd around
the devastated building which was still smoking and there was a
strong smell of kerosene. Their faces were cold and pinched and many
people were crying.

Municipal workers and British soldiers were trying to clear the
rubble and still dragging bodies out. Some of these were very dark-
skinned, Sudanese kitchen workers. As the crowed surged forward to
see the bodies, in case there was a relative or friend amongst them, the
soldiers pushed them back. Because Ziyad and I were small, we had
got right to the front and they shouted at us to go back home. All the
dead and wounded who were accessible had been taken away in the
small hours, but the search was now on for others still buried beneath
the slabs of concrete and stone and unlikely to be alive. An elderly
couple next to where we were standing pressed forward repeatedly to
get close to the digging. “They must find him,” the man kept saying.
But she said, “No. It’s no use, he’s gone. He could have been alive,
standing and watching just like these people, but he’s not.”

We pulled away to go back and noticed for the first time that
amongst the debris on the ground was a large quantity of headed hotel
stationery, some of it grubby, and stacks of wet envelopes. Ziyad bent

",

down and started to pick it up and I followed suit. “Stop that!” cried
Siham but we kept hold of what we had picked up. Neither of us could
take in the enormity of what we had just seen; to us this was an
opportunity for play and mischief. But the images would remain to
haunt us one day. Later that morning, it emerged that it was the

Haganah which had planted the bombs in the hotel, thinking that it
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was being used as a base for an AHC unit, “a hotbed of armed
Arabs”| as they called it.

In fact, this was not the case, although Arab journalists were in the
habit of staying at the Semiramis and it was a well-known meeting
place for activists of all political persuasions. Some thirty people per-
ished in the bombing, amongst them the hotel owner and the Spanish
consul. The rest included several families all of whose members were
killed, except in one case where the parents died and their three chil-
dren lived. We saw them Wandering about in the rubble looking dazed.

The Haganah command expressed condemnation of the incident
and regret and said that it had been carried out without its knowledge
by a splinter group. But everyone around us said, “Liars and sons of
dogs!” People demanded that greater protection be provided by the
AHC or from the Jaysh al-Inqath (the army of salvation), which
consisted of volunteer soldiers from Arab states recruited by the Arab
League. The AHC had national committees in the towns all over the
country, but the defence of Jerusalem was part of a special force. A
unit of this force arrived in Qatamon at the beginning of the year and
took up residence in Abu Ahmad’s house in the road above ours,
which had stood empty ever since he and his family had left for Egypt.

It was headed by a man called Ibrahim Abu Dayyeh who had a
reputation for bravery, but the men he commanded were few in
number and poorly armed. Jewish soldiers, who were better armed
and better trained, frequently chased them around and, though they
assured everyone that they would defend us against all odds, it was
obvious to everyone that they did not have the capacity. One evening,
we even found one of them hiding in our garden shed, having been
chased by an armed Jewish unit. He was very young, not much older
than Siham, and trembling with fright. “It’s no good. We can’t
compete with the Jews. They’ve got more men, more arms and more
money,” everyone said.
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We heard that the men of the area met at the house of Khalil
Sakakini to discuss what security measures ought to be taken. After
the devastating attack on the Semiramis, it was clear to everyone that
we were vulnerable and alone. The men decided to put up barricades
at both ends of the roads and to have them manned. But only five
people had guns and the rest did not know how to use weapons. There
was consternation and in the end they drew up a rota of the people
with weapons whose job it would be to guard the defence posts every
night. Our father did not share in this rota, but he and others who did
not take part paid a monthly fee towards the costs. This effort did not
last long, however, for one night, Jewish gunmen shot and killed the
man on duty.

There was terrific shock and mourning and then recriminations.
“For God’s sake, who is there left to guard anyway?” asked Daud
Jouzeh sadly. He said this because in the days which followed the
bombing of the Semiramis, there was a panic exodus from Qatamon.
The months of instability and fear, culminating in this incident, had
finally broken people’s resistance. Those of the Arabs who were still
holding out murmured, “They ought to be ashamed of themselves.
They’re doing just what the Jews want them to.” The National
Committee tried to persuade them not to go. They had received
orders from the AHC on no account to allow anyone to leave. “If you
go, the Mufti will only order you to return,” they warned. “Or he will
bring in Arab fighters to take your place. So, better for you to stay.”

Whether because people heeded this or not, they first tried moving
only from one part of Qatamon to another, hoping it would be safer,
but others like my mother’s friend Emily went to the Old City for the
same reason. Yet others went out of Jerusalem or Palestine altogether,
and often in such cases the women and children were evacuated first
and the men stayed behind. But as the danger grew without any
visible support from anyone, least of all the AHC and its local
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committees, many of the men followed their families and the majority
left Palestine. “Fine for them to talk, but who will care when our
children get killed?” they said as they came to say goodbye to us.
“Still, it won’t be for long. Just until the troubles die down.”

But far from dying down, the troubles continued to get worse. It
was as if the Jewish forces no longer felt restrained from unleashing
all-out attacks against our neighbourhood after the small number of
Jews who had lived amongst us departed. The Kramers went to Tel
Aviv at the end of 1947 in the wake of the turbulence which followed
the partition resolution, but the Jewish doctor hung on into the new
year. When Arab snipers shot at him as he walked along the road soon
after the Semiramis bombing, he left for Tel Aviv too.

At the end of January, the Haganah blew up another building in
our vicinity, this time the big Shahin house on the edge of Qatamon.
The Shahins were a wealthy family and had a beautiful villa standing
in open ground at the top of Qatamon; no one could think why they
had been targeted, except perhaps that the house might have been used
at one point as a base by Arab snipers. Ever since one such sniper had
shot dead a Jewish cyclist in Rehavia, the Haganah had instituted a
policy of blowing up any Arab house which they suspected of har-
bouring gunmen. As February came, the sound of gunfire in the air
was a frequent occurrence. From time to time, it was punctuated by
explosions which vividly brought back the memory of the Semiramis.
We had found this difficult to forget and whenever anyone even
banged a door shut in the house, Siham would jump and start
trembling.

Word came to my father at his office from a family friend of ours in
Tulkarm, Hamdan Samara, urging him to move his books out of
Jerusalem. “I will store them for you in Jenin where they can be safe,”
he wrote. Jenin was a town to the north of Tulkarm. “You may be
forced to leave your house, and you never know, the Jews might
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pillage your library.” My father had an extensive and unusual col-
lection of books in Arabic and English, lovingly bought over the
years, which he treasured. “Will you take up his offer?”” my mother
asked. “No,” he laughed. “We’re not going to be leaving and no one
is going to harm my books.”

By now, Ziyad and I were told not to go out onto the road because
it was too dangerous. He and his friends took no notice of this,
however; they found the whole thing rather exciting, especially when
they went out on patrol with Abu Dayyeh’s men like real soldiers
looking for Jewish snipers. They never found any, but usually came
back with a collection of the spent cartridges and used bullets which
had been fired by the snipers. These had foreign markings, Belgian,
French, Czech and others, and Ziyad would line them up excitedly
according to shape and place of origin. “What do you want with those
horrible things?” our mother said. “Get rid of them!”

At other times, he went out on his own with Rex in tow, apparently
unafraid. On one such jaunt, he ventured as far as Talbiyya which was
a mixed Arab-Jewish neighbourhood. As he walked down a street
which, unknown to him, was mostly inhabited by Jews, he saw a
foreign-looking man on a balcony above him suddenly spring up and
aim a rifle directly towards him. Rex started to jump up, barking and
growling, and the man shouted out in broken Arabic, “Go away! Get
out!” He was so threatening, and the street so empty, that Ziyad
turned and ran off as fast as he could. He arrived home, panting with
fear. After that, he never tried going to Talbiyya again.

The assault on our part of town was especially concentrated
because, in company with other West Jerusalem neighbourhoods like
Talbiyya, Sheikh Jarrah, Romema and Lifta, we formed the “seam”
with the Jewish areas to the west of us and thus came under repeated
attack by the Jewish forces. All these districts were either mixed or
predominantly Arab, and the news which reached us from there was
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all grim. Because of the attacks, people were frightened and were
starting to leave their homes. All through January and February, long
queues of cars packed with people and luggage filed out of the streets
on their way to safer places. The AHC were worried; they issued
threats through the local committees and imposed punishments against
anyone leaving. But as had happened in Qatamon, no one took any
notice. What was a verbal threat from the AHC compared with the
reality of a Jewish sniper shooting at you from the rooftops as you
walked along the street?> Or with the Haganah van which toured your
neighbourhood, as happened in Talbiyya, with loudspeakers blaring,
urging you to leave or you and your house would be blown up?

All the while, the Arabs retaliated by attacking the Jews and trying
to cut off their supplies, and the more they did this the more inflamed
the situation grew. The Jewish neighbourhoods had been the object of
Arab snipers for months. The Jews complained bitterly about us in
Qatamon from where their neighbourhood of Rehavia was under
attack. They also protested about Sheikh Jarrah because the Arabs
fired on Jewish traffic going to the Hebrew university or to the Jewish
Hadassah hospital from there.

My mother had friends in Sheikh Jarrah, the Mansour family, whom
she used to visit frequently. The father, Abu Ya‘qub, was elderly and
sick, but before he died in January of that year, he would sit up in his
bed and call out to his children, “Get me my rifle from under the bed!”
He had had this old rifle since Ottoman days and it was rusty from
disuse. “By God, I'm going to get up and shoot those Jews myself!”
After his death, his sons, as if not to let him down, used to stick
pumpkins on tall poles which they covered with a kuffiyya, the tradi-
tional Arab head-dress. They would then hold these pumpkins aloft and
juggle them about, as if to make out that they were men. This invariably
fooled the Jewish snipers on the other side who would start to shoot

frantically at the pumpkins and, it was hoped, exhaust their ammunition.
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In response to Arab sniping from Sheikh Jarrah, the Jews used
armour-plated vehicles to get their patients and students through, but
it was still unsafe. So the Haganah invaded the area and terrorised the
Arab residents, more of whom now prepared to leave. The British
ordered the Jewish army to withdraw on the promise that they would
forbid Arab fighters from re-entering Sheikh Jarrah. But the Haganah
complained that the British reneged on their promise and that the
Arabs were back in no time. Both sides accused the British of helping
the opposing camp. In our neighbours’ house, they said the same, but
Mr Wahbeh said, “I tell you the British don’t care about us or them.
All they want now is to get out and then they’ll leave us to it. Look at
them, all they do is keep the route to Haifa open for their troops to
clear out when the time comes.”

Since the start of the new year, everyone had finally begun to face
the unthinkable, that we would indeed be abandoned by the British
without proper arms or a proper army. What a tragic turnabout, that
those who had been oppressors were now seen as saviours, the malady
and its cure rolled into one. And even then, they would betray us
again. That, I suppose, was the essence of what it meant to be
colonised.

“They say the Arab League is sending in a big army,” said my
mother hopefully.

No one was impressed. “If you mean that small band of irregulars
from Syria,” said our neighbour, “I don’t call that an army.” In
January, several hundred Arab volunteers under the leadership of the
Syrian commander, Fawzi al-Qawagqji, had come across the Syrian
border into Palestine in order to help in the resistance against the
Jews. People thought highly of Qawagji and of the Syrians. They
believed in him and said that he would save the situation. His forces
joined local Palestinian troops which by then had begun to organise
better than had been the case before. They had now formed them-
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selves into three separate groups with headquarters in Jaffa, Jerusalem
and Gaza. But they had no proper arms, no training and little idea
how to organise effectively.

It was no secret that the weaponry possessed by our side was out of
date and far smaller in quantity than that of the Jews. There were no
Arab weapons factories in Palestine and no way of making anything
other than simple bombs. The Haganah, by contrast, had several arms
factories producing bullets, grenades, sub-machine-guns and mortars.
When, in addition, the Jewish forces later received shipments of
modern arms from Czechoslovakia, everyone looked on in envy and
alarm. There was a belated attempt to organise a country-wide Arab
defence. The AHC’s network of national defence committees, which
functioned in towns and cities, should have provided a coherent
organisation. But it was undermined by the fact that each locality had
its own militia which usually ignored AHC orders and behaved
autonomously. Likewise, the Palestinian villages had their own armed
defence bands, untrained and acting independently of each other. To
make matters worse, the whole arrangement was constantly under-
mined by internal feuding and rivalry.

“Well, you can’t blame people for taking matters into their own
hands,” said Mr Jouzeh on one occasion when he and his wife had
come across to our house for coffee. “The Jews are trying to take
over the country, that’s all there’s to it and we can’t rely on anyone.
Everyone has let us down.”

“Even if the Jews succeed — and they haven’t yet—" said his wife,
“they won’t last long in this land. Look at what happened to the
crusaders. They stayed in Palestine for a long time, but in the end,
they were thrown out. And that’s what’s going to happen to the Jews
now if they try it.”

“And who’s going to get rid of them?” asked her husband.
“Oh, all the Arabs and all the Muslims together,” she answered
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firmly, looking at us, since we were the only Muslims in the gathering.
My parents fidgeted uneasily and looked away.

But as February slipped into March with no sign of relief for our
plight, hopes that the Arab states were going to leap to our defence
were dwindling fast. Everyone said that the Mufti had received
volunteers and arms from Egypt to continue the war effort, but we
saw no change in our lives, which remained as isolated and defenceless
as before. The rumour was rife that the Arab League had no real
intention of helping to rescue the Palestinians, but only wanted to
control the future of Palestine for its own ends. The exodus from
Qatamon continued relentlessly, as from elsewhere in the country. By
March, people had fled from large parts of the coastal plain area
between Tel Aviv and Hadera, north of Tulkarm. Everywhere the
story was the same, that the Jewish army and the Jewish irregulars
attacked the peasants, village by village, and threatened them with
worse. So they ran for their lives either in the immediate aftermath of
a Jewish attack or because they feared that their turn would be next.
. They poured into Tulkarm and its vicinity, since this was the first
safe haven they could find. The panic they brought with them infected
~the people of Tulkarm, some of whom began to fear that the Jewish

advance would not stop at Haifa. There was no one to tell people what
was happening, why the Jews were on the attack and who, if anyone,
would defend them. My aunt Souad gave refuge to one family from a
village outside Haifa who came saying that Jewish soldiers had sud-
denly entered their village, shooting at anyone they saw. No one had
any arms and so they fled. They never knew how many people had
been killed. These and similar stories fuelled the terror in Tulkarm,
and some began to flee towards the villages further inland. News from
our family was increasingly hard to get, but we heard that the Bedouin
outside the town brought out their machine-guns, which had been
with their fathers since the days of the Ottoman Empire, in readiness
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for the Jewish attack. They were soon joined by Bedouin from Wadi
al-Hawarith, a village by the coast near to Tulkarm, who had fled
before the Jewish forces. The situation was said to be chaotic.

“To think”, my cousin Aziza said afterwards, “that those Jews in
Hadera who were our neighbours in good faith, as we thought, should
have turned on us like that. We should have remembered that the
Jews can never be trusted. Did they not betray the Prophet himself?”
Aziza was referring to that time in Arab history when Muhammad
made an alliance with the Jewish tribes to ensure their neutrality, an
agreement which they then broke, going to the aid of his adversaries.
Neither Aziza’s mother nor that generation would ever have said such
a thing. But after Israel’s creation, such anti-Jewish sentiments became
common amongst Muslim Palestinians in a futile attempt to find
explanations for their defeat.

Hadera was a rural Jewish settlement, established at the end of the
nineteenth century, which lay to the north-west of Tulkarm and
whose lands adjoined those of Aziza’s family. “We never thought of
them as enemies until then. And then we began to be afraid of them
when we saw how they were putting up the barbed wire fences around
their land and bringing in arms and big dogs.”

Matters got worse and there was shooting in the streets of Tulkarm.
The old people were bewildered by it. They remembered how it was
in the Great War and thought it was happening all over again. “But
even the Great War came to an end,” they said, “and so will this. The
Jews will leave us alone.” But no one else believed that. Talk was rife
that the Jews wanted to take over the whole of Palestine. Our cousins
bought rifles, which they did not know how to use, in readiness to
defend the town against the Jews. My mother and father worried a

; great deal about our family in Tulkarm but were powerless to help.

The news from my uncle Abu Salma in Haifa brought no relief

| either. Here, the battle for the city had been raging ever since the
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beginning of the year. Many people had already left because of it,
perhaps 20,000 or more. Businesses and shops were closing down and
being eagerly bought up by Jews at a fraction of their true value. My
uncle said that the Jewish terrorists had started a campaign of inti-
midation. This and the constant sniping, bombing and demolition
frightened people so much that they were leaving in panic.

He himself did not know how long he and my aunt could hold out.
He was disgusted with the Arab defence forces in the city because
they were disunited and undisciplined. The National Committee could
not control the irregulars who did not obey orders and attacked
Jewish targets in an unruly and impulsive fashion. The Jewish attacks,
by contrast, were organised and effective. And each time the Jews
struck, they caused a fresh wave of flight from the city. The AHC
were not firm enough in telling people to stay where they were, even
though they knew the Jews were aiming to seize Haifa for themselves.

In Jerusalem, we were feeling more and more besieged. By March,
the neighbourhoods in our vicinity were emptying fast. People had
left in large numbers from Romema, Lifta, Sheikh Jarrah, Musrara and
Talbiyya, and many among these were friends or acquaintances. My
mother put her head in her hands. “Oh God, they say the Jews are
taking over all the empty houses.” The villages on the outskirts of
Jerusalem, Beit Safafa, Abu Dis, al-Aizariyya and Beit Sahour, were
also being evacuated as people fled. Sometimes at night, when there
was a thunderstorm and we imagined that the Semiramis bombing was
happening all over again, Fatima would shake her head and say, “I
wonder which poor village the Jews are attacking now.”

My father came home and told us that the Jewish leaders were
celebrating ““the new Jerusalem”. You can go through the western
part of the city, they were saying, without meeting a single Arab,
thank God. “Surely that’s not true,” Siham said. “What about us
then?” We were still hanging on, but it was dismal to realise that so
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many people we knew had already left. Our road seemed more and
more deserted. The Khayyats had gone just after the Semiramis
bombing, and so had my mother’s old friend Um Samir al-Sharkas.
Emily and her family had gone too. Before they left for the Old City
they gave us the keys to their house and told us to stay there if we
needed to. This was because it stood inside the British zone and as
such was more secure than where we lived, exposed to direct attack.
Emily and my mother embraced and hung on each other weeping, as
if they would never meet again.

“It will be over,” said Emily to my mother. “It must end soon, and
we’ll be back.” Randa and I did not hug each other or cry, I think
because we did not fully comprehend what was happening. The Old
City was not far away and it was not such a long time since we had
gone there to see my aunt Khadija. It did not seem possible that we
would not be going there again. And Randa’s departure in the
bewildering and extraordinary situation of our lives at that time did
not seem especially dramatic. More worrying was the fact that Abu
Samir, the grocer to whose shop we went for sweets and nuts and
drinks, closed down. Many of the houses on the opposite side of our
street were now empty.

Ziyad and 1 had nowhere to go and few friends to play with any
more. In March, even the Jouzehs, our neighbours for all the time we
had lived in that house in Qatamon, finally left. They cried when they
went, for leaving their home and for leaving us. “How much longer
do you dare stay?” they asked. “The Jews are not going to drive me
out of my house,” my mother declared staunchly, but she said this
only afterwards in order not to upset them. “Others may go if they
like, but we’re not giving in.”

The only people to agree with her were the young couple who had
moved into the old Muscovite’s house next door to us on the other

side. This was a truly amazing event, given that everyone was
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deserting Qatamon as fast as they could. The couple who bought the
house came from the village of Ain Karim, just outside Jerusalem,
and, strangely enough, were also called Karmi, but written differently
to our surname in Arabic, with a long “a”. No one could credit such a
purchase in the dangerous, besieged place that Qatamon had become.
But they had got it for a very low price and were delighted. My
mother said to them, “How can anyone buy in Qatamon at a time like
this?”” But they were unperturbed. “It’s a good investment. People say
that the Jews are going to take over Qatamon, but it won’t happen,
wait and see.” And my mother felt vindicated in her own view.

One evening not long afterwards, we were sitting in the /iwan after
dinner. The radio was on, and both our parents were listening intently
as usual. It was the only link we had with outside events, since most
roads from Jerusalem and even from Qatamon were dangerous or
impassable. Suddenly, Rex started to bark and there was a sound of
scuffling at the back of the house. All our shutters were tightly closed,
as had become our habit since the Semiramis bombing, and so no one
could see out. But my parents froze and my mother turned the radio
off. We sat absolutely still, listening. There was no doubt about it,
someone was in our garden. There was a sound of heavy running feet,
and as we sat scarcely breathing, the silence was shattered by a loud
bang of gunshot followed by shouting. Fatima, who came up behind
me where I was sitting on the floor, put her hands tightly over my ears
and curled my head over my chest. But this frightened me even more
and 1 wriggled out of her grasp. My father sprang up towards the door
and my mother called out, “No! Please, no!”

By now there was a sound of running feet everywhere, as if an
army had descended on our house. Although it seemed close, in fact
the sound came from behind the wall at the back of the garden. There
was a great deal of shouting which we could now make out as
something like, “Not that way! There, over the wall!” The running
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sound seemed to change direction. It came alarmingly close to the side
of our house and then moved towards the garden gate. My father went
to the front door and began opening it cautiously. And as he did so, I
noticed with sudden anxiety that Rex was not barking any more. I
rushed to the door and tried to look into the dark outside. “Sst!” my
mother shouted and pulled me back. “But Rex ... ” I implored. “Is
this a time to worry about dogs?” she demanded.

A while later, as we tried to calm down, Abu Dayyeh from the
Defence Committee came to see us. He said that a few of his men had
been pursuing a group of Jewish irregulars who ran into the garden —
“like the cowards they are” — behind the Jouzehs’ house. From there
they had crossed into our garden where the Arab soldiers caught up
with them, and that was what we had heard. He said he was sorry for
the disturbance it had caused us, but it was necessary in the war
against the Jews, and he wondered what my father was doing, letting
his family stay on in the house. The AHC had now advised everyone
in the neighbourhood to evacuate all women, children and old people.
Did we realise that Jewish snipers had been occupying the empty
houses on the opposite side of our road from where they were pre-
paring to shoot at people? To me, this instantly conjured up a
nightmare image of menacing shadows lurking unseen behind the dark
windows of Abu Samir’s deserted shop. “And will your men evict
them?” asked my father. “Of course,” Abu Dayyeh answered con-
fidently, “you and your family can be assured of that”. As soon as he
went, my father said, “Hmm, I wonder who was chasing who.” On
several occasions in the last few weeks we had almost got used to the
sight of Abu Dayyeh’s men being pursued by armed Jewish men who
ran through our garden and even onto our veranda, as if our house
were a public highway. We found these pursuits terrifying, but they
usually happened in the daytime and no shots were fired.

The very next morning, as if the Jewish snipers had heard Abu

B L
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Dayyeh’s boast, a Bedouin walking along the road was shot dead right
in front of our house. He was one of the dwindling numbers of street
peddlers that still braved the danger to come round the houses, selling
foodstuffs. The chaotic conditions prevailing in the country had hit
the poor hardest of all; and they were obliged to continue what
trading they could despite the hazards. This Bedouin had come into
our street with a great sack over his shoulder, the kind his people
usually used to carry their wares: yoghurt, samn and goat cheese. In
the time before the troubles, my mother had always bought such
things from the Bedouin, which she said were the tastiest of all. We
were out on the veranda and Fatima was hanging out the washing at
the back when it happened. He was rather dusty and bedraggled,
wearing a brown cloak and kufiyya on his head and he walked in the
middle of the road as there were very few cars about. As he drew level
with our gate, shots rang out from the houses opposite and, as if the
two events were unconnected, he suddenly crumpled up and fell down
hunched over his sack. There was screaming from somewhere, per-
haps from our house. Someone, I think Fatima, dragged me and Ziyad
back inside and closed the door tight.

That night, we decided to start sleeping at Emily’s house in “the
zone”, as the British sector was usually known. Although it was not
far away in terms of distance, getting there seemed interminable. We
tried not to walk along the road as far as possible and crossed over the
gardens behind the houses. Most of these were deserted and it was a
strange, ghostly experience to see them so dark and still and to
remember how noisy and full of people they had been. When we
arrived, it was to find a cold, unheated house, its shutters closed and
the carpets all rolled up, not covering the floors like ours. The place
had a look of complete abandonment which my mother and Fatima
tried to dispel by lighting the fire and turning on the radio and
bustling about. Emily’s house, where Randa had lived and where we
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had had such fun, now filled me with gloom. I hated going there,
especially as we had to leave Rex behind. Every time we left in the
evening, he leaped up all over me and Ziyad. “Silly Rex,” Ziyad
would tell him and ruffle the fur around his neck and ears, “don’t
worry, we’ll see you tomorrow.” And each time we returned home, he
would be standing behind the garden gate, waiting for us to appear.
And each time he would realise too late that we were coming through
the garden route and not the road and would run around maniacally,
as if to hide his embarrassment.

Throughout this turbulent time, Stham was trying to study for her
examinations. She was nearly eighteen and in her final matriculation
year. The government decided that students like her should not be
deprived of completing their education, even though the situation
made normal schooling difficult. They further decided that the
matriculation exam would be brought forward to April from its
normal date in June. This was because the British Mandate would be
ending in May and no one could guarantee what might happen after
that. From the beginning of the year, she and her classmates started to
go for their lessons to the British Council which was in the German
Colony and relatively safe. To get there, she walked through the back
gardens to avoid the open road. She became quite adept at finding a
sheltered route, along which Rex occasionally followed her until she
shooed him back, and for a while never came across any danger.

However, by the end of March, many parts of Jerusalem had
become too unsafe to travel through, and the government arranged
for all those taking the matriculation to become boarders until they sat
for the exam. This was to be held in al-Ma’mouniyya, our old school,
which, being in Wadi al-Joz, was in the Arab zone and hence con-
sidered safer than either the British or Jewish zones. The students
were to board in a nearby house which had been rented for the
purpose. She packed a small bag with her clothes and her books went
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into another, while Ziyad and I looked on. She said she would be
away for about two weeks, just over the period when they would be
revising and then sitting for the exam.

No one in our house talked about what was to happen or what we
were going to do, at least not in front of me or Ziyad, who were nine
and seven at that time. We still went out into our garden when it was
not raining or too cold, but we did not often venture out into the road.
Hardly any children came to see us, but Ziyad still went out with Rex
whenever it seemed quiet. At about this time he developed a cold and
sore throat. It seemed trivial at first, but when his temperature rose
and he developed severe earache, our mother got alarmed. Cut off as
we were, she wondered how to get Ziyad to a doctor. As he continued
to get worse, she turned to Fatima’s brother for help. He was in the
habit of looking in every few days with news of Fatima’s daughters
whom she had not seen since she came to stay with us.

“Muhammad,” she said, “you”ll have to get to our doctor some-
how and bring him back with you. The boy is getting worse by the
minute.” Muhammad said it might not be possible to bring the doctor
and wanted to know what was wrong. Ziyad was usually uncom-
plaining, but he was clearly in great pain, his face flushed and his hand
held against his ear. Seeing him, Muhammad told my mother to stop
worrying as he had a remedy for such things. No one was particularly
surprised at this, since folk treatments and herbal recipes were a
familiar part of life in Palestine at that time, especially amongst vil-
lagers like Fatima and Muhammad who had no access to doctors or
hospitals. Many a time I remember a bellyache or an attack of diar-
rhoea settling with nothing more than a concoction of Fatima’s herbs.

We now all looked on while Muhammad went to the kitchen and
warmed some olive oil in a pan. He then sat Ziyad up and gently took
him in his arms. Bending over him, he poured the oil into his ear and
waited for a few minutes. He then clamped his mouth over it and
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began to suck vigorously. After a minute, he moved his mouth away
and spat a cloudy mixture of blood-stained oil, mucus and saliva into
the bowl. It acted on my brother like magic. The earache seemed to
stop instantly and as Muhammad lay him down again slowly on the
bed, Ziyad closed his eyes and fell into a deep, natural sleep. The next
day, his temperature was down and in a week he was completely cured.

In the meantime, we had begun to run short of fresh food. Fatima
was going daily to those shops in our vicinity which were still open
and also to the great souk in the Old City for vegetables. My mother
stocked up with staples whenever she could, although we already had
a large store of food in the loft. But now she augmented it further in
case the half-siege we lived in got worse. The village women who
used to come from the places just outside Jerusalem like Battir, Beit
Safafa, Beit Jala, al-Walajeh and Fatima’s own village of al-Maliha,
still called to sell vegetables and fruit, but these occasional visits were
nothing like they had been.

There was one woman in particular who always used to call at our
house, sometimes alone and at other times with her sister. She wore an
embroidered caftan like Fatima’s, but grubby with soil and dust, and
had a white veil draped loosely over her head. Her figure was ample
and her face was ruddy from being out in the open. She used to walk
barefoot, balancing a great wide basket full of vegetables on her head.
Whenever she reached our house, she would rattle the front gate and
call out, and Fatima would come out to her. She then came up onto
our veranda and put down her huge basket of vegetables and fruit. I
remember rich bunches of parsley, fat, blood-red tomatoes, shiny,
taut-skinned aubergines and the hugest radishes I have ever seen. She
took the same route every time, coming from al-Walajeh through to
West Jerusalem and to Qatamon, then to Baq‘a and on to the German
Colony, finally ending up in the Old City souk, where she disposed of

what had remained in her basket unsold.
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Only now, she and the others came to our house less frequently and
because our road was virtually deserted, they often missed us com-
pletely, thinking there was no one living in the houses at all. Even-
tually they stopped coming altogether. The baker had long ceased to
come to the house and my mother started to bake bread once again.
As in the past, she would prepare the dough and Fatima would take it
down for baking to the public oven which was still functioning. We
were eating more or less normally, but many luxury items were now
unobtainable.

This was more than could be said for the Jews in Jerusalem at that
time. The Arab forces had managed to gain control of the road which
ran between Jerusalem and Tel Aviv. As this was the main highway
along which the bulk of the Jewish community’s supplies and trans-
port moved, they began to face real hardship with shortages of food
and fuel. Their leaders imposed severe rationing of bread, flour, sugar
and fuel. Baths were a luxury since there was no fuel to heat the water,
and even the dogs which many Jews kept could not be fed. Water
itself was in short supply, since the springs outside Jerusalem and the
water pumping stations were all within Arab-controlled territory. The
Arabs attacked the railroad as well as the highway, stopping trains and
removing from them supplies destined for the Jews. The Jewish
leadership complained angrily that the British did not interfere
because they were too busy preventing Jewish immigration into the
country. The ships carrying Jews from Europe were still coming to
Palestine despite a British ban on immigration, and many Jews tried to
enter the country illegally.

Nearly one year before, in June 1947, a ship full of European
Jewish immigrants called the Exodus, had sailed for Haifa and tried to
force its way past the British authorities but was turned back. It
became something of a cause célébre amongst the Jews, who made
much of the plight of the Jewish immigrants thus denied entry to
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Palestine and who accused the British of callousness and brutality.’
But for the Palestinians, it hardly featured at all; people saw it as but
one example amongst many of the Jews’ determination to invade the
country.

“We wouldn’t want to deny a haven to ordinary refugees,” they
said. “The problem with these refugees is that they’re not coming here
just for safety. They’re coming to take over the country.”

We suffered in no small measure alongside the Jews. For, as well as
enduring the perils of warfare, we witnessed a decline in the public
services of Jerusalem throughout March. The post barely reached us
and letters we wrote to Tulkarm and Haifa took at least a week or,
more frequently, never arrived at all because the mailbags were stolen
on the way. Letters to and from Damascus were totally suspended and
my mother no longer had news of our grandparents or uncle there.
Jerusalem’s telephone lines were often out of action and, although we
ourselves had no telephone, we used to use the one at Abu Samir’s
shop until it closed. There was a general breakdown in law and order;
theft was commonplace and Jews and Arabs carried arms openly,
although if they were caught, the British authorities disarmed and
punished them. But the British police were more and more reluctant to
enforce the law and this attitude encouraged further independent
action on the part of each side.

It was in any case now tacitly accepted that within their respective
zones, both Arabs and Jews were responsible for the security of their
communities. Apart from the so-called mixed neighbourhoods like
Talbiyya, where Jews and Arabs lived uneasily together, neither
community was welcome in the territory of the other and people went

' The story of the Exodus later became the subject of a best-selling novel by Leon Uris, published in 1959,
and a Hollywood epic. Both book and film contributed enormously to presenting the birth of Israel in a
positive light, depicting the Jewish heroes as plucky fighters, many as displaced victims of the European
Holocaust, while making short shrift of the displaced Arabs, usually shown as shifty, violent and crazed.
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only if it was strictly necessary. But Sami Haddad, our neighbours’
friend who lived in Upper Baq‘a dismissed this as so much scare-
mongering. “The Jews don’t frighten me,” he said when visiting with
his wife one evening. “You know they put these rumours about on
purpose to make us nervous and think they’re stronger than they
really are.”

One day, he was in the middle of Jerusalem in a Jewish area known
as Zion Square. This was a major commercial centre just off the Jaffa
Road where Arabs and Jews had conducted a great deal of business
before the troubles, and where Arabs bought merchandise from
Jewish shops which stocked European goods new to Palestine. With
the outbreak of violence, most Arabs suspended such dealings with
Jewish businessmen and generally observed the boycott of Jewish
merchandise. Arabs tended to stay out of the Jewish-controlled zones
of Jerusalem and vice versa. But Sami Haddad worked for the
American airline TWA which had an office in Zion Square, one of
these Jewish zones. He had gone there that day on an errand as
requested by his office, although he did not much want to.

Sami belonged to his local Civil Defence Committee which orga-
nised nightly rotas, rather like those we had had in Qatamon. As
chance would have it, the day of his visit to Zion Square had followed
the night of his turn to stand guard. Thus he still had on him the gun
which he had carried during his night’s vigil. Inevitably, he caught the
attention of a Jewish patrol which stopped and searched him. Finding
the gun, they arrested him and accused him of being an Arab spy. “It
would be hard to find anyone less likely to be a spy than Sami,” said
his wife afterwards. “It was ridiculous.” But the Jews wouldn’t let him
go and locked him up. They then told him he would be released only
if he agreed to spy on the Arab camp for them. They promised him
large sums of money for his services, but as he continued to refuse,
they gave him some food and left him to think about it. “I’ve never
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been so scared in all my life,” he confessed afterwards. And as he
racked his brains for a way of escape, there was a sudden explosion
nearby which made the Jewish guard scatter, and, in the mélée that
followed, he was able to run off. “I never thought the day would
come when I’d be glad to hear a bomb going off, but at that moment it
was the sweetest sound in all the world!”

The situation in Palestine was so bad that the UN met to discuss it.
We heard on the radio that the United States considered the 1947
partition plan unworkable and the country should be placed under UN
trusteeship. The few people left in Qatamon heaved a sigh of relief.
“Well, now maybe we will see some order restored in the country
instead of this madness.” The Jews, however, rejected the American
proposal out of hand. They were furious at the United States which
they accused of betraying them ““for the sake of Arab oil”. The Jewish
Agency declared that the trusteeship idea represented an assault on the
rights and sovereignty of the whole Jewish people. We did not know
it, but the idea that the Jews of the world had an unassailable right to
Palestine was by then deeply entrenched. Since Jews had been
deserted by the world, the Agency argued, it meant that they would
have to fight on alone and the struggle for Palestine would be that
much harder. And indeed we heard that Jewish schoolteachers, doc-
tors and dentists who had never contemplated military action before
were lining up at Haganah headquarters asking for guns and rifies.

The news from the UN was a fillip to the Arab side which now
succeeded in gaining control of the communications between Haifa,
Tel Aviv and Jerusalem, the three main cities where Jews were
concentrated. The part of the Tel Aviv—Jerusalem road which passes
between Bab al-Wad and Jerusalem was under the control of Abdul-
Qadir al-Husseini. This man was one of our few charismatic and
popular commanders, a relative of the Mufti (whom, however, he did
not get along with) and a leader of an irregular Arab force called
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Jaysh al-Jihad al-Muqaddas (the army of the holy jihad). He had
started life as a surveyor in Ramleh where my father first met him
when he and my mother lived there. He thought him decent and loyal
with a reputation for being brave, perhaps foolhardy, but totally
dedicated to fighting the Jews. In the course of this effort, Husseini
had tried to incite the villages outside Jerusalem to attack Jewish
settlements. But many of them were too afraid of Jewish retaliation to
do so and refused. But though he failed in this, he redeemed himself
by holding the road into Jerusalem, strangling Jewish traffic and
attacking their convoys successfully. “Perhaps he will save the city for
the Arabs,” people said in hope.

Life for our aunt Khadija in the Old City was also becoming
troubled. Ever since the partition resolution was announced, there had
been clashes around the Jewish Quarter, not far from her house. They
were not too worried at the beginning because the British intervened
repeatedly to keep order. But the Haganah were not satisfied and sent
in their own soldiers to protect the Jewish Quarter. They made out
that the British wanted the Jews out of the Old City to leave it all in
Arab hands. This was unthinkable, they said, because the place was
sacred and a holy trust for the Jewish people. The Arabs heard this
with considerable scepticism. “No one believes a word of it,” said my
aunt. “They’re only looking for an excuse to get themselves a foot-
hold in the Old City.” My aunt’s husband Abu Isam, whose shop was
in Mamilla near my father’s office, told him much the same thing.
“They say the Jews want to take control of the Old City.” But my
father reassured him that it could not happen.

The Haganah started smuggling arms and ammunition into the
Jewish Quarter. When the British discovered this, they confiscated the
arms in the face of fierce Jewish resistance. At the same time, Arab
irregulars continued to attack the Jewish Quarter and the Haganah
forces who were based there. Fighting then broke out between the
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Haganah and the British army. Several British soldiers were killed,
and at the end of March a cease-fire was agreed. However, this turned
out to be only temporary and the hostilities started all over again. By
then my aunt’s family was finding life difficult, especially as my
cousins were all very small. My aunt’s husband was getting few
customers in his shop and they did not know what to do. They could
no longer come to see us because of the danger on the roads, nor
could we visit them for the same reason. “What a situation,” my
mother said to us, shaking her head. “Your aunt is not more than ten
minutes away from here, but she might as well be in Syria for all the
chance we have of seeing her.”

As March drew to a close the violence in Qatamon was worse than
ever. Sometimes we found it hard to sleep at night for the whistling of
bullets and the thunder of shells. We were now sleeping on the floor
most of the time, which was hard for my father who had recurrent
back pain (he called it “lumbago” and continued to suffer from it
intermittently for much of his life). He would groan loudly every time
he laid down or got up. There was little respite from the shooting in
the day either, when machine-guns could be heard firing, sometimes
continuously. Explosions shook our house without warning and we
spent our time in anticipation of the next attack. None of this seemed
to worry Ziyad who was still collecting bullets and playing at being
soldiers in the garden.

But to me this was terrifying and bewildering, so far removed from
anything I recognised as normality that I think I became a little shell-
shocked. After a while, I accepted each blow silently without protest,
as if we were fated to live like that. I learned to adapt by clinging to
the small routines of our life which still went on despite everything.
Siham had gone to board at her school which left me and Ziyad and
Fatima in our bedroom at night. A suspicion bordering on conviction
had taken hold of people’s minds that the Jewish forces meant to take
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over Qatamon and that the battle to repel them would get fiercer.
Everyone was afraid, especially the children who screamed and wailed
uncomprehendingly through the bombing and the shooting. And so
more families packed up and left. But still we hung on, like the
Sakakini family and a few others, because we simply could not ima-
gine leaving our home and still believed that somehow a last-minute
rescue by the British or the Arabs would take place.

Our parents said no matter what happened, Siham had to take her
exams. And in any case, we had nowhere to go. Many of the families
who had left had gone to relatives elsewhere, or the men had found
temporary work, or they were wealthy enough to bide their time away
from Jerusalem in comfort. For everywhere the word went out that,
until the problem was solved, leaving the danger zone was only a
temporary measure.

My mother kept saying that help must come soon, that the English,
the Arab League, the UN or some combination of these could not
stand by and allow the Jews to drive us out. In saying this, she echoed
many other people who waited impatiently for the Arab armies to
enter Palestine and defeat the Jews. But whenever she said this, my
father dismissed her hopes with a show of cynicism. “You can believe
what you like. They’ve not done much for us so far.” But perhaps he
secretly also looked for some such salvation.

At that time, there was much talk of a separate status for Jerusalem
when the Mandate was terminated. The city would be put under UN
trusteeship and, even if the rest of Palestine was divided into two
states, Jerusalem would not be part of either and might continue more
or less as it was. The Jews had never accepted this and people around
us said that they secretly planned to make Jerusalem their capital. But
everyone discounted this as Jewish wishful thinking and further evi-
dence of their greed for our country.



Four

When I look back, I see how that time in my life is overlaid with areas
of silence, impenetrable to memory. I was aware that everything had
gone wrong with us, but did not know why, or whether my world
would ever come back again, the sunny times, the friends, the going
to and coming from school. Around me, events succeeded each other
with a relentless momentum, heading for some cataclysm. And we
were being pushed uncontrollably by this momentum, powerless to
stop it. The worst of it was my instinctive sense that my parents were
frightened and did not know where we were headed either. Ziyad
often ignored orders and went out riding his bicycle. Otherwise, he
and I played with Rex desultorily in the garden, for there was nothing
else to do.

But the fearful days and nights continued, and all the time the
things which were familiar in our lives receded. Now Fatima hardly
ever went to the souk and we waited for the village women to come to
the house. When they didn’t, we had no vegetables or eggs. Siham

was not with us any more, something which had never happened
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before. She had always been there for as long as I could remember,
and though everyone else had gone away at one time or another —
Fatima, our father, and our mother who was out so much she might as
well have been away — Siham never had. Her absence was deeply
disturbing and yet also in keeping with the other bizarre events taking
place. My father had little to say when he came home; he just read the
newspapers or his books and listened to the radio intently.

Amazingly, the Palestine Broadcasting Service in Jerusalem was
still operating, albeit with difficulty. A short while later, however, its
transmitters in Ramallah were shot away in fighting on the Jerusalem-
Ramallah road. All this time, Ziyad seemed oblivious to everything;
he just read and re-read his old comics, Superman and Captain Marvel,
since there were no new ones to be had. Rex was the only one to
remain the same. In fact, I think he was happier than he had ever been
because we were always at home with him now, playing all the games
he loved best.

It was now spring in Palestine. With the coming of April, all the
trees in the garden came out in blossom. Although it was still cold, the
weather was variable and some days were brilliant with sunshine. For
me, the world had shrunk to the confines of our garden and our house
in a private enclave, which I made magically immune from the
bombing and the shooting. I invented games to play on my own and
told my toys stories loosely based on The Arabian Nights, such as our
mother used to do when we were younger. People still came to our
house to see my parents, and my mother went out visiting those
neighbours who remained near us. “I'm stifling,” she would say. “I
must get out.”” The talk was always the same — terrible things hap-
pening all over the country, more people leaving (my uncle Abu
Salma among them), no one to save us from the Jews and so on.

And then Fatima’s brother appeared at the house one morning
looking agitated. He and Fatima stood at the kitchen door talking in
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low voices. Then my mother came out and Fatima said that something
terrible had happened. They all went inside the house and, after a
while, Muhammad came out again with Fatima and they both went off
together. We found out that they had gone to the Old City. When
Fatima came back, she told my mother that this terrible thing was
true, everyone was talking about it. The poor people had fled first to
the nearest village, Ain Karim, and then to Beit Safafa, and to al-
Maliha, which was how Muhammad got to know about it. Some of
them escaped into Jerusalem itself, to the Old City, where they told
their terrible stories. Incomprehensible snatches of sentences came
across to me and Ziyad, all about fearful happenings and killings of
women and children.

My father came home and they talked more, but in such hushed
voices that we could not hear them. What was this terrible thing?
Fatima would not say and neither would our parents. A few people
came over to our house that evening, saying that the Jews were
threatening to do it again and that everyone believed them. The next
morning — was it then? It seemed so, and yet when I looked back long
after, I was not so sure and, amazingly, no one in our family could
remember the exact date of that momentous day; my father thought it
later in April, my sister said it was earlier. A baffling amnesia has
enveloped that time. I woke up that morning with a feeling of
nameless dread, as if I had had a bad dream which I could not recall.
Fatima and my mother were long since up, and I heard them pushing
furniture, opening drawers and cupboards in my parents’ bedroom.
No one said anything to me, not even Fatima, and so I went and woke
Ziyad up.

He was bad-tempered and tried to push me away. “There’s
something going on,” I said urgently. “There always is,”” he grumbled
and turned away, covering his head with the bedclothes. Siham was

not back yet, although the two weeks she said she would be away
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were up. Perhaps I could ask about that, but when I went into my
mother’s room I saw that there were suitcases on the bed and clothes
on the floor. Before I could exclaim she pushed me out and told me in
a tense, irritable voice to go and play, but to “stay inside the house”.
A panic began to seize me and I went out to the back of the house and
through the garden door to the shed which served as Rex’s kennel. He
was lying down in front of it sniffing the air. As soon as he saw me he
sprang up, his tail wagging. Though I knelt down and hugged him
and tried to draw comfort from him, it did not still the anxiety welling
up inside me. I went back inside and now my mother was in the /iwan,
wrapping up our china plates in newspaper. “Against the bombs”, she
was saying to Fatima. “They might not break this way.”

“Have you had your breakfast?” asked Fatima. I shook my head. I
had no appetite at all; I just stood there looking wanly at what they
were doing. They ignored me and my mother went on wrapping the
plates and handing them to Fatima who put them into a cardboard
box. After a while, Muhammad appeared and told my mother that he
had found a car, but it would not be available before evening. “Are we
going somewhere?”’ 1 asked in sudden alarm. Someone finally spoke
to me, “No, it’s just to fetch your sister back from school,” said my
mother. I was overjoyed with relief. Stham was coming home and all
would be well. Whatever this strange thing was which had overtaken
our house, Siham would explain and we would go back to normal.

When Ziyad finally got up, I told him everything that had hap-
pened that morning. “When Siham is here, she’ll tell us what’s going
on,” 1 finished. “You’re just stupid,” he said testily. “How can she
know? She’s been in school taking exams. I’'m going to get to the
bottom of this.” But as the day wore on, he was little wiser than I had
been, except that my mother said we would know everything later
when Siham got home. There was more packing, this time it was
blankets from the big chest where my mother kept such things. We
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discovered that she had also taken some of our clothes away from the
cupboard in the bedroom.

“Fatima, please tell me what’s going on,” I pleaded. “Are we going
somewhere?” But Fatima only answered, “Don’t worry, your mother
will tell you very soon.”

When my father came home in the afternoon we all had lunch as
usual. I sat with them at table in the dining-room — not with Fatima —
because her brother Muhammad had stayed overnight and the two of
them were eating in the kitchen. The atmosphere was full of tension
and unspoken anxiety and I wished I was eating with Fatima as I had
always done. But I told myself that I would do so tomorrow. After
lunch, my mother and father went silently to their room, having
evaded our questions by saying we would know later when we were
all together. Ziyad and I took the remains of our half-eaten food out
into the garden and gave them to Rex. Because the butcher in the road
had closed down we could no longer give him all the leftover meat
and bones which he was used to. So he ate whatever we could spare
and my mother gave him bits and pieces while she was cooking.

It was late afternoon. We sat around aimlessly, uneasy and
apprehensive. There was the sound of occasional shooting, but it was
far away like the sound of distant thunder; thus far the day had been
relatively quiet. I kept going to the garden wall which looked out on
to the road and watching for Siham. It was windy and I got cold, so I
went back into the house, but as soon as I warmed up, I went out
again. It was while I was warming up inside that Siham arrived. It
seemed like a year since I had last seen her and I rushed to put my
arms round her. But she was upset and crying. “T knew it,” said our
mother. “You’ve gone and failed your exams!”

“No, I haven’t,” sobbed Siham. “But why couldn’t you have
waited at least until we’d had our party? We’'ve worked so hard and
we were going to celebrate the end of exams tonight. T was really
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looking forward to it. Please, please, can’t we wait just one more
day?” Muhammad had turned up at the school without warning, since
there was no way of making contact beforehand, and had announced
that she must come home with him in the taxi without delay. “And
anyway, what is all this Muhammad says about us leaving?”

“It’s true,” replied my father. “Your mother and all of you are
leaving in the morning. It’s not safe here any more, not after Deir
Yassin.”

What was he saying? We could not be leaving. It could not be true.
I followed Siham into our bedroom, full of agitation. “Where are we
going? What does it mean? Why won'’t they tell us anything?” She
took my arm in her hands. “God, why are you so thin?” she asked.
“They didn’t want you and Ziyad to know in case you told anyone
else.” (At this time, the AHC had given strict instructions again that
no one was to leave the country, and people who intended to go were
therefore careful to avoid discovery.) “And besides, they didn’t want
to upset any of us. I think we’re going to Damascus to our grand-
parents’ house.”

“But why do we have to go?”” She started to explain that it was not
safe to stay on, but, as she spoke, the words suddenly lost meaning. A
numbness began to come over me and I had a sudden feeling of utter
helplessness. I had never met my grandparents and I didn’t want to. I
wanted to stay here at home, despite Deir Yassin (whatever that was)
and however bad the shooting got. Siham suddenly put her hand to
her mouth and gasped. “Oh no!” she cried, “My watch. It’s still at the
watchmaker’s. How am I going to be able to get it before we leave?”
The watch, which was being mended, had been given to her by our
parents, she was proud of showing it off. “It doesn’t matter. I'll pick
it up for you when I come back,” said my father. He was intending
to escort us until we had arrived safely in Damascus and then return
to Jerusalem. He had informed them at the office of his intention
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and had been given a short leave of absence. But the head of
his department hinted that this might be longer than my father
thought. When he asked what this meant, the other smiled and replied
cryptically, “Oh, well, you know how it is. In Jerusalem these days
anything can happen.” My father chose to ignore this and said he
would be back to work in two or three days, long enough to cover
the time of the journey to Damascus, an overnight stay and the
journey back. On this basis, my mother had not packed a separate
suitcase for him and had taken only a few summer clothes for us
because, as she kept saying, “We won’t be gone for long. It’s not
worth taking much more.” But even though she had packed so little,
the house already had an empty and deserted look, rather like Emily’s
house had been.

I do not remember how we spent that evening nor how we slept
afterwards. That time belongs to one of those impenetrable areas of
silence. 1 do not know if my parents took their leave of our neigh-
bours or if anyone came to say goodbye. But the next morning, when
we got up, events moved rapidly. Whatever the reason for the respite
in the fighting the day before, it had now resumed with vigour. In
recent weeks, mortar bombs had been added to the usual gunfire and
shooting, and we could hear heavy thudding from the direction of the
St Simon monastery. This was a large and ancient place surrounded
by trees which stood at the top of the Qatamon hill to the other side of
our road. The Jews said it was a stronghold of Arab soldiers and arms
and had been planning to attack it for weeks. In the interval between
explosions there was an eerie silence. The street outside was deserted.
My mother said, “I hope Muhammad can make it.” He was supposed
to bring up a taxi for us from town, an enterprise that would be
something of a miracle to carry through, given the danger of reaching
Qatamon. No cars ever came here any more, but Muhammad said he
was confident he would find one.
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And indeed, in a short while, the taxi appeared with him sitting in
the front seat next to the driver. The latter was clearly nervous and
told us to hurry. My mother had our case and the old blankets ready
in the liwan, and Ziyad, who had been very quiet that morning, now
said he wanted to take his bicycle along. “Don’t be silly,” snapped my
mother. “But I want to take it,” he insisted. Everyone ignored him.
Siham had a winter coat which our father had brought back for her
from London. It had been too big for her when he bought it but now
it fitted and she had scarcely ever worn it. She now tried to pack it
with the rest of our clothes, but it was too bulky. “Never mind,” said
our mother, “leave it for when we come back.”

Muhammad and Fatima took down our cases over the veranda steps
towards the gate, leaving the front door of the house open. Through
the door, Rex now ran in, undeterred by his usual fear of my mother
and started to jump up all over us in great agitation. He made a high-
pitched, keening sound I had never heard before.

“He knows we’re going,” Siham said. “I don’t know how, but he
does.” Ziyad and I could not catch hold of him long enough to pat his
head and calm him down. He kept rushing from one to the other so
fast that his hind legs slipped on the floor. But I managed to grab him
and hug him tightly to me. Fatima came back in and tried to say that
the car was now ready, but she started to cry. My mother put a hand
on her shoulder, “There, there, we’ll be back. It won’t be long.” But
Fatima just went on crying. Then she said, “I've got to cry now
because I'll be too shy to cry when we say goodbye at the depot.”” She
meant the place in town where we would stop to change cars for
Damascus.

There was a loud explosion outside. My father said we must now
leave. He had a heavy brown overcoat on his arm which he now gave
Fatima. He had bought it in England for himself and it had a label
inside the collar which said Moss Bros.
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“This is for you.” And as Fatima started to cry again, my father
said hurriedly, “Here, take the key and keep it safe.” This was the key
to our house where Fatima was going to stay until we all returned.
She put it in the side pocket of her caftan and wiped her eyes. “I’ll
look after everything, have no worry.”

We came out with Rex still running round and my father locked
up. We put Rex into the garden and closed the gate on him in case he
ran out into the road on his own. I lingered, looking back at the
house. The shutters were all closed and silent and the garden seemed
to hug the walls, as if to retain their secrets. Enclosed in that space was
all the life that I had ever known and I thought what a dear, dear place
it was.

A deafening burst of shooting. My mother ran forward and dragged
me away. My father got in the front of the car with Muhammad and
Ziyad and the rest of us squeezed into the back. I sat on Fatima’s lap
and wondered whether I dared ask if I could go back for my teddy
bear, Beta, which no one had thought to pack for me. I thought of him
left all alone with Rex in that silent, shuttered house. Ziyad was quiet
in the front seat. He too was thinking about Rex and whether he could
have managed somehow to smuggle him into the boot of the car. But
as we were about to move off, my father suddenly said to the driver,
“Wait!”” A soldier from the Arab defence unit which was encamped at
the British zone checkpoint was striding purposefully towards us. He
was armed with a rifle and had a gun at his side and there was no
doubt that his business was with us.

My father got out of the car and greeted him politely. Rex started to
bark and jump up against the gate. The soldier peered into the taxi
and examined each of us in turn. “Where are you going?” he
demanded. “Don’t you know it’s not allowed to leave. AHC orders.”
“It’s all right, T understand,” said my father calmly “but this is my

wife and these are my children. I'm simply taking them to my father-
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in-law’s house for safety. I will be coming back straightaway.” “All
right,” replied the man, “make sure that you do.” He checked the
suitcase and then, apparently satisfied that it contained nothing but our
clothes, he nodded to my father. “God be with you.”

My father got back into the car and my mother said, “Why can’t
they make up their minds? One minute they tell us all the women and
children are to leave and now they’re saying we shouldn’t. And
anyway, what’s the point now with everyone already gone?” My
father told her to keep her voice down. As we started to move off, I
twisted round on Fatima’s knee and looked out of the back window.
And there to my horror was Rex standing in the middle of the road.
We can’t have closed the gate properly and he must somehow have
managed to get out. He stood still, his head up, his tail stiff, staring
after our receding car.

“Look!” I cried out frantically, “Rex has got out. Stop, please, he’ll
get killed.” “Shh”, said Fatima, pushing me down into her lap. “He’s
a rascal. I'll put him back when I return and he won’t come to any
harm. Now stop worrying.”

But I stared and stared at him until we had rounded the corner of
the road and he and the house disappeared from view. I turned and
looked at the others. They sat silently, their eyes fixed on the road
ahead. No one seemed aware of my terrible anguish or how in that
moment I suddenly knew with overwhelming certainty that something
had irrevocably ended for us there and, like Rex’s unfeigned, innocent
affection, it would never return.

The short journey to the taxi depot in the Old City opposite the
Damascus Gate passed without much incident. We were stopped
again at the checkpoint outside the zone, and my father explained once
more why we were leaving. When we reached the depot, we got out
and transferred our luggage to a taxi which would take us to
Damascus by way of Amman. To reach Damascus from Jerusalem,
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one would normally have taken the northern route through Ras al-
Naqura. But all that part of Palestine was a raging battleground and
no car could travel that way. Hence we had to take the longer and
more roundabout route through Amman. The taxi depot was bustling
with people leaving Palestine like us. There was a different atmo-
sphere here to the one we had got used to in Qatamon. As it was a
wholly Arab area, there was no sound of gunfire and, though it was
full of crowds of people crying and saying goodbye, it felt safe and
familiar. .

Fatima stood by the car which would take us away. For all her
efforts at self-control, tears were coursing down her cheeks. She
embraced and kissed the three of us in turn. My father said, “Mind
you look after the house until I come back,” and she nodded word-
lessly. I clung desperately to the material of her caftan but she gently
disengaged my fingers. As we got into the taxi and the doors were
shut, she drew up close and pressed her sad face against the window.
We drove off, leaving her and Muhammad looking after us until they
were no more than specks on the horizon, indistinguishable from the
other village men and women who were there that day.

No doubt my parents thought they were sparing us pain by keeping
our departure secret from us until the very last moment. They also
believed we would be away for a short while only and so making a
fuss of leaving Jerusalem was unnecessary.

But in the event, they turned out to be woefully wrong. We never
set eyes on Fatima or our dog or the city we had known ever again.
Like a body prematurely buried, unmourned, without coffin or
ceremony, our hasty, untidy exit from Jerusalem was no way to have
said goodbye to our home, our country and all that we knew and

loved.
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I did not know until much later that, although my parents had
accepted for some time that we would have to leave Jerusalem, if only
for a while, there were two major events which had finally persuaded
them to go. The first was the death of Abdul-Qadir al-Husseini and
the second, close on its heels, was the massacre at Deir Yassin. In the
first week of April, the battle to control the road to Jerusalem had
raged between Jewish and Arab forces. Fighting was particularly
fierce at the strategically important village of al-Qastal, ten kilometres
to the west of Jerusalem. This was built on top of a hill and derived its
name (castle) from an ancient fortress whose remains still stood there.
It was there, as the Arab side was winning the battle (in which
Husseini was joined by our Qatamon commander Abu Dayyeh and
his unit), that he was killed by a Jewish soldier from the Palmach.
This was a special unit of the Haganah whose men were highly trained
for difficult or dangerous assignments.

While Abdul-Qadir’s death meant little to the Jews it had a pro-
found impact on the Arab side. Even my father, who was sceptical
about the Arab forces’ chances of success, shared in the general hope
embodied in Abdul-Qadir’s courage and commitment. His death was
therefore seen as an omen of impending disaster. In the wake of his
killing, it was said that the Arab fighters were so overwhelmed with
grief that most of them escorted his body back to Jerusalem. This
emotional send-off left al-Qastal unguarded and enabled the Jewish
forces to regain it later that day. They were exultant and claimed that
the Arab fighters were deserting in droves and returning to their
villages. Traces of that triumphalism are still evident today. When I
saw al-Qastal on a sad, windswept day in 1998, Israeli flags were
fluttering from its old castle walls and placards declaring it to be the
site of a major Israeli victory.

So great was people’s shock and grief that Abdul-Qadir’s funeral at
the Dome of the Rock in the Old City on April 7 drew a crowd of
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30,000 mourners. Two days later, on April 9, Irgun and Stern Gang
gunmen perpetrated a massacre at Deir Yassin, a small village on the
outskirts of Jerusalem. This was the unmentionable thing which Ziyad
and 1 were not allowed to know. The people of Deir Yassin were
mainly engaged in stone quarrying and had been peaceable
throughout the troubles besetting other parts of Palestine. They had
even concluded a non-aggression pact with the nearby Jewish set-
tlement of Givat Sha‘ul, approved by the Haganah, at the beginning of
April 1948. ‘

The accounts of what the Jewish attackers had done to the villagers
were truly shocking. The survivors who fled came with stories of
mutilation, the rape of young girls and the murder of pregnant women
and their babies. Some 250 people were massacred in cold blood
(though recent estimates have put the number at between 100 and
200). Twenty of the men were driven in a lorry by the Irgun fighters
and paraded in triumph around the streets of the Jewish areas of
Jerusalem. They were then brought back and shot directly over the
quarries in which they had been working and into which their bodies
were thrown. The surviving villagers fled in terror, and the empty
village was then occupied by Jewish forces. The worst of it was that
the gangs who had carried out the killings boasted about what they
had done and threatened publicly to do so again. They said it had
been a major success in clearing the Arabs out of their towns and
villages.

In this they were right, for news of the atrocity, disseminated by
both the Jewish and the Arab media in Palestine and the surrounding
Arab states, spread terror throughout the country. But because of Deir
Yassin’s proximity to Jerusalem, the news reached us first and led to
an accelerated exodus from our city. The rest of the country was
powerfully affected too. Menachem Begin, the leader of the Irgun,
said with satisfaction that the massacre had helped in the conquest of
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places as far away as Tiberias and Haifa. He said it was worth half a
dozen army battalions in the war against the Palestinian Arabs.

On April 30, the Palmach unit of the Haganah launched a huge
attack on the St Simon monastery. They overcame the contingent of
Arab fighters inside and within twenty-four hours had taken control of
the monastery. Fierce fighting ensued between them and the Arab
battalions defending Qatamon for a full two days before it was
brought to an end by the British army. Ibrahim Abu Dayyeh fought
and was wounded in this final battle. A twenty-four-hour truce was
agreed between the two sides, but before it ended the Jews had
occupied the whole of Qatamon up to the boundary of the British
zone. The Sakakini family had been the last to stay on, but on April 30
they too left their home.

Throughout April, the Arab League was deliberating over plans of
invasion to defend Palestine. These involved various combinations of
Arab forces which would cross into Palestine from the neighbouring
states and rescue the Palestinians. But none of them came to anything,
while the Jews continued to consolidate their hold on the parts of the
country they had conquered. In Jerusalem, they had control of most
of the new city, which included our neighbourhood, while the Arabs
retained the Old City.

We heard that Fatima kept going back to check on our house for as
long as she could brave the journey. But in the end, it was too
dangerous and she could go no longer. Her own village, al-Maliha,
was conquered by the Jews (Israelis by then) in August 1948 and its
people were made refugees. She escaped to the village of al-Bireh, east
of Jerusalem and still in Arab hands, where we presume she stayed.
After that news of her died out. In the chaos that attended the fall of
Palestine and the mass exodus of its people, lives were wrenched
apart, families brutally sundered, life-long friendships abruptly sev-
ered. No organisation existed to help people trace those they had lost.






Five

My father escorted us as far as Damascus, a journey of which I have
no memory. Siham says that when we reached Amman, we went to
the house of my mother’s old friend Um Samir who had left Jer-
usalem long before we did. She tried to give us lunch but no one had
any appetite and my father was in a hurry to reach Damascus. So we
got back into the car and drove on into Syria crossing the border at
Der‘a. And as we drove towards Damascus, Siham marvelled at the
sight of people here looking normal, strolling about, sitting in the sun,
even picnicking on the banks of the river. “Why don’t they look
sad?” she asked. “Don’t they know what’s happened to us?” We
looked with wonderment at the signposts, which were all in Arabic.
We were used to seeing them in English and Hebrew as well in
Palestine. We reached my grandparents’ house in the evening. They
were warm and welcoming, my grandmother hugging and kissing us
repeatedly. Ziyad, who had been excited by the journey to Damascus
and agog to see new places, looked pleased with our new sur-
roundings. Our grandparents had only known us by our photographs
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before and they made much fuss of meeting us in the flesh. They gave
us supper, bread and a sort of hard ball-shaped cheese immersed in
olive oil.

The next morning, our parents returned to Amman (our mother
had decided to go as well), intending to continue at once to Jerusalem.
But they were advised to go no further, for all of West Jerusalem,
especially Qatamon, were virtually impassable. Taxis were unwilling
even to go to the Old City. Government offices, including my father’s
employer, the education department, were being closed down one by
one, it was said. They stayed for four days in Amman, hoping to find
a way back and unwilling to believe that they could not return. It was
at that moment that my father first started to feel a sense of finality,
that somehow and with what seemed like incredible speed, it was all
over, not just for Jerusalem but for all of Palestine. While in Amman,
they met by strange chance the Karmis, the couple who had bought
the house next to ours in Qatamon. They had a sad story to tell. Soon
after we left, the attacks on the district, especially on our road, had
escalated. One night, a bomb landed just behind their house and they
fled in terror, still in their night clothes. “If only we’d gone when you
did,” they said, “at least we would have left with dignity.”

Our grandparents’ house was very different from the one we had
left in Jerusalem. It was situated in Harat al-Akrad, an old run-down
suburb of Damascus with rubbish tips and a maze of narrow, unpaved
alleyways, a world away from the prosperous roads and spacious villas
of our part of Jerusalem. Some alleys were so impenetrable that cars
could not pass through and people were dropped off at the open space
outside and had to go the rest of the way on foot. The house was old-
fashioned and had a central open courtyard with rooms around three
sides of it; “inverted”, Ziyad called it, because the windows looked in
instead of out. To get from one room to the other, one had to cross
the courtyard, which could be unpleasant if it was raining or very
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cold. There were flower-beds against the whole length of one wall and
potted plants against the other walls.

The kitchen was built of rough stone and it was dark and gloomy.
Opening directly into it was a small toilet, a common arrangement in
old houses of that type. This was a traditional toilet, a pear-shaped
cavity in the ground with two ridged tiles on either side to prevent
slipping. One placed one’s feet over the tiles and squatted over the
cavity. In the corner was a water jug and a cloth for washing and
drying oneself afterwards. I dreaded using this toilet because it was so
dark and the hole in the ground so black that I always imagined
something unspeakable would arise from it and grab hold of me. It
symbolised for me all that was hateful and different about Damascus.
We had had two toilets in our house in Jerusalem, white-tiled and
fresh and clean, and both had seats. We used one and Fatima used the
second one, but she always squatted over the seat as if it had been a
toilet in the ground to which she was more accustomed.

The only other relatives we had in Damascus were my uncle Abu
Salma and his family. They had preceded us into Syria by a month or
so, driven out of Palestine like us by the increasing danger. The
fighting in Haifa had forced them to move at the beginning of March
to nearby Acre, to take refuge with my aunt’s family. They waited to
return, but things in Haifa got worse and more and more people kept
flooding out of the city. Seeing how rapidly the situation was dete-
riorating, my uncle decided after a week to withdraw his family
“temporarily” to safety in Damascus.

Soon after we arrived in Damascus, my aunt Khadija’s family
joined us, having reluctantly accepted that they had to leave Jerusalem
as well. Abu Isam’s business had declined to the point of extinction. In
the end, they were forced to leave their house and their shop with all
its furniture and fittings behind. They had four children, three boys
and a girl, and from the moment they arrived they seemed to be all
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over the place. I hated them because they crowded us out and the
youngest two cried a lot. This did not worry Ziyad who had played
with Isam, the eldest boy, when we were in Jerusalem. They now
resumed their friendship. But I had no special playmate and felt dif-
ferently. Before we came, my grandparents slept in the room opposite
the entrance lobby and my uncle slept in one of the two rooms at the
back of the courtyard. The other back room was used as a sitting
room in winter when people could not sit outside. The house was not
large, but adequate for the three of them. And at the time when we
came my uncle Taleb was away in Belgium, training as a telephone
engineer, and my grandparents had the whole house to themselves.
However, with the arrival of two families every room was taken up.
My parents slept in the bed in my uncle’s room and my brother and I
slept on a mattress on the floor. In July, my father left for England and
my uncle came back home a month later. He appropriated his old bed,
and so my mother joined me and my brother on the floor. My sister
slept in my grandparents’ room, on the floor separating their two beds.
They woke her up early every morning when they got up to perform
the dawn prayer, but she thought them sweet and did not mind. All six
of my aunt’s family occupied the second back room, opposite my
uncle’s bedroom. They all slept on the floor on mattresses borrowed
from the neighbours when my grandparents had run out of bedding.
Since the room my aunt’s family slept in had ceased to be a sitting
room, and the April weather was still cool, everyone sat outside in the
liwan all muffled up. The classic liwan, unlike ours in Jerusalem,
which had merely meant lounge, was a feature of old Arab houses like
my grandfather’s. It was positioned between the two back rooms and
was walled on three sides with the front opening onto the courtyard. It
functioned as a semi-formal reception room; benches covered with
cushions were built against the wall on its three sides so as to seat a

large number of people, although they had to sit in rows. This seating
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arrangement derives from that of the traditional Arab majlis going
back to the Bedouin tribal tents where the men sat together along the
sides with the sheikh at the top. It is still to be seen today, upgraded
and opulently furnished, but essentially the same in the palaces of
sheikhs and princes throughout the Gulf countries.

I could not get used to sleeping on the floor alongside my mother
and brother. It was uncomfortable and my mother would come to bed
late and wake me, or Ziyad would push me off the edge of the
mattress in his sleep. As soon as my uncle returned from Belgium, I
would leave them and crawl into his bed whenever I could. This
disturbed his sleep, but he didn’t have the heart to throw me out.
“You were such a poor frightened little thing,” he said years later.
Even today, I can still recall the feel of his flannel pyjamas against my
face and the warm smell of him as I snuggled into his back. He seemed
to me like a safe and tranquil island in a sea of madness. We had all
warmed to him from the first moment we saw him. He was an
attractive, likeable man with long-lashed brilliant green eyes, and fine
handsome features. I remember how many of the women in the
neighbourhood eyed him surreptitiously.

Both my uncle’s departure to Belgium and his return caused a great
stir in the neighbourhood. For anyone to travel so far afield was a
great event and when he returned home in August 1948 the whole
street turned out to greet him. The women ululated from the door-
ways, a high-pitched sound made by flicking the tongue rapidly up
and down against the roof of the mouth which traditionally accom-
panies all Arab celebrations. People thought he had brought a touch of
European magic with him and everyone wanted to see him. And
indeed he did seem to have a magic tape recorder which he proudly
displayed. “It recorded not on tape but on a sort of thin wire” Siham
remembered. “It was like nothing anyone had ever seen before.”

Of course, it would have been unthinkable for either of his sisters,
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my mother and my aunt Khadija, to have had a similar educational
opportunity. As was the custom, they only had had an elementary
education, enough to read the Quran and be able to write in a
rudimentary way. Girls were only there to get married, went the
prevailing wisdom, so why waste too much effort in teaching them
what they would never use. In addition, there was the constant fear
that once a girl knew how to write, she might start to correspond with
men and be led into improper ways. My mother had barely learned
enough before she was removed from school at the age of ten.

I particularly had it in for my two youngest cousins, Hisham, who
was three years old, and Hind, who was about eighteen months. She
was pretty and chubby with black hair and red cheeks, where I was
thin and hollow-eyed. My mother made a great fuss of both of them,
hugged and kissed them, especially Hind, and gave them chocolates to
eat, but no one took any notice of me. I felt ugly and scraggy and
jealous of both of them. Hisham once followed me climbing a ladder
up to the flat roof. I turned to see his skinny, pallid figure clinging on
to it fearfully. In a fury of jealousy, I pushed hard at his scrawny chest
and tried to kick him off. It was a miracle, said my aunt afterwards,
that he did not fall to his death. He managed to cling to the rung of
the ladder when my mother rescued him.

No one had a good word to say for me after that. Guilt was now
added to my sense of exclusion and misery. Child psychology was
not an art known either to my mother or any of those around her.
Children, like adults, were expected “to get on with it” and I was
left to fend for myself. Nor could I turn for consolation to my
brother, as had happened sometimes in Jerusalem. Things had
changed between us and I had grown increasingly resentful of him
ever since coming to Damascus. Much of the previous harmony
when we played together in Jerusalem had been dispelled. In those
days, he was amiable and easygoing and I could often get the best
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of him. And we had Rex to share. But here it was different.

People thought he was special and better than me because he was a
boy. They said that as he was the only son, just like his uncle, he must
be treated especially well. My mother would now make me lay the
table and also clear up, whereas the arrangement in Jerusalem had
been that one person would lay the table and another would clear up.
When I complained that it was unfair and he ought to do half| she told
me that he was a boy and sisters must serve their brothers. Siham said,
“Don’t worry, that’s how it is and we must get used to it.” When
Ziyad was born, the family in Tulkarm had slaughtered a sheep to
celebrate the birth of my father’s first son. But when I was born, she
said, no one killed any sheep for me and it used to make me cry. This
was of course the traditional Arab position. Sons were prized over
daughters and women were reared to indulge and look up to the males
of the family. In return, the males were expected to protect and
support their mothers and sisters. But at the age of eight, this did not
cut much ice with me. It just seemed an arrant injustice and I resented
and hated my brother for it, as if it had been his fault.

But I did not envy him one ordeal, regarded as a celebration and
affirmation of my brother’s nascent manhood. This was the ceremony
of circumcision, which Ziyad had to undergo while we were in
Damascus. When Grandfather found out that, at twelve, Ziyad
retained his foreskin, he was outraged. He questioned our father as to
how this scandal had been allowed to happen, since it was the custom
for Muslim boys to be circumcised in the first years of life and cer-
tainly before the age of ten. (Today, Muslim babies are circumcised
soon after birth.) Our father lamely explained that it had slipped his
and our mother’s attention, what with the troubles in Palestine and the
fact that he was away in England for some of the time. But this did not
mollify our grandfather who proceeded to make urgent arrangements

for the circumcision.
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Such occasions were dominated by the men of the family. The
women’s role was to make the special foods and sweets which were
served at the end of the “operation”. On the morning in question,
Ziyad was awakened early and dressed in his circumcision gown. This
was a long and loose white tunic made of silk from which his dark
head and bare feet protruded comically. The men of the family began
to arrive, my mother’s cousins and more distant relatives all in their
best clothes, until the courtyard of the house filled up. Ziyad was sat
on a chair at the base of the /iwan, where he was soon surrounded by
the men, joking and jollying him along. I watched him from the
window of our uncle’s bedroom, for none of the females could attend.
He looked scared and alone there on his chair.

The man who was to carry out the circumcision now appeared. He
was the local barber, and looked none too clean. The implements he
was to use on my brother, a shaving knife from his shop and a long-
handled hook, looked grimy. My father asked if his instruments were
clean and if he wanted to wash his hands first. “None cleaner!” the
man answered cheerfully, declining the offer of a wash.

Without further ado, he turned towards Ziyad and lifted the hem of
his gown to expose his small penis. He grasped it in his hand and using
his long needle, he hooked the foreskin with it and pulled it right
down. He then severed it with one cut of the shaving knife. Blood
seeped down Ziyad’s thighs as the barber held the piece of flesh aloft
for all to see. At this point, the women ululated from inside and Ziyad
looked as if he was about to faint. Watching in horror, I thought I
would faint too. His face had a greenish tinge and his jaws were
clenched, but he never uttered a sound. The barber put a bandage over
his bleeding penis and pulled down his gown over his legs. My
grandfather gave him a jug of water which he took to the flower-bed
and poured over his instruments, but he still did not wash his hands.
He then looked round for his fee which my father had ready, and
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having pocketed this, he nodded his head at the assembly and went off.

Ziyad was now congratulated and patted on the head by the men
who all had presents for him. After a while they withdrew, and the
women could bring out the food and sweets. These were delicious, but
Ziyad looked dazed and ate nothing. When the men had gone, it was
the turn of the women of the family to come and visit with more
presents for Ziyad. My grandmother picked up the foreskin, which the
barber had thrown carelessly on the ground, and buried it in the
flower-bed beside the kitchen. To her dismay, Louliyyeh, the cat,
tried to dig it up again and was shooed off angrily. I do not know how
much of the ceremony Ziyad took in, for he was in pain and when he
stood up, he had to hold his gown away from his body to keep it from
touching his sore and bandaged penis. Even looking at him made me
shudder anew at the memory of what I had just seen, and I thanked
God fervently that I was not a boy. It was a fortnight before he had
healed sufficiently to wear his usual clothes once more.

Although many of my memories of that time are clouded, I
remember that I was not sorry to leave Syria. It seemed to me that in
the eighteen months we spent there nothing good ever happened
except perhaps for the cats. My grandmother and uncle were devoted
to cats, an unusual thing in the Arab world, where both cats and dogs
are considered unclean and objects of revulsion. The figure of the
scrawny cat scavenging for food in rubbish piles and evading the odd
kick, is a familiar one throughout the Middle East, even today. Yet, in
my grandfather’s house cats were kept as pets, fed and relatively
cosseted. My mother had grown up with a succession of cats, most of
whom were feral and tended to run off. My grandmother’s cat Lou-
liyyeh — meaning pearl — was a handsome grey tabby with a white
breast and grey-blue eyes. My grandmother had a habit of shoving the
cat into bed with her to keep her warm in winter. She would push the
cat down to the bottom of the bed and place her feet on it, as if it had
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My grandparents and Uncle Taleb in the liwan of their house in Damascus,

1949, clutching members of Louliyyeh’s litter

been a hot-water bottle. The cat would object violently, miaowing and
struggling, and my grandmother would shout and curse her and tell
her to lie still. This irritated my grandfather who would scold both of
them and swear that no cat would enter his house again.

But the worst thing about my grandfather was the way he made me
and my brother pray with him as near to five times a day as he could.
Everyday, we would spread our prayer mats and stand obediently
behind him, while he led the prayer. When Muslims pray, they go
through a set of prescribed motions which involve standing, bowing
down to the ground and sitting on the haunches. The worshipper may
not turn round or look away or be disturbed until the prayer is over,
and this ritual is repeated five times a day. After a while, Ziyad and I
devised a way of relieving the monotony of the prayer, especially
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when we were not at school and had to pray the full five times. Once
my grandfather had turned his back to us to commence the prayer and
we knew we were safe, we would quickly spread our children’s comic
on the floor between us. Each time we prostrated ourselves in the
prescribed ritual, we would turn over the page of the comic, and by
the time the prayer ended, we would have managed to get through
half of it. This worked well enough until one day, to our horror, my
grandfather turned round unexpectedly and saw what we were doing.
Without further ado, he delivered us each a ringing blow to the head
and went angrily in search of my mother. “This is what comes of
bringing them up like heathens,” we heard him snort.

Tears stung my eyes. I didn’t want to be there in this poor,
overcrowded, miserable house. I wanted to be back in Jerusalem with
Fatima and my toys and our dog. I pined for them and thought about
them every day. I hadn’t wanted to come to Damascus and I didn’t
know why my father had gone away barely three months after our
arrival. Our mother had even less time for us than she had had in
Jerusalem, but it had not mattered then because I had my home and
Fatima and all the familiar things. Now all that had evaporated as if it
had never been, and I could not guess whether we would ever return,
or whether we would live in Damascus for good, or whether I would
see my father again.

It was a curious thing, when I look back, that not long after we
reached Damascus no one spoke of our home any more. Our parents
did not talk about Fatima or Muhammad or the house or even Jer-
usalem. It was as if only I preserved their memory. They seemed
wholly preoccupied with the immediate present, as if we had mate-
rialised out of nowhere in my grandparents’ house. No one questioned
this strange turn of events, least of all Siham and Ziyad. And so,
bewildered and lost, 1 took my cue from them and kept my confusion
to myself. My allegiance to Fatima, to our house and to my childhood
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became a private affair, my secret to cherish and protect. It was a
world away from Damascus which I thought then was a horrible
place, or at least the part of it which I knew. It was poor and the
streets were dirty and full of grim, unsmiling people. Once, when I
went running off with my cousin to the market to buy my mother a
bag of sugar, a man with a beard and a long robe darted out of the
crowd and grabbed hold of my hair. I had long plaits and he pulled
them so hard, it hurt. “Cover your head, you shameless girl!” he
cried. “Have your parents no shame?”’

When we had first arrived in Damascus, my father used to go out
every day looking worried. When he came back, I would hear him
telling my mother that he had found nothing. We had left Palestine
with £330, a sum which was dwindling fast, since my grandfather
could not provide for us and soon more money would be needed.
Some of my father’s friends who had left Palestine at about the same
time had managed to find work out of Damascus. They went to the
smaller Syrian cities, Homs, Hama, a few to Aleppo, where they
became schoolteachers but all were unhappy. These were men who
had progressed beyond school teaching, no less than my father, and
each had developed his own career in Palestine. They had all had high
hopes for their futures and going back to teaching in small schools was
a setback none had ever anticipated. “They’re lucky to get any work
at all,” said my grandfather. “God knows Syria is flooded with
Palestinians looking for jobs, and every day there are more and more
coming in. How will we ever cope?”

Desperate-looking men came to the house and spoke of nothing
except their predicament: no work, no jobs, no money. Many of these

" In Islam, women are enjoined to dress modestly — a preference that has often been interpreted to mean
that they should cover their hair, arms and legs. This form of dress is supposed to be adopted only after
puberty, but Muslim fanatics will often insist on veiling pre-pubertal girls as well.
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were people from Safad who had come to Syria in early May, less than
a month after we did. They had come suddenly in a terrible crush,
10,000 of them or more, the whole population of Safad, it was said;
old people and women and children, soon to be followed by the men
who had stayed behind in the hope of a truce with the Jewish army.
They had nothing but the clothes on their backs and they spoke wildly
of being pushed out of their homes in the night with guns and mortar
bombs. The rains were unusually heavy in Palestine that year — we
would have had a wonderful crop, people said — and they had waded
through deep mud and rivers of water to reach the Syrian border eight
miles away. They arrived dazed and exhausted, their clothes and shoes
sodden with water.

“Poor souls,” said Um Said, my mother’s cousin who lived in the
street above us. “There was nowhere for them to go. We heard that a
lot of them were being put in tents while the government worked out
what to do with them. Their tents were swimming in water. They said
the Jews would never let them go back, but God knows best.” The
local mosques and schools were given over to the refugees and
everyone in the neighbourhood went with their blankets and sheets
and mattresses, clothes, food and whatever they could afford. My
grandmother cooked for them every Friday and the men of the family
took the pans of food down to the mosque. “What a terrible thing is
happening in Palestine,” said Um Said. “God help us all”. The
government started to distribute staples to the refugees and, as soon as
this was known, a number of the poorest amongst the local inhabitants
began to claim that they were Palestinians too. “What a shameful
disgrace,” said my grandfather.

Some of the Safadi people turned out to be relatives of my mother’s
family whom they had not seen for many years. For her ancestors
came from Safad and one branch of the family later moved to
Damascus where my grandfather was born. Now a few of his relatives
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found out where he lived and came to visit, but were in such a sorry
state that it made my grandmother cry.

“We woke up one night to see the house opposite on fire,” said
Mustafa, a distant cousin of my grandfather. “And then we heard the
bombs. They were so loud and made such a flash we thought they
were atom bombs. The children started screaming, I opened the
windows to see what was happening but we were all so panicked we
didn’t know what to do. ‘The Jews are coming’, people were shouting,
‘the Jews are coming.’ I went outside and the street was full of people
pushing against each other trying to get away. I rushed back in and
got Nahla and the children. We dressed them quickly, but there was
no time to take anything with us, just the clothes on our backs. My
father couldn’t get up — he’s been ill and he can’t walk far. So we had
no choice but to leave him behind. But I told him I'd be back to get
him.”

“What a terrible thing, what a terrible thing,” said my grandfather,
shaking his head.

“Anyway,”
else in a great crowd. The children kept falling down and it was

continued Mustafa, “we walked along with everyone

raining and bitterly cold, but we had to keep on walking because the
Jewish soldiers were behind us.”

“Where were the Arab fighters all this time, the AHC, the Arab
Liberation Army?” asked my father.

“What Arab fighters?” said Mustafa bitterly. “They were as scared
as we were. I don’t suppose they’d ever heard bombs like that before
either. Even the battalion from the Arab Liberation Army which was
supposed to defend us actually pulled out with the Jewish soldiers on
our doorstep. We asked the Jews for a truce, but they refused, and so
we were just left to our fate. Mind you, they didn’t have it that easy.
When the assault began, some of our men fought them as hard as they
could. In some streets, the Jews had to get them out house by house,
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but in the end, what could we have done? We’re just ordinary people,
no match for an army.” He paused and everyone looked at him. “All
those who could walk went in the end. The very old ones, like father,
were left behind because they couldn’t move and there was no way to
move them out. God knows what happened to them.”

It later emerged that the Jewish troops rounded up these old
people, whose average age, according to the Jewish military com-
mander in Safad, was eighty and who were all Muslims, and expelled
them to Lebanon in early June of 1948. That left a small number of
elderly Christian Arab Safadis still clinging to their homes. But these
were also removed, driven in lorries to Haifa, where they were placed
in the care of two convents there. Not one of the inhabitants of Safad
was ever allowed back and, in the chaos of their various expulsions, I
don’t know if Mustafa ever saw his father again.

Out in the street, the talk was all of Palestine and Palestinians. Men
in pyjama trousers stood around and talked of Safad and of politics in
general. The custom in the poorer parts of Damascus was for men to
wear their pyjamas in the day as well as at night. Sometimes, they
“dressed up” by wearing a shirt over the pyjama trousers and if it was
cold they might slip a jersey over the shirt.

Aol

After a few months of looking fruitlessly for work in Syria our father
left us to go to England. This had not been an easy decision for him to
make and only arrived at after much hesitation and disappointment,
not to mention opposition from my mother. Finding that he could not
return to his job in Jerusalem, he realised he would have to find new
work, “until the situation in Jerusalem settles”; explained our mother.
He searched in Jordan, but Amman in those days was a small pro-
vincial place with little capacity for absorption of qualified people like
him, and he had already turned down the only good position with the



Palestine 143

bank the year before. Abu Ahmad, our old neighbour who had ended
up in Cairo, wrote to my father through his cousin in Damascus,
urging him to come. He said that Cairo was a paradise on earth, there
were jobs to be had and money to be made. My mother was excited
when she heard this.

“Perhaps it’s true,” she said. “Perhaps that’s where we should go
until we can return to Jerusalem.” Egypt was the home of glamour in
the Arab world. It had a film industry, produced the most famous
singers and entertainers and published the best-known newspapers and
magazines. Cairo was the foremost centre of style and fashion, but
also of intellectual and political life. Every Arab aspired at least to visit
there and many would have liked to stay.

But my father did not agree. “I wouldn’t trust Abu Ahmad if he
were the last man alive,” he said, “not after that business in Pales-
tine.” There had been much talk in Jerusalem that Abu Ahmad was
one of those who sold land to Jews. He worked as an estate agent and
made a reasonable living but no more. When he suddenly got rich, the
rumours started that there was only one way this could have happened
— by selling land to Jews. My father once saw him slipping into the
offices of the Zionist land agency in Zion Square in Jerusalem. It was
well-known that the Jews who came to Palestine from the 1880s
onwards were desperate to acquire land. They would have paid any
price to get hold of it, often backed by wealthy Jewish sources from
Europe and America. And at first, some Palestinians sold them land
and became wealthy in the process. But gradually the realisation grew
that this was not as innocent as it seemed.

“They’ve got a plan in mind,” people said. “They want to take
over our country.” Selling of land to Jews after 1946 became an act of
treason in the eyes of the AHC, even on occasions punishable by
death. One night in the summer of 1947, when our neighbours were
all congregated at the house of Abu Ahmad and there was much
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laughter and merriment, masked men suddenly appeared. They
barged in and immediately separated the men from the women whom
they pushed roughly into a back room. Shots rang out and a man was
wounded, but it was not Abu Ahmad, “although that’s who they were
after”, asserted my father. He meant the Boycott Committee, which
was one of the AHC’s units set up to fight commercial dealings with
the Zionists. He had also been invited to Abu Ahmad’s that night, but
had somehow lingered on at home, lighting a narghile and looking
through his books. “As if he’d known what was going to happen,”
remarked my mother.

After that, Abu Ahmad lived in some trepidation. He and his family
were terrified that the AHC would come after him again. But nothing
further happened and they stuck it out until the beginning of 1948.
They then packed their belongings and headed off for Cairo. Before
long Abu Ahmad succeeded in establishing himself there and setting
up a prosperous business “with tainted Jewish money”, said our
neighbours in disgust. As we knew no one beside Abu Ahmad in
Cairo who could advise us, and my father had little money to spend
on going there to find out for himself, he had to think of something
else. He spoke to my uncle Abu Salma, although he did not set much
store by anyone’s advice.

Abu Salma advised my father to wait for the situation in Syria to
settle after the first rush of refugees, or else think once again of
working in Jordan. They had both accepted by now that an early
return to Palestine was not realistic. My uncle’s city of residence,
Haifa, had fallen to the Jewish forces at the end of April. Nearly all its
Arab inhabitants had fled or been evicted and it had become what it
had never been before: a Jewish city. Shortly after, in May, my aunt’s
home town of Acre met the same fate. Other Palestinian cities were
similarly overrun during that period. When Jaffa, the largest of the
cities fell, its Arab inhabitants reduced from 80,000 to 4,000 in just a
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few weeks, there was immense shock and gloom. These stories all had
the same ending, thousands of people on the move, destitute, walking
towards safety wherever they could find it. The Arab leadership and
sometimes the British authorities as well ordered them to go back, but
no one was prepared to provide them with any protection.

Meanwhile, in Tulkarm, events had worsened for our family. In
order to defend the town against Jewish attack, armed young men had
stationed themselves in the school building just above our aunt
Souad’s house. From there, they could see the road leading up to
Tulkarm and could shoot at the Jewish soldiers. Aziza was by then
living with her mother because her husband Zuhair was away
studying in London on a government scholarship. She had three small
children, two girls and a boy, and her main anxiety was how to keep
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