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As we embark on the new year, we hope that it will be better than last year. 
Our definition of “better” includes health- and economy-related concerns for 
most of us; racial issues are relevant for many. For Palestinians in general and 
Gazans in particular, oppression and violence have increased while the world’s 
governments are preoccupied with saving lives – or with political power and 
influence. Arrests and torture, house demolitions, and destruction of agricultural 
property have been perpetrated continuously and with impunity by occupation 
forces and settlers. Vaccinations have begun in most richer countries, but some 
predictions estimate that it will take until 2024 to bring the vaccine to those who 
live in the poorest countries. The Washington Post comments, “Few places 
offer a starker side-by-side example of the gap than Israel and the Palestinian 
territories,” and WHO stresses that nobody will be safe until all are safe. What 
does it take to make humans realize that we cannot take anything with us and 
that we must let our actions be guided by justice, fairness, and compassion?

Every once in a while, TWiP publishes an open-themed issue that allows authors 
to contribute work that has not fit into recently covered topics. The results can 
be intriguing, as this issue shows. Gratitude goes to our authors, anthropologist 
Dr. Ali Qleibo; Reverend Dr. Mitri Raheb, founder and president of Dar al-Kalima 
University College of Arts and Culture in Bethlehem; Steven Höfner, the director 
of the Konrad Adenauer Stiftung Palestine; co-founder of the Bethlehem Icon 
Centre Anton Mansour; Roubina Bassous Ghattas, the founder and director 
general of Pioneer Consultancy Center for Sustainable Development; Dr. Riyam 
Kafri AbuLaban, school principal and instructional coach at Ramallah Friends 
School; Jerusalemite architect Sari Khoury; and Daoud Ghoul, whose varied 
experience includes working as director of Shafaq – Jerusalem Arts Network. 
We also thank Birzeit University Museum for sharing part of its collection 
donated by Tawfiq Canaan. 

Our special gratitude goes to Konrad Adenauer Stiftung and The Palestinian 
Museum, the institutions that chose TWiP as a platform to inform readers about 
their plans and activities in 2021.

Our Personality of the Month is Hanan Khamis, a Palestinian activist who lives 
in the United States; the Book of the Month is The Other Side of the Wall: A 
Palestinian Narrative of Lament and Hope by Munther Isaac; and TWiP Kitchen 
presents a recipe that relates to the article on the historical figures Um Ali and 
Shajarat al-Durr. Visit the online Exhibition of the Month, The Gift, or let Where 
to Go lead you to Burj Bardawil near Ramallah. A new feature of the Limelight 
section is Ahlan Palestine Postcard, where Malak Hasan and Bisan 
Al-HajHasan invite you to make ceramics in the village of Nisf Jubeil near 
Nablus.

The entire team at TWiP wishes you a good start into the new decade,

Sincerely,

Tina Basem
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The Palestinian Museum in 2021

The Palestinian Museum continues to carry out its vision 
and mission of fostering a vibrant Palestinian culture. The 
museum strives to produce and disseminate emancipatory 
learning experiences about Palestine, its people, and its 
history by organizing innovative programs in Palestine and 
around the world. 

The past year was a difficult one, but we succeeded in 
meeting its challenges. 

The global pandemic has imposed constraints on cultural 
work, and the Palestinian Museum, like others worldwide, 
had to close its doors to the public for several months. 
Nevertheless, the challenge spurred the museum to face 
the crisis with inspiration and creativity.

The Palestinian Museum has cemented its role as a 
transnational institution that uses its digital platforms to 
reach and engage with a worldwide audience. With digital 
projects such as Palestinian Journeys and the Palestinian 
Museum Digital Archive, in addition to the digital 
educational, recreational, knowledge-based, and public 
programs that accompany its exhibitions, the museum has 
garnered and engaged new and diverse audiences. 

The museum is on track to further expand its outreach in 
2021 as it prepares to launch its upcoming exhibition that 
explores the Palestinian coast from the eighteenth century 
to the present day. The museum will also double its efforts 
in the new year to engage yet more artists, academics, 
and cultural actors in its projects and activities. It will also 
continue to focus on fostering research and on the creation 
of innovative in-person and digital learning experiences for 
students and educators. 

Join us in 2021 on an exciting new journey of knowledge 
and discovery!

#palmuseum
www.palmuseum.org

Colour and Words Reveal the World, an interactive family space to 
accompany Printed in Jerusalem: Mustamloun, produced as part of the 
Palestinian Museum Education Programme. Photo by Hareth Yousef.
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he Palestinian sense of national 
identity is polemical and often 
dismissed by Israelis as spurious. 
Estranged through political 
circumstances from their cultural 
patrimony, they define themselves 

primarily as Muslim/Christian, secondly as Arab, and thirdly as Palestinian. 
Amorite, Edomite, Nabataean, Jebusite, Aramean, or Canaanite ancestry 
has no bearing on the Palestinian sense of national identity! Palestinians, 
caught between the hammer of the biblical narrative and the anvil of biblical 
archaeology, which the Israelis appropriate as their own legacy, have been 
estranged from their cultural heritage and have been systematically produced 
as the “other.”

The truism that the victor will always be the judge and the vanquished the 
accused succinctly describes the contentious Israeli/Palestinian wrangle 
over the history and sovereignty of Palestine. From the outset, biblical 
historiography codified the demographic expansion of the nomadic tribes into 
the land of Canaan in geopolitical terms. The Bible provides an inventory of the 
diverse tribal settlements as distinct disjunctive nations in the Canaanite city-
states that dotted the Palestinian landscape. As the enemies of Yahweh, these 
nations had to be defeated, their gods conquered, abolished, and – in the 
case of the indomitable Edomites– converted. The Bible recounts the battles 
waged by the people of Yahweh against the “sedentarized” nomadic tribes 
who were satanized, dehumanized, and objectified into the other. Victors write 
the history. Biblical narrative sets the discourse for archaeologists, historians, 
theologians, and anthropologists whereby the customs, religions, and reified 
names of the ancient Semitic tribes of Palestine become discursively historical 
facts. 

By Ali Qleibo 

Palestinian
Patrimony and

Edomite Heritage

T

It is a bizarre but wonderful feeling 
to arrive dead center at a target 
you did not even know you were 
aiming for. Serendipity chose that 
my identity, confirmed in modernity, 
should be deeply rooted in the 
ancient archaeology of Palestine. 
Last December, as irony would have 
it– while conducting research on 
the Edomite caves in Bet Jibreen 
– I stood admiring the apse of 
the Cathedral of St. Anne, totally 
unaware of my personal genealogical 
connection to the bishop of the 
church in the seventh century, to his 
tribe, and to the Edomites on Mount 
Hebron over two millennia ago!

“The theological spiritual stature 
of Mawlana al-Sheikh Mohammad 
towered over the religious scene 
in Jerusalem in the eighteenth 
century,” Sheikh Saranda, from the 
Afghan Sufi Zawiya and the judge 
at the Muslim Court, answered my 
question about the identity of my 
great-grandfather whose tomb in Al-
Aqsa Mosque seemed enigmatic. “A 
holy man of God (walli’ min awliya’ 
allah al-saliheen),” continued Sheikh 
Saranda, “he is the last Jerusalemite 
holy man and jurist. Gnostic, 
charismatic, erudite,” the venerable 
jurist added, “Mawlana al-Sheikh 
Mohammad was in the company 
of Al-Khader, i.e., connected with 
Al-Khader.” A mystical personage, 
Al-Khader figures prominently in Sufi 
discourse, especially in the writings 
of Ibn Arabi. “He was duly buried in 
full view of the Dome of the Rock: an 
honor that is most fitting for a holy 
man of his standing.”

Throughout the Muslim world, 
endowments (waqfiyyat) are 
objective tools to study genealogical 
lineage and social history by 
reference to tribal and clan 
affiliations. Family relations through 
networks of marriage are maintained 

rigorously by the Muslim Court and 
by Naqeeb al-Ashraf (the dean of 
notables) in their social registry.

“According to these registers, 
the rank of the descendants, as 
beneficiaries, is meticulously 
authenticated and documented,” al-
Sheikh Mazen Ahram explained. 

Open Theme

Keep people from 
their heritage and 
they are more easily 
controlled.

The chamber in Al-Madrasa al-Baladiyya 
where Mawlana al-Sheikh Alkhalyly met 

his followers, jurists, and dignitaries and was 
buried after his death. Here, Mawlana was 
visited by every scholar and man of great 
stature during their ziyarat (visits) to Jerusalem. 
This photo shows the window of Mawlana 
al-Sheikh Alkhalyly’s mausoleum, where 
supplicants and pilgrims to Al-Aqsa would 
pause to recite verses from al-Qur’an.
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The venerable sheikh added firmly, 
“Our position is to preserve the 
purity of the lineages, the pedigrees 
of the families, and the rank of the 
beneficiaries. In conjunction with 
the Muslim Court, our work is to 
give legitimacy, authenticate, and 
safeguard archival lineages.” 

Tribal genealogy, purity of pedigrees, 
and the study of tribal structure, 
their subdivisions into phratries 
and clans, affinal relations, and 
concomitant alliances constitute 
a historical discourse that Arabs 
have refined into a science known 
as ’ilm al-ansab. This discourse 
provides an inventory and history 
of the Arab tribes and their roots 
in ancient nomadic tribes whose 
early beginnings hearken back 
to pre-Abrahamic history. This 
genealogical discourse presents 
a historiography in which the tribe 
and its relationship with other tribes 
is the object of study. In this social 
historical discourse, the purity of 
pedigree of each tribe is traced to its 
primordial founders. Tribal structure 
and demographic expansion in space 
from the Arabian Gulf throughout 
northern Africa is scrutinized with 
great fervor. 

In my interviews with Sheikh Mazen 
Ahram, I gained access to the 
endowment of Mawlana al-Sheikh 
Mohammed Alkhalyly al-Tamimi 
of which I am a seventh-degree 
beneficiary. As a beneficiary to 
another family endowment, that of 
al-Sheikh Yihya Alkhalyly, dating to 
the eighteenth century, I became 
aware of the presence of two 
Alkhalyly al-Tamimi lineages. Qleibo, 
a diminutive of heart in Arabic, is a 
Sufi honorific name that indicates the 
overwhelming love that a sixteenth 
century ancestor harbored for Allah.

“One who studies lineages over long 
periods of time would frequently 
see telescoping, i.e., compressing a 
sequence of father and elder son’s 
repeated names into a simple two-
name mention. Two hundred years 
of repeated grandfather-grandson 
names is reduced numerically to 
one mention.” With this cautionary 
note I proceeded to draw the lineage 
map of the Alkhalyly clan based on 
my rank and lineage as outlined and 
authenticated by the Muslim Court 
and the Dean of Notables.

My research was given impetus 
when I was commissioned by a 

The mausoleum of 
Mawlana Alkhalyly 

stands out in the 
lower court of Al-Aqsa 
Mosque in Al-Madrassa 
al-Baladiyya, breaking 
the monotony of the well-
aligned western gallery 
and the repetitive rhythm 
of the aligned portico 
opposite the fountain of 
Qasim Pasha and Sabyl 
Qalawoon

Open Theme

Ironically, the sense of identification of the various 
Palestinian Tamimi clans stops at the level of the 
much-hallowed founding figure Tamim Bin Aws 
al-Dary, who is considered the first Palestinian 
Muslim. His Lakhmid, Edomite, and Nabatean tribal 
lineages are overlooked in a systemically produced 
lacuna. Paradoxically, the denial of pagan heritage 
in favor of Islam as the dawn of Palestinian history 
is ancillary to the overvaluation of nineteenth-
century folklore. Hummus, dabka, and embroidery 
have become the salient elements on which 
Palestinian patrimony is displaced. 

magazine to write a biography of 
Mawlana al-Sheikh Mohammad 
Alkhalyly. His manor house had been 
the Alkhalyly-Qleibo residence for 
over two centuries until 1922, when 
the British Mandate government 
confiscated the property to build 
the Palestinian Museum on its 
grounds outside Herod’s Gate. No 

sooner had I begun the investigation 
when I realized that the modern 
name, Ali Qleibo, camouflages my 
historical name in Jerusalem’s social 
registry that traces my lineage to 
the al-Tamimi tribe in Beit Jibreen 
in the sixth century. In Jerusalem’s 
social register, my full name is 
Mohammed-Ali, Hussein, Ali II, Abd 

Qasr Alkhalyly is recognized as the first manor house built outside the walls in 1714. Abd al-
Razzaq, my great-great-grandfather, of the Alkhalyly-Qleibo lineage, married Saffiyya Alkhalyly, a 

granddaughter of Mawlana. Four generations of my family had lived continuously in Alkhalyly palace 
outside Herod’s Gate until the British Mandate government confiscated it in 1922. The memories of 
my father and older cousins who were born and grew up in the palace were haunted by their happy 
childhood in Qasr and Karm Alkhalyly, the palace and its gardens!  
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al-Razzaq II, Ali I, Abd al-Razzaq I, 
bin Yihya II, bin al-Sheikh Yihyaa I, 
bin Mohammad bin Sharaf al-Din 
Alkhalyly al-Tamimi al-Dary.

Throughout the Mamluk and 
Ottoman periods, the Alkhalyly family 
had contributed to the intellectual 
cultural scene in both Damascus 
and Jerusalem. Numerous jurists, 
scholars, and scientists hail from 
the Alkhalyly tribe. In the classic 
book Mamluk Jerusalem, Michael 
Burgoyne credits Fakhr al-Deen 
Alkhalyly, the imam of Jerusalem 
– thence the custodian of the 
two sanctuaries in Hebron and 
Jerusalem– and his son Sharaf 
al-Deen with the restoration of two 
landmarks of Al-Aqsa Mosque, 
namely Al-Ghawanimah minaret and 
the building of Al-Fakhriyyah minaret 
in 1247.

The history of Jerusalem and that 
of Alkhalyly are closely interlinked 
and contribute through a series of 
intermarriages to the city’s rich 
social tapestry. As early as 1531, 
Alkhalyly family members had 
intermittently held the position of 
Qadi al-Shafi’yya and other religious 
functions, mostly as muftis, jurists, 
imams, hafadhat (persons who 
memorize), and khatim (a person 
who not only memorizes but fully 
understands) of al-Qur’an. Archival 
data reveals that the relationship to 
Al-Aqsa continued uninterrupted 
from the early Ottoman times 
of Suleiman the Magnificent in 
1531, beginning with Sharaf al-Din 
Alkhalyly as Imam of Al-Aqsa, until 
the present time with Yaser Yihya 
Alkhalyly (Qleibo) as the last family 
member who worked as a Qur’an 

Kusra Temple: The engraved entablature 
above the entrance to the Hellenistic-

style Edomite double-cave temple is 
studded with the conventional iconic stellar 
representation of the pagan Arabian gods 
al-Lat, al-Uzza, and Manat. 

The early Christian Nabatean church in 
Subeita, on the spice road that leads 

from Petra to Gaza through Bir Saba (Beer 
Sheva), displays syncretic Christian and 
Arabian religious symbols in which the cross 
replaces the goddess Manat. 

reciter. The position of mufti remained 
until the death of Abd al-Mu’ti 
Alkhalyly, in 1741, who is reported to 
be the patrilateral cousin of Mawlana 
al-Sheikh Mohammed. Ibrahim Bin 
al-Sheikh Yihya bin al-Sheikh Yihya 
Alkhalyly Qleibo, the uncle of my 
father, was the last jurist and Sufi.

Alkhalyly al-Tamimi al-Dari is the 
name of one of the major tribal 
subdivisions that trace their origin to 
Al-Sahabi Tamim al-Dari al-Lakhmi 
al-Adnani, descendant from our 
father Ishmael. The Tamimi tribe is a 
wide-ranging subtribe of the Lakhmid 
tribe whose territoriality extends from 
the borders of Iran, the Arabian Gulf, 
and the Fertile Crescent to North 
Africa! As pagans, the Lakhmid kings 
 in Hirat were satellites of the المناذرة
Sassanid Empire. As they adopted 
Christianity, they shifted alliances to 
the Byzantines. In the eighth century, 
Musa bin-Naseer, from the tribe of 
Bani Lakhm, بني لخم, is the general 
under whose leadership Tareq Bin 
Ziyad conquered Iberia! One of 
the largest nomadic tribes, Bani 
Lakhm, and their cousins the tribe 
of Bani Judhama, بني جذامة, formed 
Palestinian early tribal structure. 

Tamim al-Dari, the bishop of 
Beit Jibreen, learned of Prophet 
Mohammad and led a delegation 
to meet with him in Medina where 
he converted to Islam, kept the 
Prophet’s company (sahaba), and 
learned al-Qur’an by heart to become 
one of the hafadhat al-Qur’an. He 
participated in the final codification 
and writing down of al-Qur’an. 
He stayed on in Mecca until the 
murder of Caliph Othman (June 17, 
656), after which he returned to his 
hometown Beit Jibreen in Palestine 
that by then had become a Muslim 
city. His tomb remains a sanctuary, 
maqam, on the outskirts of Beit 
Jibreen.

The Palestinian Lakhmid tribe, from 
which my family’s founding ancestor 
descends, together with other tribes 
formed the Edomite Dynasty that 
reached its zenith in the age of 
the Edomite King Herod, born in 
Ashqelon, barely 37 kilometers from 
Beit Jibreen. Trained and educated 
in Rome, handsome, charismatic, 
witty, and shrewd, Herod rose to 
great power and glory and was 
favored by Rome. Eager to win the 
favor of everyone, he built cities in 
the name of the Caesar (Caesarea), 
the temple in Jerusalem for the 
Hasmoneans, and the temple in 
Hebron for the Edomites, his fellow 
people. The Edomites’ temple, now 
Abraham’s mosque,  remains the 
only intact Herodian structure in 
Palestine. Originally it was built as a 
rectangular stone enclosure rising to 
the height of seven meters of finely 
chiseled masonry. The Edomite 

The apse of St. Anne Cathedral where 
Tamim ben Aws al-Dary was bishop 

before he met Prophet Mohammad in Medina 
and converted to Islam. Although the Herodian 
Dynasty was forced to convert to Judaism, 
the rest of the Edomites had remained pagan 
yet willingly converted to Christianity; two 
Edomite Christians from the Bani Lakhm tribe 
attended the Ecumenical Councils in both 
Nicaea and Constantinople. 

Open Theme
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temple walls formed a sacred fence, 
 for the pantheon of Edomite , الحرم
deities – of which Qaus, قوس , was 
the supreme god – which separated 
the sacred space from the profane. 
The fenced-in, walled, open-air 
courtyard included masseboth 
(standing holy stones) and sacrificial 
altars built on flat, rocky outcrop 
atop a double cave that would have 
included a bamoth, holy of holies, 
where the sacred figure of the god 
is kept alongside the sanctuary of 
Abraham and his family. The ancient 
Semitic cult of ancestral veneration 
and worship, which survives until 
now among nomadic Arabs, testifies 
to the lineage of the Edomites as 
descendants from Duma who is one 

of the sons of Ishmael. Despite the 
vicissitudes of history, the Edomites 
continued to pray alongside both 
Christians and Jews until the fourth 
century, both at Mamre (the house of 
Abraham) and in their sanctuary, as 
attested by the complaint of Helena, 
mother of Constantine, against their 
pagan rites! 

Ibn Katheer, the Arab historian, writes 
that the seventh generation removed 
of Tamim al-Dary’s forefathers, when 
they were Edomites and before they 
converted to Christianity, were the 
custodians of the pantheon of the 
Edomite deities in Hebron, hence 
the honorific epithet al-Dary, after 
the Semitic word deir دير, which 

Qaus, Qaws, the god of rain and fertility, was the chief god of the Edomites, equivalent to Baal in 
Ugaritic sacred scripture.

denotes pantheon. In Hebron, the 
neighborhood next to Abraham’s 
mosque is still known as the 
quarter of Bani Dar, where the 
offspring of Tamim al-Dary live and 
remain beneficiaries of his massive 
endowments.

Historical revisionism is 
structurally woven into biblical 
historiography, augmented by the 
Jewish historian Josephus whose 
narratives codify the Semitic 
nomadic tribes as disjointed, 
disjunctive nations indifferent 
to tribal genealogical lineages. 
The biblical account adopts an 
outsider’s etic approach in contrast 
to Arabic emic historiography 
that provides an insider’s insight 
into tribal genealogies. In Arabic 
historiography, the ancient Semitic 
nomadic tribes are ascribed their 
genealogical position and status 
by tracing their descent from 
either Qahtan or Adnan, who are 
considered the southern and 
northern primordial ancestors of the 
Semitic peoples. According to this 
tribal history, Ishmael and Isaac are 
considered the forerunners of the 
tribes that bifurcate into Arabs and 
Hebrews. Ishmael is recognized as 
the first to speak Arabic, which he 
learned in his youth in Mecca, and 
as such is the father of the Arab 
tribes. 

According to the conclusions of 
archaeologist Avi-Yonah and seminal 
work by Irfan Shahid, whereas 
the Edomites are considered 
descendants of Ishmael’s son Duma, 
the Nabateans are descendants of 
his son Nebajoh. Along with the 
Ammonites and Moabites, they 
belong to the Arabic nomadic tribes 
that migrated into southern Jordan. 
The Edomites drifted northward 
into Wadi Arabah and wandered 
to southern Palestine, replacing 

Ethnographic 
fieldwork reveals 
a tapestry of life 
that has witnessed 
continued adaptations 
of the various peoples 
who have settled in 
Palestine. Traces of 
biblical significance, 
details of ethnographic 
interest, and vestiges 
of historical value keep 
prodding to provide 
insights that reveal 
the ethnic diversity 
that underlies the rich 
tapestry into which 
Palestinian culture 
has woven its unique 
identity throughout the 
past five millennia. The 
primordial mythos of 
the land is inextricably 
bound to the 
traditional relationship 
of Palestinian peasants 
to their ancestral land, 
as reflected in the 
agricultural cycle, the 
settlement pattern, 
the cave cities, the 
perception and use of 
space, the shrines and 
sanctuaries, and the 
diverse dialects. 

Open Theme
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The tomb of Tamim al-Dary, a close companion of the prophet Mohammad and a holy man of 
God, survives as a maqam, a sanctuary on the outskirts of Beit Jibreen.

the Amorites on Mount Hebron to 
build a kingdom that reached as 
far as Ashqelon (where Herod was 
eventually born). Through Edomite 
territory passed the spice road 
that in antiquity led from southern 
Arabia through Wadi Arabah, famous 
for its rich copper mines. They 
established desert towns such as 
Al-Khalsah, Abdeh, and Subeita 
that were to flourish into large cities 
under Nabatean control, ensuring a 
steady flow of tribal caravans from 
Yemen to Palestine and thence to 
Egypt and Lebanon. King Solomon’s 
famous wealth depended mostly 
on the copper mines in Arabah that 
he had wrested from the Edomites 
whose dominion by then had 
shrunk to their kingdom in southern 
Palestine, whence Beit Jibreen and 
Ashqelon rose as major cities at the 
crossroads of several silk, spice, and 
postal roads.

The passion for tribal structures and 
their traces in time and space has 
recently experienced a new upsurge 
with genetic studies of genome and 
DNA chromosomal drift patterns. 
In Iraq, Syria, and North Africa, the 
discourse of tribal history based on 
genetics has assumed an updated 
scientific level. The quest for identity 
as achieved within the tribe remains 
an overriding preoccupation.

In ’ilm al-ansab, the concept 
of geopolitical nationalism 
dissolves to encompass the Fertile 
Crescent, Egypt, and North Africa 
in accordance with the spatial 
trajectory where the wandering 
tribes have expanded. Arabic 
historiography proffers a static 
concept of time whose discourses 
center on unity in diversity. The 
sub-tribal ecological adaptation to 
particular ecological niches does 

not undermine the overriding sense 
of belonging to the tribe as a whole. 
Space and time dissolve to produce 
a sense of collective identity that 
underlies the modern concept of 
Arabism, itself a tribal concept.

Contemporary geopolitical 
nationalism, mitigated by many 
complex factors, underlies the 
formation of the modern national 
Arab states consequent to the 
dismantling of the Ottoman Empire. 
Biblical historiography – due to 
its religious value in the West – 
has acquired legitimacy, and its 
assumptions have structured the 
colonialist paradigm of which the 
1916 Sykes-Pico Agreement is a 
symptomatic expression. The secret 
treaty was coordinated between 
the United Kingdom and France, 
with assent from the Russian 
Empire and the Kingdom of Italy, to 
define their mutually agreed spheres 
of influence and control in an 
eventual partition of the Ottoman 
Empire; a preliminary stage for 
the 1917 Balfour Declaration. 
When Allenby entered Jerusalem 
on December 11, 1917, he was 
received by the Palestinians as a 
hero and their liberator from the 
Ottomans! Little did they know of the 
dagger he held behind his back.

In contemporary Palestinian culture, 
Judeo-Christian symbolism and 
Canaanite rituals are intertwined 
under the veneer of Islam to such 
an extent as to dissolve causality. 
Only through extensive philological, 
archaeological, ethnological research 
can we glean sufficient data to 
fathom the extent to which ancient 
Semitic religious practices, mixed 
with Greco-Roman paganism, 
survived in Christian forms or, 
conversely, to see that, ontologically, 
Christian rituals had been 
disconnected from their Christian 

associations and had developed 
under the Muslim umbrella into 
an independent institution, as 
witnessed, for example, in the 
Palestinian national religious figure of 
St. George/Al-Khader, a theme I have 
written about profusely.

The academic discourse, in which 
the diachronic and synchronic 
levels of analysis merge, does 
not change the fact that the 
modern native discourse provides 
narratives of Palestinian identity 
as “Muslim” and “pure Arab” with 
tribal affiliations; or, if Christian, as 
“Christian” with “Ghassanid Arab” 
roots. The contemporary political 
national identity as “Palestinian-
Arab” informs one’s position vis-à-
vis oneself, one’s community, and 
the outside world. The Palestinian 
exists on one level that he/she 
subjectively senses as real, whereas 
the ancient civilizations, the cultural 
patrimony, exist on a different plane 
to which the Palestinian does not 
relate except on an academic or 
political/ideological level.

Anthropologist Dr. Ali Qleibo has 
lectured at Al-Quds University, 
held a fellowship at Shalom 
Hartman Institute, and was 
a visiting professor at Tokyo 
University for Foreign Studies 
and Kyoto University, Japan. As 
a specialist in Palestinian social 
history and through his work at 
the Jerusalem Research Center, 
he has developed the Palestinian 
Social and Muslim Tourism 
Itinerary. Dr. Qleibo has authored 
numerous books on Jerusalem 
and its history. A renowned oil 
painter, he has held numerous 
art shows. He may be reached 
at aqleibo@yahoo.com.

Open Theme
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utobiographies give a unique 
eyewitness account of historical 
events experienced by one 
particular person, an account of 
a life with all its ups and downs, 
struggles and failures, successes 

and setbacks. They invite us to look at history not from a distant bird’s-eye 
view, but through the eyes of one person’s own personal reality. Tawfiq Canaan 
started to write his autobiography in English in a pharmaceutical diary dated 
1956, just a few months after his retirement in May 1955. Although still in 
good health, he must have had the feeling that time was slowly running out, 
that life was slowly but surely fading away, and that he had a story to share 
with his family, friends, and the visitors who were always eager to hear from 
him about socioeconomic and political events. It must have taken him only a 
few months to write his memoirs. 

Canaan recounts a very rich life and offers fresh insights into the family story 
of someone who played an important role in the cultural life of his country. 
He recalls the socioeconomic and political history of Palestine through the 
unique prism of his access to different strata in Palestinian society, something 
few others could replicate. Canaan’s autobiography spans a period of seven 
decades of Palestinian history, from the late-Ottoman to the early-Jordanian 
period: a condensed history of the whole country of Palestine. Through his 
words, we live the history of a whole nation, we feel the tectonic shift that took 
place in Palestine as one empire replaced another and as Jewish immigrants 
replaced the displaced Palestinians. The personal element in this autobiography 
is incomparable with historical and political analyses.

Tawfiq was a PK, a pastor’s kid. His father Bishara was the first native Arab 
Lutheran pastor in Palestine. He worked as a medical doctor at three Protestant 
institutions: he started his career at the Deaconesses Hospital of Kaiserwerth; 
then he directed the Leper Home owned by the Moravian Church; and he 

Seven Decades of
Palestinian History

A
An Introduction to

Tawfiq Canaan’s Autobiography

Open Theme

ended his medical career at Augusta 
Victoria Hospital run by the Lutheran 
World Federation. 

Canaan describes the life of an 
(upper) middle class Palestinian 
milieu where members were 
multilingual. Canaan composed 

about 100 short musical pieces, 
many of which were played in the 
YMCA concerts under the name 
Taucani (Tau[fik] can[aan] i). 
Unfortunately, all his compositions 
were lost with the loss of his house 
during the 1948 War. 

By Mitri Raheb
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Canaan’s account of intercommunal 
relations conveys the development 
of ecumenical relations between 
the different Christians churches as 
well as between the religions. His 
description of the relations between 
Palestinian Arabs and Palestinian 
Jews is interesting. 

His autobiography is a fascinating 
exploration of hybrid identity. 
The Canaan family roots were in 
Kfarshima on Mount Lebanon, yet 
Canaan, born in Beit Jala in Palestine, 
voluntarily chose Palestine as his 
destiny and fought for its cause. He 
served with the Ottoman army as a 
medical doctor while secretly hoping 
that the British would replace the 
Ottomans. After the British declared 
the Mandate over Palestine, Canaan 
went on to oppose their policies that 
gave preferential treatment to Jewish 
settler immigrants. The rapidly 
changing context in late-Ottoman 
Palestine, through the British 
Mandate period and the Nakba, 
ending with the West Bank becoming 
part of Jordan, required Canaan to 
adopt a dynamic identity that shifted 
and evolved over the years. In this 
sense, his autobiography is a story 
of Palestinian resilience in the face of 
all odds and challenges. 

Through Canaan’s life, we can trace 
the development of the Palestinian 
national identity. In the 1930s, 
Canaan started to draft political 
pamphlets. His most important 

political writings are the two 
pamphlets, “The Arab Palestine 
Cause” and “Conflict in the Land of 
Peace,” both printed during 1936. As 
a Palestinian Arab Christian, a well-
educated intellectual with a credible 
career, and well connected to the 
Palestinian and international elites, 
Canaan felt he was predestined to 
advocate on behalf of his people 
to the international community. 
Canaan used these pamphlets to 
criticize the preferential treatment 
of the Jews by the British Mandate 
and the international community. He 

advocated for equal citizenship for 
Arabs and Jews, with Christians, 
Jews, and Muslims in a binational 
state based on a parliamentary 
system of government.

For Canaan, politics was first and 
foremost to care for the polis, the 
community. Politics was not so 
much a form of rigid nationalism but 
a love for the country, its landscape, 
history, culture, and people. It was 
a commitment to the community. It 
was this dedication to the community 
that kept Canaan in Jerusalem during 

the Nakba when most of the younger 
doctors left. Throughout his life, 
Canaan felt that he had been called 
to help the underserved, the sick, the 
lepers, the poor, the refugees, and 
the peasants. 

Canaan provides important 
information about socioeconomic 
developments and cultural life in 
Palestine over seven decades. He 
describes the conditions prevailing 
in the country under Turkish rule 
and how people traveled from 
Jerusalem to Jericho or Beirut, how 
much time it took, and the forms of 
transportation used. It is fascinating 
to read about the huge changes in 
transportation over seven decades 
through a personal lens. 

Canaan’s autobiography is a treasure 
for researchers working on the 
historical development of the health 
sector in Palestine. It describes 
the Christian mission hospitals, 
Jewish hospitals, and community 
health projects in times of war. His 
contribution to research on popular 
medicine, the treatment of malaria, 
and the eradication of leprosy in 
Palestine cannot be emphasized 
enough. Further research is needed 
to shed light on Canaan’s role in this 
field. 

In Palestine, Canaan is well known 
primarily as an ethnographer. His 
writings that document Palestinian 
customs, popular medicine, and 

Open Theme
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religious superstitions attracted the 
attention of Palestinian researchers. 
Canaan was one of the most 
productive intellectuals of Palestine in 
the first half of the twentieth century. 
He published over 130 articles, 5 
books, and several pamphlets that 
cover the health sector, folklore, 
and political developments. Most of 
these pieces were never studied in 
depth and thus can provide a rich 

resource for future researchers. 
Canaan probably developed his 
interest in social customs from his 
father, who began working on this 
topic before his premature death. 
This interest was also related to the 
realization that around the turn of the 
century, Palestine was undergoing 
rapid transformation. Many of the 
customs that were already lost in 
the cities survived in the villages and 
among Palestinian peasants but were 
under threat from the modernization 
taking place in Palestine around 
World War I. Canaan saw a window 
of opportunity to document as many 
of these customs and traditions as 
possible for future generations.

In Palestine, Canaan’s ethnographic 
role was rediscovered, especially 
in the 1970s when the study of 
Palestinian folklore emerged and 
the Journal for Heritage and Society 
(Majalat atturath wal mujtama) 
was launched. Renewed interest 

in Canaan was evident in the late 
nineties, triggered by the permanent 
exhibition of the Canaan amulet 
collection at Birzeit University 
Musium. Dar al-Kalima’s international 
conference on “Palestinian Identity 
in Relation to Time and Space” in 
Bethlehem in 2013 was an important 
milestone in setting the stage for 
interest in Canaan based on newly 
discovered material. It was at this 

conference that Dr. Fauzi Mantoura, 
Tawfiq Canaan’s grandson, 
announced the discovery of a 
handwritten manuscript by Canaan: 
his autobiography written in English. 
Dr. Mantoura was gracious enough 
to give us the manuscript and the 
rights to publish it, thus making 
them available to the public. The 
publication was made possible by 
the generous support of the Konrad 
Adenauer Foundation office in the 
Palestinian Territories. 

Tawfiq Canaan: An Autobiography
Edited by Mitri Raheb
Preface by Fauzi Mantoura
Foreword by Hermann Groehe, MP, 
Germany
Diyar Publisher, 2020
Hardcover, 196 pages, US$ 19.90
Kindle Version, US$ 9.90

Reverend Dr. Mitri Raheb is the founder and president of Dar al-Kalima 
University College of Arts and Culture in Bethlehem. Having published 25 
books, Rev. Raheb is the most widely published Palestinian theologian to 
date. A social entrepreneur, he also founded Dar Annadwa Cultural and 
Conference Center, in addition to several other civic initiatives on national, 
regional, and international levels. Rev. Raheb is the recipient of several 
international awards for his courageous and indefatigable fight against 
occupation and violence. He holds a doctorate in theology from Philipps 
University of Marburg, Germany. He is married to Najwa Khoury and has two 
daughters, Dana and Tala. For more information, visit www.mitriraheb.org.
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Amulet photos courtesy of Birzeit University Museum which runs a 
permanent exhibition of the Tawfiq Canaan collection.

1. Stone: Triangular-shaped stone perforated longitudinally. It is used as a heart 
shaped stone. 
Usage: Talisman. District: Nablus (Middle East, Palestine)
Materials: Stone. Dimensions: Length: 3.5 cm, Width: 6.0 cm.

2. Tongs: Rectangular-shaped wooden tongs with decorations on one of its sides. 
The piece takes the shape of a book stand, usually used for reading the Qur’an. 
Usage: Tongs. Materials: Wood. Dimensions: Length: 8.2 cm, Width: 2.5 cm.

3. Stamp 2: Yellow-Palm shaped stamp with duaa (prayer) written in Arabic and a 
back handle. The duaa: 
 .”يا شافي يا هللا، نصر من هللا، وفتح قريب، وبشر المؤمنين، يا محمد يا حنان يا منان“
On the five fingers is inscribed another duaa [praising Ali and his sword, and citing 
names of God in prayer]. It was obtained in 1914 from a sheikh.
Usage: Stamp. District: Palestine (Middle East).
Materials: Metal. Dimensions: Length: 10.0 cm, Width: 7.5 cm.

4. Soul Bead: Oval-shaped stone with different shades of color ranging from white 
to light brown. It is pierced in the middle in order to be used as a pendant. 
Usage: Talisman for protection from evil spirits. District: Palestine (Middle East).
Materials: Stone. Dimensions: Length: 4.0 cm, Width: 2.7 cm.

5. Spray Vessel: Cylindrical vessel with a removable cap and holes on the 
bottom to sprinkle powder on a wound or injury. It is used to dispense powder when 
circumcising a newborn. 
Usage: A spray-disinfectant cylinder. Materials: Copper
Dimensions: Length: 3.6 cm, Width: 5.7 cm, Diameter: 3.4 cm.

8 9 10 11 12 13 14 15
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6. Amber Stone: Half a ring, dark yellow in color, almost peach. Used to ward off 
jaundice. Drops from the stone are stirred with water and given to children to drink.  
Usage: Talisman for protection from jaundice. District: Palestine (Middle East)
Materials: Stone. Dimensions: Length: 2.5 cm, Width: 1.0 cm.

7. Stamp: Round-shaped stamp with Greek letters and symbols, used for 
stamping Sunday bread for the Divine Liturgy. It is also called Tattoo; it has an ornate 
squared handle attached to the back. Canaan obtained it in 1941 from Jerusalem for 
100 mils.
Usage: Bread stamp. District: Jerusalem (Middle East, Palestine)
Materials: Wood. Dimensions: Diameter: 12.7 cm.

8. Horseshoe: Iron horseshoe. Canaan obtained it in 1944. 
Usage: Talisman to undo magic. Materials: Iron.
Dimensions: Length: 7.0, cm Width: 7.0, cm Thickness: 0.4 cm.

9. Mill: Round white stone with shades of brown. The shape of the stone is spiral. 
Usage: Talisman worn as a charm to protect against the evil jinn.
District: Palestine (Middle East). Materials: Stone. Dimensions: Diameter: 1.5 cm

10: Incense Censer: Cylindrical wooden piece with many holes.  A removable 
cap on one end has a horizontally symmetrical hole where incense matches can be 
placed.  
Usage: Incense censer. Materials: Wood. Dimensions: Length: 14.6 cm, Diameter: 
2.4 cm.

11. Kabsa or Kabbas Bead: Dark green cubical bead pierced in yhe middle. 
Bought in 1942.
Usage: Talisman for amicability. District: Jerusalem (Middle East, Palestine)
Materials:  Stone. Dimensions: Length: 2.5 cm, Width: 2.5 cm.

12. Heart-Shaped Stone: Rhombus-shaped dark green stone, perforated in order 
to be used as a pendant.  
Registration No: 01039300. Usage: Talisman. Materials: Stone. 
Dimensions: Length: 2.3 cm, Width: 2.0 cm.

13. Garnet Stone: A broken piece of garnet, which probably used to be round. 
It is fixed in position by a silver frame on which there are engravings only partially 
readable due to a rupture in the frame. The silver frame is attached to two rings then 
to a lace so to wear around the neck. Canaan obtained it in 1917. 
Usage: Talisman. District: Jerusalem (Middle East, Palestine). Materials: Stone, Silver.
Dimensions: Length: 11.0 cm, Width: 5.0 cm.

14. Comb: Double-sided wooden comb decorated in the middle. One side 
is thicker than the other. There is a hole at each end of the comb. The comb is 
decorated on both sides. 
Usage: Comb. Materials: Wood. Dimensions: Length: 13.5, cm Width: 7.0 cm.

15 Heart-shaped Stone 2: A beautiful big heart-shaped stone. It is almost oval in 
shape with shades of reddish-brown. Canaan obtained it in 1919. 
Usage: Lifta, Jerusalem (Middle East, Palestine). District: Lifta, Jerusalem (Middle 
East, Palestine)
Materials: Stone. Dimensions: Length: 4.0 cm, Width: 2.5 cm, Thickness: 2.0 cm.

Palm Stamp: A Palm-shaped stamp with religious writings and prayers (Duaa), 
and a flattened knob placed on the back. It was obtained in 1942 for 300 mils.
Usage: Stamp. Materials: Copper. Dimensions: Length: 8.1 cm, Width: 7.3 cm, 
Thickness: 0.9 cm.
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reedom, justice, and multilateralism 
are the three key words that we often 
use to describe the principles that 
underlie our work at the Konrad-
Adenauer-Stiftung (KAS) around the 
world. For our office in Palestine, 

these three words couldn’t have more significance.  

The KAS is a political foundation, closely associated with the Christian Democratic 
Union of Germany. Since the opening of our office in Palestine in 1996, our main 
focus has been to promote democracy, the rule of law, and sustainable economic 
activity.  

We have worked with many Palestinian organizations over the years and currently 
have 17 partners across the West Bank, the Gaza Strip, and East Jerusalem, mostly 
led by young women and men who are true visionaries. As our office is also young, 
we are guided by the conviction that Palestinian youth are the most important 
foundation of any effort to bring about social change. 

Our partners BuildPalestine and Gaza Sky Geeks, for example, are paving the way 
for youth who are eager to shape the economy in innovative ways; Palestinian 
Vision and Reform are firmly set on engaging young Palestinians in the decision-
making process; while Dooz and the Birzeit Media Development Center are striving 
to highlight young Palestinian voices in the media.

We produce quarterly political surveys and up-to-date analyses of the justice 
system with our partners the Palestinian Center for Policy and Survey Research and 
the Institute of Law. We also focus closely on the Palestinian Christian reality with 
our partner Diyar in Bethlehem. By offering much-needed education on a variety of 
topics, we believe that we can support the development of political diversity, local 
self-administration, and religious dialogue. 

Before the spread of COVID-19, our office in Ramallah received more than 1,500 
visitors per year, including politicians, students, church groups, and civil society 

organizations. And while such official 
visits are of extreme importance, 
we take pride in enabling numerous 
channels for communication between 
young Palestinians and Germans and 
contribute to increased awareness of 
their history and aspirations.  

The year 2020 has been challenging, 
to say the least. It was my first year as 
director of KAS Palestine, and it turned 
out to be totally different from what 
I expected. We had to act quickly to 
make sure that we remain connected 
despite the crisis. We were so proud to 
see our partners rise to the challenge 
with major efforts conducted online; 
for example, 7amleh’s Palestine Digital 

Activism Forum garnered over a million 
views, proving that we could still make 
a difference under lockdown.

Once again humanity has adapted; 
and so have we in building new 
partnerships for the year 2021. We 
are not sure whether this year will 
present the same challenges, but what 
we are sure of is that we are ready 
for the challenge and are utilizing all 

the lessons we have learned so far to 
emerge stronger than before.

Social media will be one of the main 
priorities for this year. We believe 
that in order to shift public opinion 
and promote understanding of the 
aspirations of the Palestinian people, 
their voices need to be heard and their 
lives communicated to the world. As 
travel will continue to be difficult, we 
will utilize technology and the power of 
storytelling to connect Palestinians and 
Europeans. 

We believe that change is a collective 
mission, and we are eager to explore 
new ideas. Therefore, I would like 

to invite you to reach out to us 
through our platforms on Facebook, 
Instagram, Twitter, and our website 
for many opportunities in Palestine, 
Germany, and beyond.

Commitment in 
the Time of Pandemic

F

KAS Palestine

Steven Höfner is the director of 
the Konrad Adenauer Stiftung 
Palestine.

By Steven Höfner 
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odern genetics enables us to trace 
our ancestry over thousands of 
years. In 2005, National Geographic’s 
Genographic Project endeavored to 
test and match the genetic samples 
of people all around the globe in 

order to map the various positions of haplogroups and reconstitute the migratory 
movements of the Homo sapiens species within and out of Africa. Haplogroups are 
prehistoric Y-chromosome DNA groups that display specific sequences that have 
mutated over time. It was concluded that the A and B haplogroups were purely 
African negroids; the C group migrated to Southeast Asia; the D group to Tibet, 
northern China, and Japan; the E haplogroup seems to have migrated to Asia, with 
part of it migrating back to North Africa (Egypt, Libya), East Africa (Ethiopia), and 
the Middle East; whereas the F group migrated first to Asia and then to Europe and 
never returned to Africa. From the F group mutated the G group in the Caucasus, 
the H group in India, the I group in Western Europe, the J group somewhere in the 
Middle East (most probably in Mesopotamia), and the K group in northwestern Iran. 
The Y-chromosome DNA of the K group then evolved into a multitude of groups, 
called Eurasian groups, that range from the white to the yellow race. The R group 
represents, more or less, the Indo-Aryan subgroup that evolved from a Mongol 
or Asian race, and most of the European peoples are either categorized as this R 

Rooted in 
the Holy Land

M
The Ethnic Origins of 

the Bethlehemite Hamaeli

group or belong to the purely Western-
European I group.

Marriages in Palestine traditionally took 
place within the hamouleh; foreign 
males generally were not accepted to 
join the circle. This explains why, in 
most cases, the same Y-chromosome 
DNA is found among all the families 
that constitute a hamouleh. Moreover, 
the deep clade test – as it can detect 
more recent mutations that correspond 
to historical periods – allows us to 
pin down more exactly in what region 
recent migration has taken place. For 
instance, if you test positively for the 
Y-DNA haplogroup E, it means that your 
paternal lineage settled somewhere 
in northern Africa some 30,000 
years ago. When tests of the deep 
clade group examine the more recent 
mutations of your paternal ancestors, 
the E-M123 clade indicates the Levant 
and Anatolia as the most recent region 
of origin, E-V13 indicates a lineage that 
comes from Greece and the Balkans, 
E-V22 points to northern Egypt, and the 
E-V12 clade to southern Egypt.

I embarked upon the project of testing 
the origins of the Bethlehemite clans 
to demystify oral traditions. Intending 
to reconstruct our ancestral history 
with complete disregard for political 
or religious ideologies, I adopted a 
scientific approach in search of pure 
historical truth. In the methodology 
that I apply, Y-chromosome DNA 
(whose origin is prehistoric) is tested 

Open Theme

Y-chromosome DNA 
tests determine the 
paternal lineage, 
mitochondrial tests 
ascertain the maternal 
lineage, and autosomal 
gene tests determine 
the percentages 
of different racial 
features in an 
individual. Thus, if a 
person has a paternal 
ancestor who carries 
European autosomal 
genes, we can identify 
this lineage through 
Y-DNA and autosomal 
gene tests. 

in about six to seven families within 
each hamouleh. Next, I test the deep 
clade to approximate in what area and 
at what time in history the paternal 
lineage of the common ancestor of the 
hamouleh was settled. Then, I order 
autosomal tests to find out with which 
other races the paternal lineage of 
the hamouleh’s founder intermarried, 
before, finally, the mitochondrial DNA 
helps determine the origins of the 
maternal lineage, the places of origin of 

Egyptian representation of Canaanite Hyksos traders.

By Anton Mansour
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the wives of the paternal lineage of the 
hamouleh. My findings up to this point 
are summarized below.

Khumsan: According to oral tradition, 
the original Bethlehemites descended 
from five brothers (referred to as 
Al-Khumsan, as khamsa means five), 
who, for many centuries, were reluctant 
to let other clans settle in Bethlehem. 
Tests of the Y-chromosome DNA of 
these five families revealed that they 

all belong to the same G1 prehistoric 
group that originates from the eastern 
Caucasus, an area bordering the 
Caspian Sea. Even the Sleybis, who 
might be considered descendants 
of the Crusaders, were similar to 
the other four families. This result 
is not surprising and indicates that 
the name Sleybi – derived from the 
Arabic saleeb, cross – does not refer 
to descendants of a European Frankish 
Crusader but to traders who sold 
crosses during the Christian feast of 
the cross.

Farahiyeh: I then tested the second-
oldest clan, the Farahiyeh, who are 
said to originate from the two brothers 
Farah and Kolah. They lived in the 
Wadi Musa area, and oral tradition 
says that they settled in Bethlehem in 
the seventh century, at the time of the 
Islamic conquest of the Bilad ash-
Sham (lit. the land to the north, i.e., 
the Levant countries – Syria, Palestine, 
Lebanon, Jordan, and Iraq). Because 
some members of the Farahiyeh family 
believe that they are originally Yemenite 
Arabs, I tested these families. Their 
results matched those of the Khumsan, 
as they exhibit the Y-chromosomal 
DNA of the G1 haplogroup. Searching 
whether the G1 group existed in 
Arabia, I noted that they existed only 
in insignificant numbers in Yemen and 
Arabia at large, indicating that they 
are not indigenous. Thus, I reckoned 
that the Farahiyeh must have been 
more numerous and thus absorbed 
the Khumsan, probably because they 
were distant cousins who reunited to 
intermarry. 

But the question remained: Why 
did some Farahiyeh believe that 
they were Yemenite Arabs, whereas 
the Khumsan did not have such 
memories? Most likely, because 
the Farahiyeh lived in an area that is 
known as the biblical Se’ir or She’ir 
(“hairy” in Canaanite) and whose 

successive rulers were the Edomites 
and eventually the Nabateans,ii the 
latter trading with Yemen luxury items 
such as frankincense. The Khumsan, 
however, lived in the Judahite territory 
that remained in the hands of the 
Edomites, rather than being taken over 
by the Nabateans. Thus, they were not 
as exposed to the Arabization process 
that affected the people who were 
in contact with the Nabateans and 
Kedarites (northern Arabian tribes that 
lived mainly in eastern Jordan and – 
similar to the Hebrew Judahites – from 
there also penetrated central Palestine 
where they found the Canaanites who 
had long inhabited the region). It is also 
worth noting that since biblical times, 
the territory of Se’ir – where Wadi 
Musa, Mount Shaubak, and Petra (the 
capital of the Nabateans) are located 
– used to be called Se’ir ta’ Shasu, 
meaning the Se’ir of the Shasu. The 
Shasu were nomads who seemingly 
allied themselves to the ‘Apiru (probably 
Hebrew) against the Canaanites for the 
conquest of Canaan and are probably 
the descendants of Ishmael. Finally, 
it is also worth noting that during the 
Crusader period, this area was called 
Montreal, and the European blood of 
the Farahiyeh likely stems from their 
intermingling with Frankish women, 
which would explain the simultaneous 
affinity and resemblance to both Arabs 
and Crusaders. 

Next, I consulted the Old Testament 
to find out that the Amorites, who 
inhabited the mountainous area of 
Palestine (Jerusalem area), around 
1350 BC invaded the territories of the 
Moabites and Ammonites (non-Israelite 
Hebrew tribes, living in modern-day 
Jordan). Further research revealed that 
these Amorites arrived together with the 
Hittites and the Hurrians, who settled in 
the Jerusalem area and became what 
is known in the Bible as the tribe of 
Jebus (Yabbus).

I probed even further into biblical 
scriptures to find out that Seir and 
Heshbon were descendants of Hur, the 
founder of the Hurrian clan in Canaan. 
Furthermore, Assyriologists found that 
the Yabbusi’um were mentioned as a 
northern Mesopotamian tribe in the 
annals of the Semitic Akkadians of 
Mesopotamia (modern central and 
southern Iraq). The Bible states that 
Jerusalem, Bethlehem, and Hebron 
were founded by Jebbus, whose father 
was an Amorite and mother a Hittite. 
Putting together these narratives, I was 
able to conclude that the Jebusites 
were a Hurrian clan that was absorbed 
by the Amorites who had intermingled 
with the Hittites, the western Caucasian 
cousins of the Hurrians.

Hasabneh: To prove this hypothesis, 
I had to test the largest clan in 
Bethlehem, the Hasbun clan, to which 
belong as well the Hitti, Shreim, and 
Masriyeh families. Originally from the 
Hasban Valley, located on the border 
of the territories Moab and Ammon 
(modern-day Jordan), they are said 
to have migrated to Bethlehem in the 
seventeenth century via Petra, ancient 
Idumaea–Nabataea (southern Jordan). 
In the Bible, Hasban is referred to as 
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Egyptian representation of blue-eyed 
Canaanite Hyksos women.

Canaanite YDNA was excavated in Sidon 
bones found in a jar dating back to around 
1750 BC.

Egyptian representation of red-haired, 
hooked-nosed, tall, Canaanite warriors, 
probably Hurrian-Amorites.
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Heshbon, a Canaanite name meaning 
“little thinker.” This Heshbon also 
came from the lineage of Hur, whose 
descendants settled in Palestine along 
with the Amorite wave that invaded 
Jordan around 1350 BC, shortly before 
the arrival of the Israelites from Egypt 
into Moab and Ammon around 1200 
BC. I tested the Hasbun family and 
found that they carry the same Y-DNA 
genes as the Khumsan and Farahiyeh 
families, which proves that they are of 
similar Hurrian origin, stemming from 
the Jebusites of the Jerusalem area 
who in the thirteenth century BC were 
led by the Amorite King Sihon.

Tarajmeh: At this point, I shifted my 
attention to the third-oldest clan in 
Bethlehem, the Tarajmeh, who are 
divided into two groups: the Ulad Harat 
at-Tahta (lit. sons of the lower quarter), 
who are descendant of the older 
brother, and the Ulad Harat al-Foka 
(lit. sons of the upper quarter), who 
stem from the younger brother. Both 
of these groups settled in Bethlehem, 
coming from Jerusalem around 1347, 
the time of the Franciscan friars’ arrival. 
These two brothers are said to have 
been allied with the Venetian army 
that fought the Seljuk Turks during the 
Crusades. In short, two conflicting 
oral traditions compete among these 
families: one says that they descend 
from Venetian translators who arrived 
together with the Franciscans, coming 
as pilgrims from northern Italy, later 
joined also by Spanish and French 
pilgrims; the other says that they are 
indigenous Palestinians from Jaffa 
who enrolled in the Venetian army and 
later became translators in Bethlehem. 
I tested families of both branches and 
found that the correct oral tradition is 
the latter. Indeed, all of them, without 
exception, were from the same origins 
and carried the same deep-clade 
E-M123* gene that mutated around 
15,000 years ago in the Levant 
(Palestine, Lebanon, Syria, Anatolia), 

deriving from the E haplogroup that 
originated most probably in the Sinai 
about 25,000 to 30,000 years ago. 
This prehistoric group is the direct 
descendant of the Y-DNA Z827 clade, 
a gene that was identified after it had 
been taken from the bones of Proto-
Canaanite Natufians. Jaffa and other 
coastal Canaanite cities are, therefore, 
the most probable place of origin of 
the Tarajmeh’s forefathers, and not 
Venice, France, or Spain. If there is 
Italian blood in the Tarajmeh clan, it 
is likely to stem from their maternal 
lineage.

Kasakseh: The Kasakseh clan’s origins 
can be traced to Zarqa town, from 
where they came to Bethlehem in the 
eighteenth century. Tests revealed that 
they stem from the same Y-DNA group 
as the Tarajmeh, meaning E, and exbibit 
the same mutation M123*. Hence, their 
origins are also Proto-Canaanites. I did 
not, however, test all the families in this 
clan; further testing is still in progress.

Najajreh: I then proceeded to test the 
two Najajreh families, the Morqos 
and the Zarruqs, the latter through its 
offshoot, the Jaqaman family who 
claim to be of European descent. 
Because the Al-Ali and Abu Rdeineh 
families are descendants of the Zarruq 
family as well, by testing Jaqaman, 
we tested these two offshoots as well. 
The tests showed that both the Morqos 
and the Jacaman families carry the 
G1 gene, just like the other original 
Bethlehemite Jebusite families. So here 
again, no Crusader or pilgrim origins 
but pure Bethlehemites. The European 
blood seems to stem from the maternal 
lineage. The Qattans, who originally 
came from Lydda and joined the 
Najajreh clan much later, turned out to 
carry the G2 genotype, most probably 
inherited from the Hittite people, as 
G2 is the genotype of people who 
originated in the Western Caucasus and 
western Anatolia.

Ghathabreh: Having joined the 
Najajrah clan, the Ghathabreh clan is 
composed of seven families: Saqa, 
Sammur, Hosh, Ghattas, Mansur-
Barbur, Anastas, and Nassar. Tests 
of the Ghathabreh clan revealed that 
most of its members carry the G1 
genome, except for the Saqas, who 
carry E-V12, an Egyptian element 
that likely penetrated some Arab or 
Canaanite tribes. The Nassars also 
belong to the G1 group, but to a more 
recent genetic mutation, found among 
Armenians, which confirms the oral 
tradition that the Ghathabreh Nassars 
are of Armenian origin. The Sammurs 
have not yet been tested, whereas tests 
of the Anastas family revealed that they 
carry J2, an ethnic Canaanite gene that 
was found in the bones of Sidonian 
Canaanite males from around 1700 BC.

‘Anatreh: In the seventeenth century, 
the ‘Anatreh clan came to Bethlehem 
from the village Tell ‘Antar, located 
south of Herodion’s Palace, next to the 
village of Teqoa, where the Bedouin 
Arab Taamreh tribe lived. I tested all 
the various branches, among them 
the Freij, the Faraj (who have become 

the Canawati), the Bandak, and the 
Khursan subgroups. The Bandaks 
are sometimes said to originate from 
Venice, Italy (called Al-Bundukiyah in 
Arabic) – while others claim that they 
come from Yemen – and the Khursan 
were considered to be of Germanic 
origin because they have fair eyes, hair, 
and skin. The Y-chromosome DNA of 
the Bandaks, however, was similar to 
that of the Freij and Canawati – who are 
all of dark complexion – and similar as 
well to the relevant DNA of the Khursan. 
Hence, all the ‘Anatreh family branches 
are of the same origin and neither 
Yemenite nor Germanic or Italian; they 
carry the eastern-Caucasian Hurrian 
G1 gene. The reason why some of 
them believed they were Germanic 
was most probably due to marriage 
with Germanic pilgrims on the maternal 
side, and the reason why they believed 
they were Yemenites may be that 
they intermingled with Arab tribes of 
southern Palestine. But the paternal 
lineage was the same for all ‘Anatreh 
families, and this lineage is Jebusite, 
just like the Khumsan, Farahiyeh, 
Najajreh, and Hasbun families.

Hreizat: The Hreizat clan is said to 
be from villages around Jerusalem 
and from Teqoa, while some of them 
believe that they come from the village 
‘Anjara that lies on the shores of the 
Jordan River. All those tested were also 
G1 Jebusites. Further testing is taking 
place to find out whether the families 
from Tekoa are genetically distinct from 
the ones that come from the villages 
Hreizeh and Sur Baher that are located 
near Jerusalem.

Handal: The Handal family, the 
second-largest family in the area, 
came to Bethlehem in the seventeenth 
century, fleeing Tekoa after a dispute 
with the Taamreh tribe. For the first 
time, tests revealed a Semitic family of 
the nomadic J1 Y-DNA type to which 
most Arabs, Hebrews, Arameans, and 

Open Theme

Member of the Tarajmeh clan around 1780.
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Assyrians belong. I then tested further 
to determine the specific clade – to find 
out whether they were of the Bedouin, 
Hebrew (including Judahite, Edomite, 
Nabatean, Ammonite, Moabite), or 
Amorite-Canaanite branch – and 
it turned out that they were of the 
latter branch, found in northern 
Mesopotamia and Anatolia. Looking 
into the etymology of their name, I 
discovered that it refers to a plant found 
on the eastern banks of the Jordan 
River in ancient Moab, an area that was 
occupied by the Amorites around 1350 
BC. I thus assume that, most probably, 
the Handals were ethnic Amorites 
who had been absorbed first by the 
Moabites, then by the Ammonites, and 
eventually most likely by the Edomites 
who took over Judah, where Tekoa 
was located. The recounted hypothesis 
that the name Handal may have come 
from the German Händler (meaning 
trader) is, therefore, extremely weak. 
Not only is it unlikely that a German 
trader would settle in Tekoa on the 
border of the desert, but moreover, 
the family’s typical facial traits show 
hooked noses, and they tend to have 
olive skin and black hair. To find blue 
or green eyes among some of the 
Handals is not surprising, as many 
Palestinians and other Levantines share 
this characteristic. Resembling the 
original Canaanites and Amorites, who 
had intermingled with Aryan elements 
and then intermarried with the Hittites 
and Hurrians of Anatolia, they exhibit 
features that were already depicted by 
ancient Egyptians when they showed 
the Hyksos people who invaded Egypt 
circa 1720 BC.

Qawawseh: Towards the end of my 
research, I moved my attention to 
the religiously important Qawawseh 
tribe. Here, I was surprised to 
find a clan that, unlike the other 
clans of Bethlehem, is completely 
heterogeneous. The Qawwas and their 
offshoot, the Thaljiyehs, carry the J2 

gene that is also found among the 
Anastas family, indicating that they are 
ethnic Canaanites. The Qarraa family, 
however, was from a very ancient 
Egyptian branch that has not mutated 
(incidentally, it can also be found in 
Sardinia), which means that they could 
well be descendants of Egyptians or 
of Canaanites with Egyptian origins. 
The Al-Lusis, tests revealed, belong 
to an Ethiopian group; they may be 
descendants of ethnic Ethiopian priests 
or Arabs of Ethiopian-Abyssinian 
origin. The Juhas, who came to settle 
in Bethlehem from Tekoa, carry the J1 
gene, similar to the Handals, but from 
another genetic mutation, which means 
that, originally, they could have been 
Idumean or Nabatean. Genetic testing 
for the Qawawsehs is still going on. 

Fawaghreh: Finally, I have started to 
test the Fawaghrehs, the only Muslim 
clan in Bethlehem. Coming from the 
village Faghur, this clan settled in 
Bethlehem in the eighteenth century 
and is said to be of Kurdish stock, 
stemming from the army of Saladin 
the Ayyubid. So far, I have tested one 
family (the Shokehs), and the results 
indicate that they are not of Kurdish-
Aryan origins, as they do not carry 
the genotype that is found among the 

pure Medes or Parthes (who founded 
the Kurdish language). Rather, they 
belong to the Caucasian G group. I am 
in the process of checking whether 
they carry the eastern-Caucasian G1, 
like the original Bethlehemites, or the 
western-Caucasian G2, like the Hittites 
of Anatolia. In either case, it would 
mean that if they are historical Kurds 
indeed, they are not ethnic-Aryan Kurds 
from Iran and Russia but stem from the 
indigenous Hittite people of Anatolia, 
most of whom became Armenians in 
Anatolia before they became Kurdish or 
Turkish. Other Fawaghreh families are 
said to be Arabs and need to be tested 
as well. One of them is of Taamreh 
origins, which will allow us to compare 
their Y DNA with that of the Handal and 
Juha families.

Syrian: I have begun to test, as well, 
the Syriac clan of Bethlehem, whose 
members mainly came from the Syrian 
people in territories that were lost to 
the Turks. They are of Assyrian and 
Aramean origins, sometimes also 
Canaanite. So far, one family (the 
Shahin of the Asfes clan) carries the 
J1 genome, and they seem to be most 
probably of ethnic Aramean or Assyrian 
origin, whereas the other family (the 
Basus, also of the Asfes clan) carries 
J2 and is, therefore, most probably 
Canaanite in origin.

In conclusion, Bethlehemite clans 
are predominantly descendants 
of Canaanite tribes (Natufians, 
Canaanites, Amorites, Hurrians, and 
Hittites) with some elements that 

stem from Egyptian and Hebrew-
Aramean (Idumean/Nabatean) origin. 
Their paternal lineage seems to be 
roughly 60 percent Caucasoid, 25 
percent Mediterranean (Levantine and 
Egyptian), and 15 percent Semitic 
(Mesopotamian and Arabian). The 
maternal lineage shows some 
evidence of intermarriage with Aryan 
or European women who probably 
were pilgrims, while some maternal 
lineages come most probably from 
ancient Greeks and Romans, as well as 
from ancient Aryan Anatolian Hyksos. 
Further autosomal (percentages of 
various races) and mitochondrial 
(maternal) DNA testing will give more 
information regarding the various 
ethnic influences that have impacted 
the Bethlehemite genetic makeup and 
reflect the extremely wide spectrum of 
ancient Palestinian history.

Anton Luqian Yaqub Mansour of 
the Tarajmeh clan of Bethlehem (of 
Palestinian Bethlehemite origins) 
was born in France in 1965. 
He holds a BA in government 
administration, a master’s degree in 
business administration, a degree in 
Vedic philosophy, and a diploma in 
the teaching of meditation. He is an 
entrepreneur in both the real estate 
and the flower sectors, a co-founder 
of the Bethlehem Icon Centre, and 
the founder of the Abna Kanaan Non-
Profit Association.

Canaanite Hyksos traded with Egypt circa 
1900 BC. Their features are very similar 

to the features of present-day members of the 
Handal clan.
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i Plural of hamouleh: clan, group of related families
ii The Nabateans are an enigma. It is not known whether they migrated from Iraq or are descendants of 
Nabayot, son of Ishmael, son of Abraham.
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he World Heritage Property (WHP) 
“Land of Olives and Vines – Cultural 
Landscape of Southern Jerusalem, 
Battir” is located in the central West 
Bank, approximately 7 kilometers 
southwest of Jerusalem and 6.4 

kilometers west of Bethlehem. It is found on the western side of the mountain 
range that runs parallel to the Mediterranean coast (Map 1).i The site is part 
of a valley system that starts in Beit Jala (at Cremisan Monastery), runs 
around the village Al-Walaja, progresses through Al-Khader, Battir, Husan, and 
Nahhalin, and continues to collect runoff until it reaches a major discharge 
to the Mediterranean via Wadi Es-Sant, also filling the western water aquifer. 
The heritage site is very picturesque, with deep valleys, some of which have 
been terraced for hundreds if not thousands of years and covered by typical 
Mediterranean vegetation. Excavations in the valley show that humans have 
used the valley’s bounty since the Middle Bronze Age, throughout the Iron Age 
and the Persian, Hellenistic, and Early Islamic periods, up until today.ii Its rich 
cultural heritage features, among other monuments, Roman tombs and wells 
and old Palestinian watchtowers, which are presumed to have existed from 
late prehistory into the early historical periods (the ninth to the fourth millennia 
BC). Ideally located with fertile lands, natural springs, and rich vegetation cover, 
the area was built by its inhabitants into a terraced landscape that provided the 
surrounding communities of Jerusalem and, at a later stage, the Bethlehem 
governorate with fruits, vegetables, herbs, and, most importantly, olives and 
olive oil. 

The WHP Battir is located in the Mediterranean botanical and zoogeographic 
region,iii the Mediterranean biogeographical zone, and the Mediterranean 
Forests, Woodland and Scrub biome.iv The property is announced as an 
Important Bird Area (IBA),v listed on the Green List of the State of Palestine by 
the International Union for Conservation of Nature (IUCN),vi designated as a Key 
Biodiversity Areavii and a Centre of Plant Diversity,viii considered one of World 
Wildlife Fund’s Global 200 priority biomes for conservation,ix  and part of Global 
Biodiversity Mediterranean Hotspotx and the Global Center of Plant Diversity,xi all 

A Place Worth Visiting

T
Palestine’s “Land of Olives and 

Vines – Cultural Landscape of Southern 
Jerusalem, Battir” – World Heritage Site 

designations of global conservation 
importance. Stakeholders and 
locals value the area for its plants 
and animals that are of high social, 
cultural, and economic importance 
and because it contributes significant 
ecosystem servicesxii and benefits 
to local communities. The place 
is also one of the forested green 
areas in the southern West Bank 
region that significantly contributes 
to biodiversity conservation, the 
adaptation and mitigation of climate 
change, and efforts to combat land 
degradation and desertification in 
Palestine.

The valley’s landscape typically 
forms a patchwork mosaic where 
different vegetation types intermingle 
in complex patterns created by 
variations in physical, biological, 
and anthropogenic landscape 
conditions. Pine and oak ecosystems 
form contiguous patches within 
this landscape, in pure stands or 
as mixed pine–oak ecosystems. 
The main ecosystem of the natural 
areas of the property, however, is 
a Quercus calliprinos limestone 
woodland, dominated by Palestine 
oak trees along with pistachio, 
Eastern Strawberry, carob, stone 
pine, cypress, hawthorn azarole, 
snowbell bush, Syrian pear, sumac, 
and other trees.xiii

Numerous native plant species 
grow in this WHP that are of high 
economic value and intensively 
utilized by the local community, either 
as medicinal and aromatic plants 
or as food (such as seeds, spices, 
and resins), dyes, and so on. Rural 
women carefully collect the fruit, 
leaves, and roots of native plants in 

Open Theme

By Roubina
Bassous Ghattas

Path towards Battir.
Photo courtesy of  
the author.



3938 THIS WEEK IN PALESTINE

their fields or from the nearby forests 
for use in the family kitchen. The 
plants used as food include olives, 
almonds, pears, Solomon’s lily, 
prickly asparagus, white beet, dwarf 
chicory, rocket, garden purslane, 
edible mushrooms, and others. 
The plants used as medicinal and 
aromatic plants include cat thyme 
germander, hedge germander, 
common sage, horse mint, round-
leaved mint, wild thyme, African 
fleabane, and others. Plants used 
as seeds include pine, fenugreek, 
sumac, and others.

The WHP is also famous for the 
cultivation of local landraces 
(cultivated crops derived from wild 
plants) and for preserving their wild 
relatives. A widespread practice 
among farmers is to save seed from 
their crops for the following year’s 
cultivation, such as cucurbitaceous 
seeds that include zucchini, pumpkin, 
and calabash gourds that are usually 
hung to dry for the following season 

when their seeds are sown or eaten 
fresh; in some species, their dried 
skins are used to produce handicrafts 
and ornaments. Landraces found on 
the Battir site include wheat, barley, 
Battiri eggplants, baladi (literally, 
country) zucchini, baladi green 
beans, baladi cauliflower, baladi 
thyme, and others. Farmers also 
collect seeds or seedlings from wild 
relatives, especially wheat, lettuce, 
pear, green pistachio, barley, fennel, 
cauliflower, peas, vetch, wild thyme, 
and others. All of these form a very 
important germplasm that needs to 
be preserved, and the practice itself 
needs to be promoted among local 
farmers. 

The area around Battir furthermore 
supports the occurrence of a 
wide range of invertebrates and 
vertebrates. Among the endangered 
and threatened mammals, the 
mountain gazelle and striped hyena 
have been found inhabiting Al-
Makhrour Valley. In addition, the 

amphibians variable green toad, 
green frog, and the tree frog were 
found in Battir. Many reptiles live on 
this site, such as the Mediterranean 
chameleon, Lebanon lizard, 
Mediterranean spur-thighed tortoise, 
and others, such as a number of 
bats, rodents, land snails, bees, 
earthworms, butterflies, bugs, 
scorpions, and spiders.xiv

Several kinds of birds have been 
recorded on this site, including the 
long-legged buzzard, short-toed 
eagle, blackbird, Sardinian warbler, 
spectacled bulbul, great tit, graceful 
prinia, collared dove, and chukar 

Open Theme

The spectacular 
natural and cultural 
heritage of this 
site makes it an 
indispensable 
destination for 
foreign and domestic 
tourists alike. Since its 
inscription as a World 
Heritage Property in 
2014, the number of 
visitors has increased 
significantly, reaching 
approximately 250,000 
in 2017. Visitors come 
for various purposes, 
mainly to hike, relax 
near the springs and 
pools, eat at a local 
restaurant, or conduct 
research and studies.

Cyclamen persicum. Photo courtesy of 
the author.

Cistus salviifolius. Photo courtesy of 
the author.

Al-Makhrour Valley. Photo courtesy of the author.

Green frog. Photo courtesy of BU-PIBS.

Little owl. Photo courtesy of Anton 
Khalilieh.

Mountain gazelle. Photo courtesy of 
BU-PIBS.
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as breeding species. Some bird 
species threatened at the national 
and regional levels were found 
there, including the long-billed pipit, 
black-eared wheatear, long-legged 
buzzard, Cretzschmar’s bunting, and 
little swift.xv

In acknowledgement of these 
significant values and features, 
the property was inscribed on the 
World Heritage List in 2014 (Ref. 
1492), following an emergency 
nomination in accordance with 

criteria (iv) and (v). The site was 
immediately placed on the List of 
World Heritage in Danger, once it was 
acknowledged that the landscape 
was threatened by emerging and 
intensifying sociocultural and 
geopolitical transformations, citing 
specifically the start of construction 
of the Israeli “Wall.” To ensure 
adequate respect for and effectively 
safeguard the property and its 
inherent Outstanding Universal Value 
(OUV), the Palestinian Ministry of 

Tourism and Antiquities (MoTA) 
has composed a Management 
and Conservation Plan (MCP) 
in cooperation with the Battir 
Municipality, UNESCO Ramallah 
Office, and related stakeholders, 
based on the guidelines cited 
in the nomination file. This 
MCP aims to protect the site’s 
OUV and its physical attributes, 
provide visitors access in a way 
that promotes responsible and 
respectful use of the site, and 
help enhance the socioeconomic 
situation of the WHP community. 
Bethlehem University and the 
Palestine Institute for Biodiversity 
and Sustainability, in consultation 
with Pioneer Consultancy Center 
for Sustainable Development 
(PCC) and in collaboration with 
the MoTA and the Environment 
Quality Authority, have developed 
the Biodiversity Conservation 
Plan (BCP), in response to the 
MCP, which aims to conserve 
the ecosystems and biodiversity 
of the WHP of Bethlehem 
(Palestine), benefiting the 
local communities through the 
sustainable use of the ecosystem 
services. Both the MCP and BCP 
have put forward guidelines for 
a tourism management plan of 
the site.

The site is an important eco-
touristic asset of the area, as it 
provides beautiful green scenery, 
clean air, shadow and humidity, 
soil stability and fertility, and, 
most importantly, unique 
recreational opportunities. 
Further, it offers great potential 
for environmental, cultural, and 
historical education, as it is close 
to Palestinian urban centers and 
rural villages.

Without the rich ecosystem on 
this site, however, including its 

biodiversity components and the beautiful 
landscapes and scenery, the whole 
site would lose its charm and intact 
structure – not to forget the right of future 
generations to inherit such biotic richness 
that continues to afford opportunities 
to reap the economic, cultural, and 
spiritual benefits of nature. Hence, it is 
expected that locals and visitors who 
wish to enjoy the place and benefit from 
its resources always act in a manner that 
ensures the protection, conservation, 
and sustainability of the place. Visitors 
must be sure to keep the place clean, 
refrain from cutting the plants or harming 
animals or birds, respect the silence 
of the place, and always remain on the 
walking paths so as to avoid causing 
any harm to the site. All relevant parties 
and stakeholders should collaborate in 
a spirit of mutual understanding of the 
significance and values of this beautiful 
heritage site.

Open Theme

Ein Emdan Spring. Photo courtesy of the author..

Edible Pine. Photo courtesy of Roubina Ghattas.
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hajarat al-Durr lay in her blood. 
Her hands and feet were quickly 
getting cold. She tried to move, 
but she felt pinned to the ground. 
She stared upwards through her 
heavily lined eyes but saw only 

shadows moving around behind a white screen. Her breath became more 
constrained by the minute. She felt blood trickling down the back of her head 
and down her neck. She could not feel her left hand, there was no pain, just 
an empty feeling of nothingness in its place. She tried to move again but to no 
avail. Her heartbeat faded, her breathing was burdened. Underneath her bright 
red lipstick, she could feel a blue chill crawl into her lips. Right above her cool 
removed self hovered the sweet scent of cinnamon, ginger, and milk; it rose 
into her nostrils and seeped into her clothes, warming her skin. She felt the 
warmth travel through her body as the fragrance rose into her sinuses, but as 
she exhaled, a cold senselessness enveloped her, and she sank into darkness. 
Shajarat al-Durr lay in a pool of her own blood looking magnificent even as 
she approached death… 

Down in the palace kitchens, Um Ali was busy giving orders: milk, bread, 
sugar, dried fruits, almonds… As she barked directions, she stopped to ask 
the head chef if there were any pistachios; he assured her that a shipment 
from Syria had arrived a week ago. 

Um Ali was not sure what she was making, but she knew that it had to be 
sweet and warm. It should burst with celebratory flavor! Her son, Ali, was now 
sultan of the Mamluks, and she would finally become the rightful sultana until 
she found him a young appropriate wife from the right background and family. 
No more commoners-turned-queens in this house, no more bondmaids-
turned-sultanas. She wanted this dish to capture the spirit of celebration and 
the hope of a new king. 

In the upper levels of the palace, Shajarat al-Durr continued to lie in her own 
blood, waiting for someone to find her. A tear slid down her cheek. Death 
lingered close, slowly pulling her into a dark abyss. The scent of cinnamon 
and sweet milk that had invaded her body minutes ago was gone. In her mind, 
she was young again, standing on display in the slave market in Turkey right 
after she had been kidnapped.

Um Ali

S

Shajarat al-Durr had a mesmerizing 
beauty that caught the eye of 
many. As she lay in this silent, 
dark abyss, she remembered 
her younger self moving 
through the market, admiring 
all the goods on display – 
yellow bananas, ripe apples, 
sweet green mangos, smelly 
fresh fish, and aromatic 
spices. She stopped to look 
at a silver anklet. What 
happened next remained a 
vague blur. She knelt down 
to try one on, but when she 
tried to get up to pay for it, she 
was trapped in darkness. She 
must have fallen unconscious. 
When she woke up, she was 
being pushed onto a platform. 
She was being sold at a slave 
market. 

In the kitchen, the activity was building. 
The staff, the head chef, the cooks, and the 
maids were all busy helping Um Ali. Having 
spent most of her adult life cooking for her 
husband Izzeldin Aybak, Um Ali was known 
for her excellent culinary expertise and artistry. 
No one dared question her in the kitchen, 
everyone just obeyed orders. She loved 
to set beautiful tables for her husband 
whom she respected and cherished. 

Prior to his second 
marriage, they had 
lived happily. He had 
showered her 
with gifts and 
sent her love 

By Riyam Kafri
AbuLaban

Shajarat al-Durr.
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letters while away. She’d prepared 
the most beautiful tables adorned 
with candles and incense carefully 
chosen to heighten the taste buds 
and edible flowers to clean the pallet. 
She served water infused with lemon 
and orange blossom to help calm 
the nerves and aid the digestive 
system. After dinner, she served hot 
sweet tea with mint leaves floating 
helplessly on top. They had been 
happy. 

Shajarat al-Durr breathed heavily. 
Her body felt empty, and death 
slowly cloaked her, but the smell of 
honey and cinnamon was becoming 
stronger. She remembered the first 
time the concubines rubbed her lips 
with cinnamon-and-nutmeg-infused 
honey. The taste on her lips made 
her heart race with excitement, 
and she felt alive… She had first 
arrived at the palace as a bondmaid 
purchased by the late Sultan Assalih 
Ayyoub. Upon her arrival, she was 
whisked away by other bondmaids 
and concubines. They had prepared 
heated bathwater sprinkled with rose 
petals. They took off the abaya that 
she had been wearing for weeks 
on end and bathed her, inspecting 
every curve and nodding with a 
mix of approval and jealousy. She 
was round enough, plump enough, 
and her skin was soft enough. 
They lathered her body with rose 
oil infused with cinnamon, nutmeg, 
and cloves. They dressed her in silk 
garments and colorful abayas, they 
braided her hair and lined her eyes 
with dark Arabic kohol. When she 
was ready, they fed her sweet milk 
and soft bread and then massaged 
her lips with honey and olive oil. 
Then they sent her to the sultan’s 
chambers. “Do as you’re told, obey, 
and you will be showered with gifts 
and jewelry,” they said. “If he asks 
for you, you must go to him. You are 

one of us now, and we concubines 
serve and please.”

But Shajarat al-Durr had other plans. 
She was going to find her way out 
of this. She could not spend the rest 
of her life a concubine in a sultan’s 
castle. She was too intelligent and 
beautiful for such a fate. So on the 
first night, she entered Assalih’s 
chamber, outwardly shy yet inwardly 
determined. He cupped her chin with 
his hand and lifted her head. She 
met his gaze with a smile. He was 
mesmerized, and before he knew 
it, was in love. She entertained him 
with stories, song, and dance. She 
lured him with her wit and sense 
of humor, and sure enough, he fell 
in love with her. He could not get 
enough of her company and decided 
to make her his wife. 

Shajarat al-Durr might have first 
entered the sultan’s chamber a 
concubine, but she emerged from it 
a queen and the mother of Amir al-
Moimineen Khalil (prince of Muslims, 
heir to the sultan’s throne). She’d 
become powerful, and the legend 
of her wisdom traveled through the 
land. Even as she lay approaching 
death, coaxing it to wait just a bit 
longer, she looked majestic. 

Under any other circumstance, Um 
Ali and Shajarat al-Durr would have 
been fast friends. Two powerful, 
wise women who loved their 
husbands endlessly and served their 
homes faithfully. But fate had other 
plans. When Assalih Ayyoub and 
his son Khalil were killed in battle, 
Shajarat al-Durr had become sultana. 
To remain in power, she’d married 
Izzeldin Aybak, commander in chief 
of the sultan’s army and the husband 
of Um Ali. 

Um Ali was happy with the way the 
dish was turning out, a round taste 
of milk, cinnamon, nutmeg, and 

honey. Moving around the kitchen 
with agility and excitement, she felt 
more alive than she had in a long 
time. When Izzeldin had come to 
her with the news of his second 
marriage, Um Ali had taken it as a 
direct hit to the heart. She’d tried 
to talk him out of it, begged him to 
spare their happy marriage, and 
pleaded with him not to make her 
a durra (a co-wife). In the end, she 
knew that this was a sacrifice she 
would have to make if her son Ali 
was to become sultan one day. So, 
she swallowed her pain and moved 
into the palace as Izzeldin requested. 
She managed the day-to-day palace 
functions, while the new bride and 
sultana naturally took on the official 
kingdom business. 

Um Ali had looked for comfort in 
her role. Cooking was a balm that 
temporarily eased her wounds 
during the day, but the nights had 
been difficult, especially the nights 
Izzeldin was with Shajarat al-Durr, 
and she could hear them walking in 
the gardens, laughing, talking, and 
enjoying each other’s company. 
Sometimes she could hear them 
in Izzeldin’s chambers enjoying 
a dinner she had prepared. At 
other times, the sound of pleasure 
would reach her ears as she tried 
to sleep, and a fire would burn 
through her body all night long. 
Slowly she’d lost her appetite 
for everything. “Your bed 
is cold and boring,” her 
husband chided accusingly. 
“Hers (Shajarat al-Durr’s) is 
warm and exciting. What 
happened to you? 
I thought you 
understood 
the vantages 
of this 

arrangement. You are the head of 
this household; you are the mother 
of Amir al-Moimineen (prince of 
Muslims/heir to the throne). This 
marriage will secure your future.” 
Um Ali would not respond; she 
wanted to tell him that she would 
rather have lived and died a pauper 
than spend one more day as a durra. 
She understood that men were free 
to take more than one wife, and 
Izzeldin could marry again, but for 
her this was God’s punishment on 
Earth. The thought that she was to 
share him with another woman for 
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the rest of her life felt like lemon juice 
poured on a gaping wound. 

Every night Izzeldin tried to comfort 
her with words as soothing as warm 
amber tea, hoping that his kindness 
and attention would melt the chill 
between them. His gentle words 
were met with hot tears and pungent 
accusations. Soon, the worries of 
the day would weigh heavily on 
him, and he would drift off to sleep, 
leaving her to nurse her loss alone. 

Shajarat al-Durr was still on 
the floor, traveling in and out of 
consciousness. Her memories 
played in front of her. She 
remembered Assalih Ayyoub and 
Khalil, her son. How the news of 
their concurrent deaths had nearly 
killed her. Assalih had provided her 
with safety, her elevation to queen 
had restored her dignity, but his 
death had been a great loss to her. 
She knew she had the power to steer 
her own destiny, but the little girl 
who had been kidnapped still feared 
the unknown, and with his death, 
this fear rose from the depths to 
expose Shajarat al-Durr to her worst 
nightmares. So, she acted quickly, 

proposing marriage to Izzeldin. He 
was a demure man, soft-spoken and 
kind. He was also easily controlled 
and would allow her to rule the 
country. He was no threat at all, 
unlike his wife. Shajarat al-Durr was 
not fooled by the injured look Um Ali 
wore around the palace. She knew 
that underneath it slept revenge, and 
it would only be a matter of time 
before it was awakened. Something 
had to be done. In no time, Izzeldin 
would fall in love with Shajarat 
al-Durr, and she would ask him to 
divorce Um Ali and banish her from 
the palace. What Shajarat al-Durr did 
not expect was that the very same 
divorce and banishment that would 
rid her of Um Ali would become the 
reason she was now nearing her 
death. 

Um Ali pulled out the best bowls they 
had and laid them on the kitchen 
table with meticulous purpose. The 
cook picked up the hot dessert pot 
and walked behind her as she ladled 
the sweet pudding into the bowls. 
She was glowing with excitement, a 
few strands of her hair dangled from 
underneath her scarf. Her bracelets 

chimed together as she moved from 
one bowl to the other. For the last 
few months, since she had moved 
to the palace, she’d found safety 
and solace in the kitchen. She 
would expertly pluck molokhiyyeh 
(jute mallow) leaves and cook them 
into a soupy stew. She would roast 
chicken on the side and serve it with 
rice and roasted garlic. She would 
lather oil and spices on legs of lamb 
and slowly cook them all day to a 
sweet tenderness. The heat from 
the kitchen had warmed her chilled 
insides, the kneading of dough 
released her anger, and the hot 
amber tea nursed her broken heart. 
For a few hours a day, she could 
trick herself into believing that she 
was adjusting to her new life. Or at 
least she had hoped so, until those 
hopes were crushed one day. 

Um Ali crushed roasted pistachios 
to decorate the individual bowls. 
The entire palace was now smelling 
of cinnamon and honey. Servants 
were peeking into the kitchen to 
ask what smelled so good. Um 
Ali ignored them and continued to 
work silently and methodically. The 
roasted pistachios crumbled under 
the pressure of her mortar and pestle 
like she had crumbled at the news 
of the impending divorce. Sharing 
Izzeldin with another woman was 
one thing, but losing him entirely 
to her was more than she could 
bear. She had taken the news with 
a deathly silence. Hiding her tears 
from him she ran to the kitchen, 
picked up the first knife she saw, 
and, like a madwoman, chopped 
the molokhiyyeh leaves that had 
been sitting on the cutting board. 
In her chopping frenzy, she cut her 
finger and bled all over the leaves. 
Wrapping the injured finger with the 
end of her scarf, she continued to 
work while plotting her next steps. 

She moved from the stove to the 
table where a big vat of dough was 
resting. She kneaded the dough for 
bread, and with every turn of the 
dough, her anger turned into pain 
that then moved into a lump in her 
throat and rose to form tears in 
her eyes that fell onto the dough, 
softening it gently. She cut the dough 
and passed the pieces to one of the 
maids to bake. She walked out of 
the kitchen for fresh air, leaving the 
staff in shocked silence. A plan had 
been swirling in her head. Revenge 
was past due, and she was going to 
get it. 

Um Ali was now sprinkling 
pistachios into every bowl just 
as she had sprinkled poison into 
Izzeldin’s tea for the past seven 
nights. She smiled, remembering 
how quickly he’d fallen back into her 
arms; all it took was seven days and 
seven meals. 

After he’d informed her of the 
divorce, she requested to see him 
privately. Dressed impeccably, she 
went to his chambers and asked him 
to spend one last week with her as a 
goodbye gift. She would prepare the 
meals every day, and instead of him 
eating alone, she would secretly join 
him for a few hours. They would eat, 
talk, and enjoy the pleasures of each 
other’s company, and then he would 
retire to his queen. Izzeldin was 
charmed and immediately agreed. 
After all, he’d never stopped loving 
her company. For seven days, Um 
Ali went about her daily business 
as usual, but in the afternoon, she 
snuck into Izzeldin’s chamber and 
shared beautiful food, conversation, 
and pleasurable company. In the 
evenings, she pretended to pack her 
belongings and cried out loud so 
that everyone in the palace heard her 
lamenting her fate and divorce. 
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During this week, she cooked and 
served the best foods. Izzeldin would 
sit down to tables filled with lamb 
grilled to perfection, bread baked to 
impeccable softness, rice scented 
with saffron, roasted almonds, and 
sweet ka’ak baked with honey or 
covered with sugar. She lured him 
with her cooking and charm, and for 
those few hours, they both forgot the 
reality that awaited them just outside 
their doors. Every meal ended with 
sweet-minted tea that he drank with 
her before she left him. On the last 
night of their seven-day feast, the 
food was especially delicious; the 
tea was extra sweet – although with 
a slightly bitter aftertaste. Izzeldin felt 
weak, but he thought he must be just 
drunk on the scrumptiousness of 
Um Ali’s food. He walked to Shajarat 
al-Durr’s chamber where she waited 
for him with more tea. 

Shajarat al-Durr lay in cold silence 
now. This must have been what 
Izzeldin felt right before he died 
in her bed. She was still trying to 
understand what had happened. 
She’d woken up to find him dead, 
the palace guards accusing her of 
killing him by lacing his tea with a 
deadly poison. She denied it and 
recounted what had happened: He 
had arrived in her chambers the 
night before, not feeling well; they 
drank tea like always. He fell asleep 
quickly, and she did too. In the 
morning, she found him and called 
them immediately. She pleaded 
her innocence as they frantically 
searched her chambers for evidence. 
They found a small vile of poison 
hidden in her abaya. She was 
immediately stripped of her title, and 
Ali Amir al-Moimineen was called in 
to assume the throne. She was left 

in her room under heavy guard until 
her fate was decided. 

In Um Ali’s chamber, the maids 
offered to dress her in black, but 
instead, she chose a bright red 
abaya, lined her eyes with dark 
kohol, and massaged her neck 
with rose oil. She was the sultan’s 
mother now! She ordered all her 
maids to walk her to Shajarat al-
Durr’s chambers. Shajarat al-Durr 
stood up when Um Ali barged into 
her chambers and accused her of 
stealing her husband and killing him. 
Shajarat al-Durr denied murdering 
Izzeldin, and the two women started 
to fight. Um Ali ordered her maids 
to beat Shajarat al-Durr with their 
wooden slippers, and she watched 
them crush her like garlic being 
crushed by a pestle in a mortar. 
Shajarat al-Durr fell onto the ground. 
She was bleeding from her head, her 
arms, her chest, and her legs. Um 

Ali picked her up and said, “I killed 
Izzeldin and now I am going to kill 
you. You will die, and everyone till 
the end of time will think that you 
were the bondmaid-turned-queen 
who murdered her kind and loving 
husband!” Shajarat al-Durr could 
not answer, blood was pooling 
in her mouth. Um Ali threw her 
onto the floor again and ran to 
the kitchen laughing hysterically. 
A dessert must be made in 
celebration of her triumph and the 
rise of her son as sultan! 

Down in the palace kitchen, Um 
Ali finished decorating the bowls, 
each with a gold coin, the new 
Sultan’s gift to his people. She 
left one bowl for her to taste and 
ordered the rest to be distributed 
across the city. She sat on a chair, 
cupping the hot bowl of pudding 
in her hand and lifted a spoon to 
her mouth to take the first bite. Up 
in the royal chambers, Shajarat 
al-Durr breathed her last and lay 
on the floor looking magnificent in 
death. 

Dr. Riyam Kafri AbuLaban, 
a school principal and 
instructional coach at Ramallah 
Friends School, is a mother of 
two and a writer who wishes 
to have more time to write. At 
home she is known as the best 
baker in the world (according 
to her twins, anyway). On 
weekends, her kitchen smells 
of cinnamon, ginger, honey, and 
za’atar. You can find her work 
in the kitchen on Instagram @
onourkitchentable. Email: riyam.
kafri@gmail.com. 
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ear Dr. Erakat,

I wish I could get a glimpse of the 
insights and new perspectives 
you likely have from where you 
are now. But for now, I hope you 
will bear with me, listening, as I 

raise some of the questions that weigh most heavily on my mind. The entire 
situation seems so absurd: Morocco has now joined the Trump bandwagon of 
Arab countries that have normalized ties with Israel, and the US government 
has in return given its recognition of Moroccan “ownership” over Western 
Sahara… imagine?! One signature is all it takes, and Morocco receives some 
260,000 square kilometers of sparsely populated territory with fish-rich 
waters and oil and natural gas fields yet to be fully explored. Did you know 
that Morocco has built a wall to “protect” itself from the Polisario? It is about 
2,500 kilometers long, dotted with minefields and military fortifications, and 
practically built entirely in Western Sahara. It started as a project in the early 
1980s and was completed in 1987 – aided by Israeli advisers (among others). 
Our “authority” had little to say; you were perhaps one of its more vocal 
members. I certainly have nothing to say about it. 

I visited Marrakech in 2009. There, in the old souq, I observed a group of 
Israeli tourists with a Hebrew-speaking guide, all of them conversing casually 
in Hebrew; they seemed quite happy and relaxed. I then understood that 
terms such as “recognition,” “diplomatic relations,” and “travel visas” mean 
different things to different people. A shopkeeper who heard me speaking 
Arabic welcomed me and asked where I am from. When I answered, “Al-
Quds,” he replied, “Welcome to Morocco, your second home! Please come 
in, let us offer you some tea.” As I walked out, I thanked him and then headed 
east, looking towards Jerusalem and remembering the familiar term “strategic 
depth.” This phrase denotes a depth expressed through solidarity by society 
but offered only lip service by politicians. In practice, Palestinians face many 
difficulties when trying to acquire visitor visas to Arab countries.

A Letter to (the Late)
Saeb Erakat

DBy Sari Khoury

“Israel will never gain peace until…” I 
wonder if in death a person sheds the 
confidence of mere mortals in return 
for the clarity of the divine. I am a 
quarter century younger than you and 
I don’t really sense that I have much 
time left on this earth. For a quarter 
century, I have also been reading the 
newspaper, in which, as a Palestinian, 
I still find nothing to be hopeful about; 
the headlines and statements are all 
the same. As an architect who’s adept 
at reading “pattern,” I can confidently 
tell you that Israel has thrived and 
continues to thrive much more in the 
context of “dynamic tension” rather 
than in an environment of “peace.” 

I am writing to you because, like most 
Palestinians, I have serious doubts 
about the “negotiations process.” 
I write to you because, like most 
Palestinians, I seem to place more 
hope in deceased politicians to actually 
listen to us than the politicians still 
amongst us – and after all, listening 
is the primary skill of a negotiator. 
I do not envy the difficulty of the 
negotiator’s post you held. Nor do 
I wish to be in the position of being 
entrapped in what is probably the 
most complex example of a military 
occupation known to man, with a 
hypocritical international community 
that preaches international law while 
their own histories speak of great 
atrocities against humanity, and a 
so-called authority that is becoming 
less and less progressive and more 
reminiscent of a traditional autocratic 
regime where decisions are seemingly 
improvised and in the hands of the 
privileged few. But in the meantime, 
I wish to share how an ordinary 
Palestinian might attempt to make 
sense of the present scenario.

As you experienced firsthand, the 
Israeli occupation of Palestine is a 
complex system of control over a 
people and a land, a system designed 
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with all the lessons in mind, learned 
from such acts of aggression that 
have been committed by humanity 
throughout history: in ancient 
Mesopotamia where religion, law, 
and trade were combined as part 
of a formula to achieve political 
power; or from Columbus and 
the ways in which the Spanish 
used slavery, religion, and military 
power to subjugate the indigenous 
populations of the Americas; even 
from Ottoman laws that were drafted 
to facilitate the confiscation of 
lands (“for any piece of land from 
which the crow of the rooster is not 

heard, this land shall be declared 
a land without owner, and hence, 
state-land”). This system prefers the 
ancient Chinese torture method of 
“death by a thousand paper cuts” 
over the massacres of Genghis 
Khan, for paper cuts make little 
noise overseas, cause limited revolt 
inland, and employ the element of 
time to the occupier’s desired pace 
of political advancement. A system 
that has also perfected the use 
of social psychology as a tool of 
control and hence the development 
of predictable reactions by the 
occupied.

While Israel is a rather newly 
established state and occupying 
power whose first citizens arrived 
from all over the world, it is only 
natural that the new settlers carried 
with them the experience of those 
nations, their advancements in 
governance and science. And as 
the icing on their cake, they have 
put together a political charade of 
a parliament that seems to express 
all colors of the spectrum, giving 
the illusion of a multitude of political 
visions (hence a vibrant democracy), 
when almost all Israelis are 
practically the product of one school: 
military Zionism. The “dynamic 
tension” pursued by Israel under 
the guise of “peace” has allowed 
it to advance its own cause and 
subsequently strengthen its military, 
economic, and diplomatic positions.

Are these perceptions still relevant 
to you where you are now? In this 
world, my question as an average 
person is how the international 
community can be of actual help 
when these very countries have 
historically and even recently 
committed equal and even more 
hideous crimes against humanity? 
How can the Americans help ease 
the blockade of Gaza when they 
are responsible for the even longer 
blockade of Cuba? How can a 
military that has sanctioned napalm 
against the Vietnamese object to the 
use of yellow phosphorus against 
Gazans? How can the French – 
who have yet to apologize to, let 
alone compensate, the people of 
Algeria for the French occupation 
and colonization that lasted some 
100+ years and has caused some 
one million murders – be of use 
on a legal or moral level against 
Israeli injustices committed against 
Palestinians? How are the French 
positioned vis-à-vis the issue of 
universal human rights when they 

have tipped the balance towards 
the long-term military advantage of 
Israel by supplying it with weapons-
grade nuclear technology? How can 
the British government be an honest 
broker when none of the atrocities 
it committed in many corners of 
the world have been addressed – 
and are not even discussed? Will 
it at least apologize for the Balfour 
Declaration? What about the 
Russians? Were they not the first to 
recognize Israel as a state?

Unfortunately, Israel has many 
examples of “precedence” in similar 
acts that have been committed by 
other nations. And yet, Palestinian 
representatives must address these 
same nation-states when they 
raise their voice asking for justice. 
And instead of answering these 
calls, how has the international 
community actually and measurably 
responded? Have we not, directly 
or indirectly, been given a kind of 
anesthetic and confined to bed rest 
since the founding of UNRWA? Can 
one not also consider the aid and 
funding agencies that have been 
established since the founding of 
the Palestinian Authority as other 
forms of anesthetic that have made 
our people bedridden beggars? If 
anyone wishes to claim that the 
budget support to the PA is cause 
for celebration, let it be put into 
perspective: the most recent annual 
budgets of the PA did not exceed 
the annual budget of a university 
such as Harvard, albeit with much 
less efficiency or measurable 
outcomes. In any case, the peace 
process that the negotiations office 
claims to tackle under the auspices 
of the international community has 
produced counterproductive results; 
indeed, you were more familiar with 
the shrinking map of the Palestinian 
Territories than most of us. 
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Yes, all this you knew. But as a 
negotiator, and with possibly a 
wider perspective from where 
you are now, to use negotiating 
terminology and tactics, what has 
been our BATNA (best alternative 
to a negotiated agreement), and 
how can it be improved? From the 

outside (because most Palestinians 
are outside the realm of political 
discourse), it seems that Palestinians 
have placed all their eggs into one 
basket, with no viable alternative at 
hand. Israeli tactics, on the other 
hand, have gone a step further: 
their intention has been nothing 
but the alternative to a negotiated 

agreement... time is calculated to be 
in the occupier’s favor.

There’s another negotiating tactic 
that, in my opinion, begs to be 
explored, namely anchoring. And 
the necessary advancement of our 
Palestinian discourse, a discourse 

that has not evolved beyond the use 
of the same mantras for decades. 
Israel has been more strategic in 
the choice of its wording. After 
all, the right words uttered at the 
right time and in the right place 
are powerful tools, and words 
such as “security,” “Jewish state,” 
“Iran,” “(peace) process,” and 

“conflict management” have become the terms and issues around 
which ongoing discussions revolve, regardless of their degree of 
actual relevance. The discourse vis-à-vis the international community 
has come to focus on the anchoring terms devised by our Israeli 
counterpart, the most far cry of which is the supposed fear of an 
Iranian threat. For how can Iran actually attempt any serious military 
action against Israel when, on one level, Iran is surrounded by US 
military bases on all fronts, and on another level, it is inconceivable 
that Iran has anything to gain by subjecting hundreds of thousands 
of (Sunni) Palestinians to a potential attack that would aggravate the 
majority of Sunni-Muslim nations? Again, I am not a politician but an 
ordinary Palestinian who wishes to understand the circumstances 
within which we live. Should our politicians not take the time to explain 
things to us beyond empty slogans and repetitive statements?

So far, I have read only snippets of your book Imam Ali bin Abi Taleb 
and Negotiations (2015), where you highlight that Ali stood up for the 
notions of peace and justice. And in the back of my average mind, 
in light of the frustration of generations of Palestinians, the words 
of a Syrian refugee I recently met in Paris ring strongly: “Justice is a 
man-made concept; God knows nothing of justice.” We perhaps more 
urgently need a book written by a Palestinian who proposes solutions 
to the endless Fatah-Hamas standoff. Actually, the whole internal 
political discourse needs to be put into a more suitable context: the 
PA is merely responsible for administrative services, and a functioning 
Legislative Council is not an arena for factional and political discord, 
nor are local universities and the various professional unions such 
an arena. Because the negotiations and our response to the political 
situation are responsibilities of the Palestinian Liberation Organization, 
the PA should be a place where local representatives address the 
majority of Palestinian concerns regarding services and the best use 
of the available resources. Will anyone find any two Palestinians who 
would disagree on the need for a functioning economy, proper health 
care, or good schooling that provides youth with the proper tools to 
advance their collective cause and promote individual well-being? 

But before any of these issues are discussed, should not our 
Legislative Council have long ago addressed the critical need of 
writing our own set of laws to replace the ones that are derived from 
post-colonial systems, specifically tailored to complicate the lives 
of the people previously occupied but still functioning under unjust 
and borrowed legal structures to this day? What can be said about 
religious identity (versus religious values) with regard to both formal 
and informal education? Has not the increasing role of religious identity 
been instrumental in unconsciously reinforcing the Zionist narrative? 
Has not the issue of religious identity removed thousands of years 
of Palestinian history from the consciousness and education of our 
society? How is a nation to seek liberation without a better knowledge 
of its own history? And would the knowledge of its own history be in 
any way a compromise to a people’s native and traditional values? 
These and other issues Palestinians wish to address as well; they are 

Open Theme

Bomb Damage, artwork by Banksy in Gaza. Banksy’s piece mirrors a sculpture of Niobe, a Greek 
mythological goddess who turns into a weeping stone while mourning her murdered children.
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the types of issues over which we may 
have some control while living under 
occupation.

Would you find significance in the term 
authority, as indicated in Palestinian 
Authority? I think that names are strong 
indicators of a desired direction, and 
– whether or not we are conscious of 
it – the notion of authority has come to 
dominate the notion of governance in 
Palestine. From your higher perspective, 
would you advise us to adopt a 
more inclusive system of Palestinian 
governance versus a more exclusive 
system of Palestinian authority? One 
could argue why inclusivity is more 
constructive. But beyond all the practical 
reasons, there is also the notion of 
dignity and involvement, of citizens 
taking an active role in the making of 
their own future, of a nation’s people 
taking responsibility for their pursuit of 
independence rather than being delegated 
to acting as mere spectators while a 

few caretakers claim to be 
exclusively qualified for heroic 
missions. The age of the hero 
has died, and at least since the 
scientific revolution some 500 
years ago, human advancement 
has been more a product of 
collective and organized efforts. 

I will continue to read your book, 
hoping to find reference to the 
Qur’anic verses from Sura al-
Shoura 38 that address “those 
who hearken to their Lord and 
establish regular prayer, who 
conduct their affairs by mutual 
consultation, who spend out 
of what we bestow upon them 
for sustenance.” These verses 
speak of leadership by council, 
carried out by the collective 
while suggesting that a nation 
should spend its own riches, 
for in both is wise political and 
economic counsel. And in the 
words of Imam Ali, we have the 
duty to transmit the mantle of 
the struggle to future generations 
in a transitional and constructive 
manner because for “God, there 
is no God but He, everything 
perishes save His Face.” In 
essence, if we as Palestinians 
keep asking the same questions 
and still attempt to address the 
same issues for another quarter 
of a century, we will not have 
advanced at all. 

Sari Khoury is a Palestinian 
architect from Jerusalem.
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anan Ashrawi’s resignation from 
the PLO Executive Committee has 
raised long-standing questions 
about Palestinian democracy. 
Although her urgent call for renewal 
of the Palestinian political system 

is not new, her simultaneous resignation (a rarity in Palestinian politics) is an 
important moment, providing an opportunity for Palestinians to revive their 
demands for an inclusive PLO via elections to the Palestinian National Council, 
its supreme legislative body.

It is no secret that Palestinians lack a functioning democratic system, and its 
absence has contributed to the mistrust between the people and their leaders. 
In her letter of resignation, Ashrawi called 
for giving young people a greater role in 
the Palestinian political system. But this 
is not our central problem. More crucially, 
the collapse of our national institutions 
has led to Palestinians – particularly those 
outside Palestine – being severed from 
their representative bodies. This has left 
many Palestinian communities vulnerable 
to the violent conflicts around them and 
unsupported in their struggles, and it has 
led to an abandonment of the Palestinian 
cause.

My own personal experience highlights 
many of these structural problems. I 
never had the opportunity to vote in any 
election. In 1995, I was too young to 
vote in the Palestinian Legislative Council 
(PLC) election. In 2006, I was imprisoned, 

A Better Future
via Elections

HBy Daoud Ghoul

which prevented me from voting. 
My experience, however, is typical 
for Palestinians. The majority of 
our people (Palestinian refugees 
living in exile and Palestinians in 
1948 Palestine) are excluded from 
PLC elections, and their formal 
exclusion is symbolic of their 
broader marginalization, leaving 
them without opportunities to 
choose their representatives or 
participate in the Palestinian national 
movement. This has resulted in 
the marginalization of the PLO, the 
institution that could unite us, with 
the Palestinian Authority becoming 
the main decision-making body with 
a presence on the ground. 

As Palestinians, we have yet to 
win any of our rights or liberate our 
land. Therefore, we need a national 
liberation movement that can take 
our national struggle forward. For 
this endeavor to succeed, it has to 
bring Palestinians together. We must 
be united in order to advance our 
national cause. This is why elections 
are important; they serve to include 
our people on an equal basis in our 
national institutions. 

For many years, Palestinians 
have been demanding inclusive 
elections. Long-standing campaigns 
by Palestinians around the world 
have called for their inclusion in 
elections, emphasizing their urgent 
desire for equal representation. 
The 2006 Prisoners Document 
repeated this call; from 2010 
onwards, it found resonance again 
in numerous demonstrations by 

Open Theme

Accountability, 
transparency, and 
equal opportunities 
are the values that 
form the basis for real 
democracy. Unless 
we abide by these 
principles, we cannot 
achieve internal 
unity, and the public’s 
confidence in our 
governing entities 
cannot be restored.
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young Palestinians who demanded 
the reactivation of the PLO on a 
democratic and inclusive basis. 
These efforts reached their 
pinnacle in a popularly driven voter 
registration drive that began in 2011. 
It enjoys considerable support and 
has received universal endorsement 
from Palestinian political factions. 
On each occasion, however, political 
circumstances have blocked this 
most basic democratic exercise from 
taking place.

Some voices say that the people are 
not ready; others claim that youth 
are not capable of taking the lead, 
that elections cannot take place, or 
that the new generation is not ready. 
Still others assert that youth and 
members of the new generation have 
been included as members or even 
in leadership positions, and more. 
All of these arguments and excuses 
could be considered justified if we 
were to disregard the reality that 
the democracy we need requires 
more than holding an election, 
and that the token representation 
of youth or women is insufficient 
without real change. Elections are 
the main element that is missing 
on the national level as well as in 
many institutions, committees, 
and organizations. Sometimes the 
results of our elections are known 
in advance. Transparency and equal 
opportunities – important elements 
of democracy – are missing.

Few opportunities and practical 
experiences are accessible to the 
younger generations in a community 
that is considered young. The 
available roles and positions are not 
filled through regular democratic 
practices when they become 
vacant due to illness, death, or any 
other reason. At the same time, 
many creative, talented youth are 
leaving Palestine in search of better 

opportunities abroad, either because 
they have been excluded or because 
their vision or opinion differs from 
that of the influential leaders.

I hope that readers won’t be 
disappointed by the message 
expressed in this article! I am 
describing a reality that must be 
changed. Remember the main 
demand of the huge demonstrations 
that took place in 2011 in Ramallah: 
Hold Palestinian National Council 
elections and end the division. I 
remain optimistic because I meet 
new people every day and learn 
about interesting, novel ideas or 
experiences that refuse 
to be limited 
by the 

This article is not mere criticism of the political system. It comes at a critical 
moment and is a call to stop the exclusivity and power games in our political 
system and move towards real democracy. This is not a dream. It is an urgent 
necessity. We cannot create a better future in the absence of democracy while 
at the same time asserting that democracy is necessary in order to create a 
better future. The following actions are required: 

•   Implement the decisions issued by national institutions, especially 
the Central Council in 2015 and the National Council in 2018, and by the 
Secretaries General in Beirut and Ramallah, and put these decisions into 
practice.

•   Prepare immediately for National Council elections and hold parliamentary 
and presidential elections, which requires activating the Preparatory 
Committee for the Palestinian National Council, as an extension of the 
decisions issued at the meetings in Beirut in January 2017.

•   Install a Central Elections Commission in the West Bank and Gaza Strip 
in order to offer an opportunity to restore political unity and allow 

Palestinians who live in Gaza to elect representatives and 
participate in policy-making.

•   Imbue political decision-making with democratic 
practices. Whenever political decisions fail to match 
the people’s ambition and struggle, action is needed, 
such as ending the Oslo Accords and finding better 
strategies, based on lessons learned from our 
politicians’ experience and the reality on the ground. 
Stop relying only on the US administration and do not 
merely wait to return to negotiations.

•   Ensure that the participation and candidature 
of youth reflect their qualifications and provide equal 

opportunities rather than be granted according to a list or 
quota.

•   Ensure that the results of democratic processes be accepted and 
appreciated by all, which includes reviewing and correcting false practices 

to strengthen fair competition and encourage all to work harder for better 
results in the future.

In the end, democratic reforms are the basis for progress, development, and 
national and economic achievement on various levels. Democracy is not 
limited to elections or the number of young people or women in leadership and 
representative bodies, but rather includes accountability, transparency, and 
equal opportunities. These values are the basis for achieving real democracy. 

Daoud Ghoul received a BA in political science in 2009 and an MA in 
Jerusalem studies in 2018 from Al-Quds University. His varied experience 
includes working as director of Shafaq – Jerusalem Arts Network, youth 
program manager at the Health Work Committees, and tour guide in 
Jerusalem (community and alternative tours). He is engaged in organizing 
and holding training sessions and activities for youth groups.

situation outlined above. 
Even though progress is happening 
in unsystematic ways and through 
individual efforts, it is present, and 
we can see it. The results of the 
2006 PLC elections show very 
clearly that the Palestinian people 
are ready for real democracy and 
desire a very high level of freedom 
and fairness. Even though the people 
are ready for change, the leadership 
and various other stakeholders do 
not want change because it would 
threaten their positions and power. 

Open Theme
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anan displayed her talent for writing at an early age, as she used her 
pen to probe her true feelings and express on paper her revolutionary 
leanings. Today, Hanan appreciates Arabic literature and writes modern 
Arabic poetry and prose, but her most important work is her engagement 
in the struggle for Palestinian rights as an influencer, activist, and 

advocate for nonviolent resistance.

The first seventeen years of her life, Hanan lived in beautiful Beit Jala, Palestine. While 
she completed her undergraduate studies in civil engineering at Jordan University, the 
first Palestinian Intifada broke out. Even though political engagement was forbidden 
in Jordan, Hanan became a political activist at her university, promoting freedom 
and nonviolent resistance against the cruelest colonial regime in modern history. Her 
conviction that democracy and independence for the Palestinian people are possible 
impacts Hanan’s writing that comes from her heart and eloquently expresses her 
people’s suffering. 

Soon after Hanan got married in Jordan, she moved to Qatar with her husband. For 
ten years, she worked with international companies, assuming senior positions in 
engineering and corporate banking. The second Intifada in Palestine had begun, and 

Personality of the Month

Hanan Khamis
Hanan’s heart was in Beit Jala. Now, 
her writings from the diaspora called 
for nonviolent resistance. Forced to 
leave Palestine when her husband, born 
in Jordan to Palestinian parents, was 
refused residency there, Hanan began 
to write about her life in the desert of the 
East while she imagined a reality of love 
and peace.  

In 2006, Hanan and her family moved 
to Los Angeles while she studied for 
an MBA at Heriot-Watt University in 
the United Kingdom. Working as a 
business consultant never detracted 
her from political life or from working 
for human rights and equality. Hanan 
remained constantly active with various 
Palestinian organizations, fundraising for 
the Palestinian people and pursuing her 
passion for writing. She currently lives 
in Houston and has become a well-
known poet within the Arab community, 
where she offers her poetic talent 
at events hosted by the local Arabic 
culture center and Palestinian nonprofit 
organizations. Hanan publishes writings 

H

in Arabic on her Facebook page 
 ,and (عابر طريق بقلم حنان خميس)
as an influencer, attracts people who 
appreciate Arabic literature and who 
have a passion for human rights and 
Palestinian resistance. Hanan currently 
has around 100,000 followers from the 
Arab world. She speaks at churches 
and public schools, engaging audiences 
in learning about the Palestinian 
situation. As a Christian Palestinian, she 
has been able to influence evangelical 
clergy, helping them to come to a 
more accurate understanding of the 
Palestinian struggle within the harsh 
reality of life under Israeli occupation. 
Hanan’s Facebook followers describe 
her as fearless and courageous, using 
poetry to express her true feelings 
and political opinions and to attract 
intellectuals and thinkers in the Arab 
world. Hanan is currently preparing 
her first book to be published in Arabic 
and is simultaneously working on the 
English translation. 

The following is a sample of one of Hanan’s poems, translated into English 
by Nadeen Tarazi.

I stand by the sea, enveloped by its salty scent… 

The splashing waves call out, “Where are you? You have abandoned me, 
and time no longer has meaning…

I miss your kind face…your voice still rings in my ears…

I am the sea, I am love,

I am hope, I am homeland,

I am the water, and I am the salt, but they…

they are incapable of understanding the language of love, so how can I 
embrace them?

In silent contemplation and hope, I waited eons; and when I heard your 
voice, I came calling for you.
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The Other Side of the Wall

By Munther Isaac

Intervarsity Press, 2020, Paperback, 240 pages, US$ 17.29.

everend Dr. Munther Isaac (Bethlehem, 1979) is known as one of the 
most eloquent Palestinian theologians. Part of his brilliance has been to 
consistently break the Western stereotypes imposed upon his identity: 
Being a faithful Christian and a proud Palestinian is not a contradiction 
as some have asserted but rather an integral part of the identity of those 

who belong to the world’s oldest Christian community. His advocacy for a just peace 
may be uncomfortable for Israel and the foreign sectors that have constantly tried to 
render invisible the Palestinian Christian component. And while foreign pressure on 
the local clergy, as well as self-censorship, has paid off in some cases, to sucha an 
extent that some even avoid the very use of the term “Palestine,” this is not the school 
represented by Rev. Isaac, who is very close to the tradition characterized by Patriarch 
Michel Sabbah, known by some as “the patriarch of the people.” 

Rev. Isaac’s The Other Side of the Wall: A Palestinian Christian Narrative of Lament 
and Hope is a combination of his academic skill and pastoral as well as personal 
experience, providing a coherent and easy-to-read description of how a Palestinian, 

Christian, Biblical scholar (PhD, Oxford Centre for Mission Studies), Lutheran, 
pastor, son, husband, and father has experienced life under a foreign colonial-
settler occupation. Yet he also touches on issues within Palestinian society 
and makes a compelling argument against Christians acting or feeling as 
though they are a minority in Palestine. The importance and uniqueness of 
Palestinian Christianity, its message in Palestine, to Israel, and throughout 
the international community, is explained by Rev. Isaac with extraordinary 
simplicity.

For this reason, the book has become mandatory 
reading for more than one audience. It is certainly a 

book that Evangelicals should read, especially in the 
United States, as it debunks several myths related to 
the use of religion to justify the Israeli occupation 

Book of the Month

R

A Palestinian Christian Narrative
of Lament and Hope

and negation of 
Palestinian rights. It 
is a book for anyone 
who would like 
to know more about 
Palestinian Christians and 
serves as a remarkable 
narration of Palestinian life in general. Yet this book could also have a huge 
impact on the new generation of Palestinian Christians, making them realize 
that their role within the local Palestinian context, including national liberation 
and an independent state, carries great importance and relevance. Through 
Rev. Isaac’s compelling words and simple explanation of theology, readers 
learn that fighting injustice is not an option but a must for all Christians.
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TWiP Kitchen

he dessert Um Ali may originally have been an Egyptian dish, but 
it is prepared in kitchens throughout Palestine and cherished on all 
kinds of occasions, especially when it is cold outside. The recipe 
is said to have been created by Um Ali to celebrate the killing of 
Shajarat al-Durr – who was murdered at Um Ali’s command in 

revenge after Shajarat had killed their husband. 

Beautiful Shajarat was kidnapped and sold as a concubine to Sultan Assalih, 
the last Egyptian ruler of the Ayyubid dynasty. She lured him with charm and 
wit, bore him a son, and became his wife. As intelligent as she was beautiful, 
Shajarat, a few years later, initially concealed his death and ruled in his place; 
her army defeated the French king, effectively ending the Seventh Crusade. 
Shajarat then married the general Izzeldin Aybak, who became the first Mamluk 
sultan in Egypt – whom she killed when she heard he wanted to marry again. 
In this dark tale of power struggles, intrigue, and revenge, Shajarat was then 
murdered by Um Ali, Aybak’s first wife. 

Today, this dessert is enjoyed at any celebration – and not everyone is aware 
of its dark origin.

T

Um Ali
Ingredients

1 pound frozen puff pastry 
(thawed) or croissants
½ cup chopped walnuts 
½ cup chopped almonds
½ cup chopped pistachios
½ cup raisins 
¼ cup coconut flakes
1 cup sugar (or less), divided 
3½ cups milk
½ tsp vanilla extract
¾ cup whipping cream

Preparation

1. Preheat the oven to 175°C and butter a 20 x 30 cm baking pan.
2. Place the puff pastry onto a baking sheet covered with parchment paper; 
use a fork to poke holes in the pastry; bake until golden brown and crunchy, 
about 15 minutes, turning it once, watching closely. If you use croissants, 
warm them for only a few minutes.
3. In a bowl, mix the nuts and raisins with ¼ cup of sugar (you can add 
hazelnuts or pecans, even fruit if you’d like and/or leave out the sugar for a 
healthier version).
4. Preheat the oven’s broiler (top heat).
5. Break or cut the puff pastry or croissants into pieces and place two-thirds 
into the baking pan.
6. Add the nut mixture, and cover with the remaining puff pastry or croissants.
7. Bring the milk and ½ cup of sugar almost to a boil and pour over the 
mixture; let it soak for a few minutes.
8. Beat the whipping cream and ¼ cup of sugar until stiff peaks form (be 
careful not to overbeat) and spread evenly on top of the mixture.
9. Place the baking pan into the oven and broil until golden brown, about 8–10 
minutes. 
10. Serve hot with more (sweet) hot milk (and fresh fruit) to taste.

By the TWiP collective
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Exhibition of the Month

l-Ma’mal is pleased to launch the fifth edition of its annual 
exhibition, The Gift, for the year 2020, which includes works from 
37 artists from various parts of Palestine. The outbreak of the global 
corona pandemic has halted artistic and cultural life in almost the 
entire world. The Gift comes in light of an atmosphere of crisis and 

regress that looms over museums and art institutions, thus weakening the 
potential of many artists, especially emerging ones. In light of this difficult and 
challenging time, there is an urgent need to create and strengthen platforms 
that present Palestinian artistic talent, and provide creators with the needed 
support and assistance, bypassing and working around the obstacles and 
crises that we face unremittingly.

The Gift seeks to explore the growing Palestinian art scene and the issues 
investigated by the artists, such as Palestinian life under occupation, identity, 
social issues, and the environment, which in aggregate paint a picture of 
Palestinian society today. The Gift also encapsulates a wide variety of artistic 
styles and practices by well-known artists as well as emerging ones who work 
with different materials and methodologies, including painting, photography, 

A

The Gift

Al-Ma’mal Foundation 
December 28, 2020 to January 31, 2021

Accessible via http://www.almamalfoundation.org

and sculpture. Holding The Gift 
exhibition for the fifth consecutive 
year, especially in light of these 
overwhelmingly difficult conditions, 
is a testament to the power and 
resilience of our artistic scene and its 
protagonists. 

The Gift aims to spread the culture 
of artistic production and free 
expression throughout our society, 
allowing art lovers to participate, 
enjoy, and acquire art. The exhibition 
invites you to enjoy the diverse and 
expertly curated collection of 110 
artworks by 37 Palestinian artists, 
in an online catalogue, away from 
gatherings and the conventional 
exhibitions praxis, in line with the 
new modalities of dealing with 
and preventing the spread of the 
coronavirus.

Participating artists include Ahed 
Izhiman, Ayed Arafah, Basel El 
Maqosui, Benji Boyadgian, Carmel 
Alabbasi, Easam Darawshi, Ehsan 
Qawasmi, Elias and Yousef Anastas, 
Fatima-Azahraa Haddad, Hamada 
Maddah, Haya Kaabneh, Jack 
Persekian, Jafra Abu Zoulouf, Jawad 
Al Malhi, Juhaina Habibi-Kandalaft, 
Lina Bani Odeh, Mahdi Baraghithi, 
Majd Masri, Majdal Nateel, Mohamed 
AbuSal, Mohammad Saleh Khalil, 
Mohammed Al Haj, Monther 
Jawabreh, Motaz Abdelrahman 
Ahmad Naim, Mustafa Shakla, Nabil 
Abu Ghanima, Nabil Anani, Natalie 
Najjar, Ola Zaitoun, Raed Issa, Reem 
Al Natsheh, Ruba Salameh, Sana 
Farah-Bishara, Shada Safadi, Shadi 
Tawafreh, Shareef Sarhan, and Wadei 
Khaled.
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Where to Go

n a hill west of the ancient Jerusalem-Nablus trade road, overlooking 
the Spring of Robbers (Oyoun al-Haramiyeh), King Baldwin I, king of the 
crusader state of Jerusalem (1100–1118), built a fortress to protect the 
road. On an area of around three acres, the crusaders built a military base 
with rooms, storage warehouses, a church, and a water well, and fortified 

their fortress with a surrounding wall and defense towers. (Location: 31.985509, 
35.244228)

Locals call the fortress Burj Berdawil or Berdawil Tower. Several sources claim that 
the name comes from King Baldwin of Jerusalem who built fortresses all across his 
kingdom. In his book, The Holy Land and the Bible (1887), Cunningham Geikie wrote: 

O

Burj Berdawil

“Even at this secluded spot, beside the 
stronghold on the hill to the right, an old 
Crusading fortress, known as Baldwin’s 
Tower, its name derived from that of one 
of the Latin kings of Jerusalem, crowns 
the top of a hill, 600 feet above the pass 
and about a mile to the south; it, and its 
neighbour to the right, standing as grim 
sentinels to watch the road from the 
north in the old troublous times.”

Moreover, Karl Baedeker, in his book 
Palestine and Syria, Handbook for 
Travellers (1894), wrote, “To the N. 
of the town [Yabrud] rises the Kasr 
Berdawil (Baldwin), a castle with ancient 
relics. A colonnade on the E. side is half 
preserved.” 

The hill, which rises 810 meters above 
sea level, gave the crusader army a 
commanding view of the area. From this 
strategic location, the tower overlooked 
the “ill-fated” valley and the main road 
below, and monitored any danger from 
the surrounding villages: Yabrud to the 
south, Silwad and Mazra’a al-Sharqiya 
to the east and northeast, Jifna, Birzeit, 
and Ein Sinia to the southwest, and Sinjil 
to the north. 

The site is currently in very bad shape. 
Few structures remain standing. Arched 

halls on the southern and eastern sides 
and some stone walls here and there are 
struggling to resist the decay of time and 
weather, and above all, human lust for 
treasures. No preservation work has ever 
been done at the site, and one would 
expect that in a few years, the whole site 
will be reduced to a pile of rubble that 
witnesses to a period of long-gone glory. 

Take a stroll along the dirt road that 
starts in the center of Yabrud village, 
where a big oak tree stands in the middle 
of the road. Among evergreen olive 
orchards, fig trees, and grapevines, the 
road stretches north for a mile, along the 
top of the hill. The site is open year-
round, and visitors will appreciate the 
refreshing breeze at the top of these hills 
that are well preserved with symmetrical 
terraces and clean, well-plowed olive 
fields. Continue to the north of the 
fortress and walk among sumac trees 
scattered in an open field. Aim to visit in 
October to pick up the delicious sumac 
spice. 

For more information and guidance, please 
contact Bassam Almohor at almohor@gmail.
com, +972-52-458-4273, or Facebook @
toursmore.

By Bassam Almohor
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Ahlan Palestine Postcard

round 17 kilometers 
north-northwest of 
the city of Nablus, 
the small village of 
Nisf Jubeil is nestled 

between two mountains with a 
magnificent green view and a 
distinctive character of its own. 
Different explanations exist for its 
name; some say it means half a 
sun because of its location that 
makes it less exposed to sunlight. 
Others say it is called Nisf Jubeil 
because it is halfway between the 

A

Learn to Make 
Ceramics at Nisf Jubeil 

Hello everyone, 
this is Malak 
and Bisan from 
Ahlan Palestine. 
We would love 

to welcome you to “Ahlan 
Palestine Postcard” where 
we introduce you to a new 
Palestinian destination or 
experience each month.

They gave us a block of clay and a 
rolling pin so that we could create our 
own ceramic pieces. We rolled the clay 
and used clay cutters to cut out various 
shapes. We then decorated the pieces 
inspired by our beautiful surroundings: 
olives and trees, mosaics and old 
houses. Once the pieces were finished, 
they were set aside to be glazed and 
baked in a special oven for eight hours. 
To continue our hands-on visit, we then 
gathered around the coloring table, 
mixed the colors, and carefully painted 
some already-baked clay pieces, which 
had turned white. The excitement was 
real when the pieces started to come 
to life with the vibrant colors. 

We spent around three hours at the 
workshop and could have easily spent 

Lebanese Jbeil and a town named Jubail in Saudi Arabia. But the meaning we found 
most representative of this beautiful village is House of Ceramics. 

Perfect for people who seek more than just sightseeing, Nisf Jubeil offers a chance 
to learn a craft that has been practiced in Palestine for hundreds of years. Nisf 
Jubeil Ceramic in Nisf Jubeil was founded after excavations carried out in the village 
between 2011 and 2012 revealed ceramic pieces that date back to the Middle 
Ages. Some were made locally and others imported from Europe. The workshop 
helped revive cultural heritage and repositioned Nisf Jubeil on the touristic map in 
Palestine. 

In the workshop, you will meet Ruwaida, a Palestinian artist and one of several 
women who participated in an intensive course to learn the techniques and skill of 
ceramic making. Their eagerness to teach others what has become an integral part 
of their lives is heartwarming.  

a whole day decorating and creating 
pieces that would later be sold as 
magnets, key chains, Christmas tree 
ornaments, and much more. We 
highly recommend a visit to Nisf Jubeil 
Ceramic to spend a few hours relaxing, 
experimenting with clay, and chatting 
with the amazing women who run the 
center. 

Visit Ahlan Palestine on Instagram to 
see more images from our trip to Nisf 
Jubeil and to find out how to contact 
Nisf Jubeil Ceramic.

By Malak Hasan and Bisan Al-HajHasan
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BETHLEHEM 
BOOK LAUNCHES 
Monday 11
16:30 Bethlehem: City of Great Joy and Capital of 
Arab Culture, by the historian Dr. Qustandi Shomali, 
organized by Bethlehem Municipality as part of 
Bethlehem Christmas Festivities 2020. Bethlehem 
Peace Center.

CHILDREN’S EVENTS
Monday 4 
10:00 Christmas cookies workshop for children, 
organized by Bethlehem Municipality in cooperation 
with Zaki Bakery as part of Bethlehem Christmas 
Festivities 2020. Registration is required. To register, 
call 276 6677. Bethlehem Peace Center.

SPECIAL EVENTS 
Wednesday 6 
12.00 A concert of Christmas Carols, organized 
by Bethlehem Municipality as part of Bethlehem 
Christmas Festivities 2020. Manger Square.

RELIGIOUS EVENTS
Tuesday 5 
11:30 The reception of Fr. Francesco Patton, the 
Custos of the Holy Land, on the Feast of Epiphany. 
Manger Square.

Wednesday 6
8:30 The reception of His Eminence Archbishop 
Gabriel Dahho, the Syrian Orthodox Patriarchal 
Vicar. Manger Square. 
9:30 The reception of His Eminence Metropolitan 
Anba Antonious, Coptic Orthodox Bishop. Manger 
Square. 
10:00 Mass for the Feast of the Epiphany. Saint 
Catherine Church.  
11:00 The reception of His Beatitude Theophilos 
III, Greek Orthodox Patriarch of Jerusalem. Manger 
Square. 
14:45 The reception of His Grace Abunä Enbakom, 
Archbishop of the Ethiopian Orthodox Church in 
Holy Land. Manger Square. 
23:30 The Greek Orthodox Christmas Eve Liturgy. 
Church of the Nativity.

Monday 18 
11:00 The reception of His Beatitude Nourhan 
Manougian, the Armenian Patriarch. Manger 
Square.

RAMALLAH
BOOK LAUNCHES 
Monday 11
17:30–19:00 Honak honak… ba’idan fil-lawn 
(Way Out There in a Faraway Color) is a collection 
of illustrated stories for children, published by 
The Palestinian Museum, written by Hana Irshaid, 
Sarah Zahran, and Samar Kirresh, and illustrated by 
Baraa al-Awour. In these six stories, Laila and Yazan 
take us on a journey to colorful worlds filled with 
wonder and amazement. The event is facilitated 
by Hala Shrouf and will include a discussion with 
the authors and illustrator, followed by a hands-on 
activity for children. The event will be in Arabic and 
broadcast via https://zoom.us/j/97752832631.

Wednesday 20
18:30–20:00 Dakhel al-Soor al-Qadeem (Within 
the Old Walls) is a study and critical analysis 
in which researcher Bilal Mohammad Shalalsh 
examines two unpublished manuscripts written 
by Qassem al-Rimawi (1918–1982), a prominent 
leader of Al-Jihad al-Muqaddas (The Army of the 
Holy War). The first is a 1949 report on Al-Jihad al-
Muqaddas, submitted by al-Rimawi to the head of 
the Arab Higher Committee, Haj Mohammed Amin 
al-Husseini. The second manuscript, written in the 
early 1950s, is about Abdel-Qader al-Husseini. The 
event will be in Arabic and broadcast via https://
zoom.us/j/99075277637. 

EXHIBITIONS
Monday 11
14:00–15:00 The Curators’ Tour, Printed in 
Jerusalem: Mustamloun, is organized by The 
Palestinian Museum and presented by Baha Jubeh 
to explore the relationship between Jerusalemites 
and the political, educational, commercial, cultural, 
and touristic publications printed in their city (in 
Arabic). An English tour is available upon prior 
request. The Palestinian Museum. To participate, 
please register at activities@palmuseum.org.

Tuesday 12
18:00 Vir tual Tour, Printed in Jerusalem: 
Mustamloun, is organized by The Palestinian 
Museum to highlight the biographical presentation 
of Fatema Muhib and her artistic achievements. 
It will present clichés and books that feature her 
work, including school textbook covers designed 
and illustrated by Muhib. Presented by Baha Jubeh, 
Abdel-Rahman Shabane, and assistant curator 
Sandy Rishmawi (in Arabic with English subtitles). 
The Palestinian Museum social media platforms.

LECTURES
Tuesday 26
18:00 “Object-in-Focus: Fatema Muhib,” organized 
by The Palestinian Museum and presented 
by George Al-Ama, who will shed light on the 
biography of Fatema Muhib, who left an indelible 
mark on the history of Palestinian art through her 
many works inspired by the landscape around her 
and through her illustrations of historical figures in 
school textbooks that were printed in Jerusalem. 
The event will be in Arabic and broadcast via 
Palestinian Museum social media platforms. 

Wednesday 27
19:30 Podcast: “Tracing the Hijaz Railway,” 
organized by The Palestinian Museum and 
produced by Haneen Saleh, with the contributing 
researcher Marah Khalifeh, will examine Palestine’s 
position along this route at a time when Palestine 
was linked seamlessly to its Arab surroundings. The 
podcast will also highlight the social and political 
dimensions of the Hijaz Railway, as well as the 
geography impact linage and disconnection. The 
event will be in Arabic and broadcast via Palestinian 
Museum social media platforms.

Events

CHILDREN’S EVENTS
Sunday 24, 30 
17:30–18:30 “Song-Writing for and about 
Jerusalem” is a workshop for children between 
the ages of 7 and 10 years old, with the musicians 
Jalal Nader and Mira Abu Hilal to create songs 
about Jerusalem. The event will be in Arabic and 
broadcast via https://zoom.us/j/97394213883. 
SYMPOSIUM.

Monday 25
18:00–19:30 Reflections on Jerusalemite 
Educators: Hind al-Husseini, organized by The 
Palestinian Museum, presented by Baha Jubeh, 
Nasab Adeeb Hussein, PhD, and actress Hiam 
Abbas, and facilitated by Abaher el-Sakka, PhD, 
to highlight Hind al-Husseini’s sheltering of and 
care for 55 children who survived the Deir Yassin 
massacre – a testament to her understanding of 
the scope of the tragedy befalling the Palestinian 
people. The event will be in Arabic and broadcast 
via https://zoom.us/j/96714650651.
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“You never discuss real issues. You have no accountability. 
Appeasement is all that matters to you. The world has stopped taking 
you seriously (or has it ever taken you seriously?). To sum it up: you 
are insignificant!” This is essentially what a Westerner who works in 
Palestine told a friend of mine not too long ago.

Oh dear! The gentleman might as well have gone on to say that our 
social harmony is abysmal. Our human rights record is nothing to 
write home about. Our economy is in shambles. Corruption and 
nepotism are widespread. Our tribal loyalty takes precedence over 
the rule of law. We also have two competing authorities with two 
diametrically opposed narratives. Did I miss anything? It sure sounds 
as though we are the worst people that have ever walked on this earth, 
doesn’t it?

The context of the criticism noted above was a conversation with the 
author of an article sent to us for publication. We felt that, in keeping 
with TWiP’s professional standards, we needed to tone down the text 
of the article. The author eventually bit his tongue and accepted our 
modified version, possibly justifying it by thinking that toned-down 
criticism is better than no criticism at all. His acceptance, however, 
created a conflict within the author himself for having agreed to 
compromise, to appease; it was the very thing he was criticizing. 
Reality is a bitch, I suppose!

A teacher once asked students of various nationalities to write an 
essay on the African elephant. A British student wrote about the 
meticulous life of the African elephant. A French student wrote about 
the love life of the African elephant. And you guessed it, the Palestinian 
student’s essay was entitled: The African Elephant and the Question of 
Palestine! This is who we are – we think we are the center of world! As 
tempting as it is, I will not take a defensive stand towards the Western 
gentleman’s accusation. Maybe he is right. I can only promise that I 
personally will do my best to make things better. I will try harder.

Long live Palestine!

Sani Meo
Publisher

The Last Word

I Will Try Harder
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