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This issue of This Week in Palestine, themed 
“Life in Pre-1948 West Jerusalem,” has been funded 
by LANA (www.lana.ps) through a gold sponsorship.

 The views expressed in this publication are those of 
the authors and do not necessarily reflect the views 
or policies of the sponsor. LANA is not responsible 

for any inaccurate or libelous information, or for any 
erroneous use of information.

When we announced our intention to publish an additional issue 
of This Week in Palestine (TWiP) to complement the August 2021 
issue in order to focus on West Jerusalem, we were warned not 
to dwell on the past and were encouraged to “move on.” With the 
current May 2022 issue, we’re certainly not dwelling on the past. 
On the contrary, we at TWiP believe that it is our duty to highlight 
and keep alive such important issues as the historical reality of the 
destruction of a whole community in 1948, not only as a reminder 
of this history but also to support the claims for ownership rights, 
compensation, and restitution.

TWiP wishes to thank LANA (www.lana.ps), a new, contemporary 
residential neighborhood that serves the Palestinians of 
Jerusalem, for acquiring the gold sponsorship of this May 2022 
issue.

Our thanks also go to this month’s authors: Marina Parisinou, a 
researcher and blogger on her maternal family’s history, and the 
co-content editor on this issue; H.E. Issa Kassissieh, Ambassador 
of Palestine to the Holy See and the Sovereign Order of Malta; 
Antoine D. Nesnas, a Jerusalemite with an impeccable memory; 
Nadia Aboussouan Tyson, MD, a radiologist until her retirement; 
Bakiza Nashashibi Imam, previously an active member of the 
Women’s Union Association and the YWCA; Nahil Aweidah, a 
retired English instructor at the AUB; Samia Nasir Khoury, a writer 
and retired community volunteer; Haiganoush Krikorian Preisler, 
PhD from UC Berkeley, who worked as a statistical scientist with 
the USDA Forest Service; Claire Rahil Lorenzo; Sir Vincent Fean, a 
retired British diplomat who was Consul-General, Jerusalem, now 
chairing the Balfour Project charity; Laila and Issa Mashy; Munir 
Zacharia, a retired health care/finance manager; Emile Jouzy, 
an expert on tourism; Edmond Aboujudom; Raymond Haddad, 
a retired physician; Rizek Abusharr, who served the Jerusalem 
YMCA for 50 years; and last but not least, the young Tarek Bakri, a 
Palestinian engineer and researcher.

Due to this month’s wealth of material, the only regular features 
included in this issue are our Book of the Month, The Storyteller of 
Jerusalem, and Where to Go, Cremisan Wine Estate. 

The entire team at TWiP wishes all our readers the best things that 
life can offer. 

Sincerely, the TWiP Collective
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n the seventieth anniversary of the January 1948 
bombing of the Semiramis Hotel in Qatamon, Jerusalem, 
by the Haganah, the Jewish militia, I published a post 
on my blog – MyPalestinianStory.com – about the 
incident. Not only was it a story I had grown up with 
but also a milestone for the neighborhood of Qatamon. 
Qatamon was the place my mother and her family – her 

parents and two sisters – called home until it was no longer so and they 
found themselves as refugees in Cyprus. The end of their lives in their 
neighborhood began with the explosion at Villa Semiramis, a small, three-
story hotel, two doors down from their home. And it was the beginning of 
the end for Qatamon itself for it caused its residents, like my own family, to 
abandon the neighborhood in search of safety elsewhere. 

When I wrote my blog post in 2018, the bulk of the information I had on the 
Semiramis incident had come from the book O Jerusalem! written by two 
journalists, Larry Collins (American) and Dominique Lapierre (French), and 
published in 1972. It follows a number of real-life characters, weaving their 
stories together in order to narrate from the human perspective how the 
state of Israel came into existence. It is “popular history” and also the only 
source in which the Semiramis incident has been given more than a couple 
of paragraphs – or at least the only one I’d been able to find in English. It 
dedicates about seven pages to the Semiramis, including the background 
to the decision to make the hotel a target and, in the spirit of the book, the 
personal story of one of the survivors of the disaster.  

Life in Pre-1948 Jerusalem

By Marina Parisinou

Destino magazine, 
Barcelona, July 16, 1949.

Semiramis
Revisited

O According to O Jerusalem! the 
Haganah, wanting to stanch the 
exodus of Jews from “outlying 
areas and mixed neighborhoods,” 
decided to “strike a major blow 
inside Arab Katamon” so as to 
“force the Arabs out of the quarter.” 
Having spotted the jeep of Abd 
al-Qader al-Husseini, one of the 
commanders of Arab resistance, 
outside the Semiramis where 
al-Husseini with a couple of 
others had stopped for tea, Jewish 
intelligence concluded that the 
Semiramis was one of two Arab 
resistance headquarters in Qatamon 
and chose it as their target. 

At around 1 am on January 5, in the 
midst of a fierce storm, two cars 
carrying Haganah operatives arrived 
at the hotel. They blew the cellar 
door open with grenades, planted 

two bags of TNT at the base of the 
building, and exploded them a few 
minutes later. “The whole front of 
the two-storey building was blown 
into a mass of powdery rubble,” 
reported the Palestine Post the next 
day. 

As far as the people of the 
Semiramis are concerned, the 
book converges with the story 
– apocryphal in many respects, 
as it turns out – that I’d always 
heard from Jerusalemites who 
remember the explosion, including 
my own family. The hotel was 
reputedly owned and operated 
by two Christian Arab families, 
the Lorenzos and Aboussouans. 
About two dozen people died in the 
explosion. Among the victims was 
the Spanish vice-consul, Manuel 
Allendesalazar (aka Manolo). 
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“… the Aboussouan family was 
vir tually obliterated” states O 
Jerusalem! Only it wasn’t… 

The British administration 
condemned the attack, refuting 

Haganah’s claim that the hotel 
served as the base for the local 
Arab militia. The Jewish Agency 
“deeply” regretted “the loss of 
innocent lives.”

I was in my early twenties and 
mostly ignorant of history when O 
Jerusalem! made its way into my 
hands. At the time I only managed 
to get as far as the chapter that 
describes the Semiramis incident. 
For the first time I realized how 
monumental this event was which 
my family had experienced. I 
remember going to my grandmother 
to ask her for details. She told 
me how shaken up they were and 
how in the days that followed they 
would make tea for the British 
soldiers who were excavating the 
rubble, looking for survivors and 
dead bodies. She also told me a 
story that’s in the book: how a dog 
wouldn’t leave the ruins until the 
body of his master was recovered. 
Only the book didn’t get the dog 
right…

My original post travelled as far 
as Spain to the screen of the 

nephew of one of the victims of 
the explosion. In 2020 it was also 
discovered by a young woman 
from Gaza who is related to another 
victim. Those two encounters in 
cyberspace looped me back into the 
story, causing me to dig deeper and 
farther. 

In May 2020, as I was “sheltering in 
place” in San Francisco during the 
COVID-19 pandemic, an unexpected 
gift arrived through cyberspace: an 
email from Alvaro Gomez Pidal, a 
young photographer and filmmaker 
from Madrid, who had first contacted 
me after I published my January 
2018 post. His grandmother was 

Manolo’s sister. Back then Alvaro 
had started looking into the incident 
and was excited to discover my blog 
post with references to his great-
uncle. 

He was now sending a copy of a 
1949 issue of Destino magazine 
published in Barcelona. It included a 
four-page report on the Semiramis 
incident by Juan Ramon Masoliver, 
a Spanish journalist who had stayed 
at the hotel, sharing a room with 
Manolo. The journalist left Jerusalem 
in early December 1947, about a 
month before the hotel was blown 
up. His friend and roommate was 
one of the victims. 

Life in Pre-1948 Jerusalem

Sami Aboussouan’s article in 
Les Cahiers de l’Est, 1948.

Semiramis Hotel, 1947.

Excavating the rubble of 
Semiramis, January 1948, 
from Walid Khalidi, Before 
Their Diaspora, Photographic 
Collection of the Institute for 
Palestine Studies.

Excavating the rubble 
of Semiramis. Source 
unknown.



10 11THIS WEEK IN PALESTINE

Masoliver’s detailed article directly 
contradicted several of the claims 
of O Jerusalem! I spent hours on 
Google, digging through Israeli state 
archives, and poring over old Jewish 

(English-language) press, seeking 
verification. Not everything checked 
out but as I looked for answers, 
more questions emerged and the 
web of search and discovery spread 
wider. 

Before long I had put together 
a tentative spreadsheet of the 
survivors of the blast. Then, based 
on documents from the Israeli 
archives dating back to the British 
Mandate era, I built a timeline for 
the life of the hotel. I was surprised 
to see how short it was – barely 
more than a year. It took longer to 
build the hotel than it had time to 
operate. There’s something about 
traumatic events that seems to sear 
the places they impact in memory, 
creating the illusion that they’ve 
been there forever. 

As serendipity would have it, around 
the same time, I was contacted, 
again through my blog, by a young 
Palestinian woman, currently 
studying in the United States, 
whose uncle was also killed in the 
Semiramis at age 16. She too had a 
full story to tell with corrections and 
enhancements to the record – and 
to my survivor spreadsheet. 

As my research picked up steam, 
I was put in touch with a relative 
of one of the survivors. Dr. Nadia 

Aboussouan is a first cousin of the 
late Dr. Sami Aboussouan who, 
together with his two brothers, 
walked out of the Semiramis alive 
that fateful night while their parents 
lay dead under the rubble. Nadia was 
most generous and provided me with 
a wealth of information. 

To begin with, she clarified that the 
Aboussouan family had no stake 
whatsoever in the Semiramis. Also, 
only two Aboussouans died: Sami’s 
parents, Lutfi and Eleanora. The 
latter was one of the sisters of Rauf 

Lorenzo, the hotel’s manager. If 
there was one family about which 
one could say they were “virtually 
obliterated,” that would undoubtedly 
be the Lorenzos. Among the two 
dozen victims were Rauf, his wife, 
their eldest son, Hubert, and four of 
Rauf’s sisters (Eleanora being one 
of them). The other five of Rauf’s 
children survived. 

Later Nadia made available to me a 
diary that Sami had written about the 
event. Having a first-person testimony 
is more than I could have hoped for. 

Life in Pre-1948 Jerusalem

From the New York Times, January 7, 1948.

From the Palestine Post, January 9, 1948.

Ruins of Semiramis Hotel, August 1986. Photograph by Marina Parisinou.
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SCAN 
TO SHARE

The diary had been written within a 
few months of the incident and was 
published later that year in Lebanon 
in Les Cahiers de l’Est. A first look 
revealed that it had been the basis 
for Masoliver’s imaginary diary. 
Some sections were exact copies, 
others had been added to with 
information Masoliver received from 
Silvio Lorenzo (the eldest surviving 
son of the hotel’s manager), and 
from other sources. Masoliver 
credits both Silvio and Sami as 
sources. The latter is also credited 
as a source by O Jerusalem! He 
was in fact one of the people 
featured in the story, and his diary 
was mentioned in the bibliography. 
To my great surprise, however, in 

more than a few instances the book 
was not consistent with the diary. 
Nadia told me that Sami had been 
very upset when the book was first 
published. Now I could see why. 

For instance, in addition to the 
discrepancies regarding the 
ownership of the hotel and the 
number of victims from the two 
families, Sami confirmed something 
Masoliver also mentions: The dog 
that wouldn’t leave the rubble until 
his master’s body was recovered 
was not that of Manolo, as O 
Jerusalem! claims, but rather 
Brackie, the Lorenzo dog, who 
hovered over the area where the 
body of Hubert was found. But, I 

suppose, a touching incident like 
this packs more punch if a foreign 
diplomat is involved. 

Another surprise was discovering 
that Rauf Lorenzo was not the 
owner either. I found documents 
in the archives indicating who the 
owners were – the brothers Yusef 
and Salim Shishan – and appointing 
Rauf to the position of manager. 
However, I can easily see how, 
being the manager of the hotel, 
Rauf had become identified with 
it. The Semiramis being a small, 
neighborhood hotel, rather than 
part of a big chain, the manager 
would have been its public face. 
I could imagine people referring 
to Lorenzo’s hotel – and even 
himself talking about his hotel – 
without anyone being particularly 
concerned as to who actually 
owned it on paper. 

In another stroke of serendipity, I 
became aware that Silvio’s son had 
been following me on Facebook 
all along, having come across my 
original Semiramis post. Mark 
Lorenzo and his mother have 
eagerly and generously offered to 
help me in my research. Thanks to 
them, I now have another first-
person testimony, that of Silvio, 
which again matches closely 
Masoliver’s article and expresses 
outrage at O Jerusalem! 

Getting the facts of a story right 
is hard on a good day. When it 
comes to major disasters that 
shake people up and cause 
rumors to fly all over, like birds in 
a shape-shifting murmuration, it 
becomes near impossible. Much 
time needs to pass before the dust 
can settle and a clear picture can 
emerge. O Jerusalem! stepped into 
a gap in time and, for whatever 
reasons, provided some erroneous 
information which in the absence 

of other sources has practically 
defined the Semiramis incident. 

In an August 2021 blog post 
(Semiramis Revisited), I announced 
my intention to write a book about 
the incident. I’m not an academic, 
certainly not a historian, but I am 
confident that I can tell the story 
of the Semiramis more fully and 
accurately than it’s been told 
so far. Having had the benefit of 
the information this preliminary 
research has yielded, I owe it to all 
the people whose lives have been 
altered by this event – whether 
terminated, traumatized, or 
impacted in one way or another – to 
tell their story.

Marina Parisinou was born in 
Cyprus to a Greek Jerusalemite 
mother and a Cypriot father. She 
publishes her research on her 
maternal family’s history on her 
blog, MyPalestinianStory.com. 
She is also one of the participants 
and an associate producer in 
the interactive documentary 
Jerusalem, We Are Here (info.
JerusalemWeAreHere.com). 
Marina is currently researching 
a book on Qatamon and the 
Semiramis bombing.

Life in Pre-1948 Jerusalem

Letterhead of Semiramis.

Ruins of Semiramis 
Hotel with the author’s 
grandfather’s house in 
the background. 
(Source: Israeli 
Archives).
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ivid memories of the Kassissieh house in Qatamon, 
his home until the 1948 Nakba, swarmed the mind 
of my late father, Jamil, often causing him to speak 
of it in a slow, brittle voice with loud breaths in 
between each heavy sentence. 

One of his fondest recollections was the mighty 
pine tree that stood tall in front of the house. He 

could vividly remember touching the thick forked branches from his 
bedroom window on the second floor. He recalled that his father, Issa, 
would reprimand him and at times even forbid him from coming back 
into the house at late hours of the night after some mischief with his 
friends. Discipline reigned supreme at the Kassissieh house, and my 
father knew this very well. To avoid his punishment, he would climb 
up the tree, gently open the window, and squeeze into his room. 

My father never stopped talking about the pine tree that saved him 
after countless nocturnal adventures. For him, the tree was a living 
witness to the existence of an indigenous Palestinian family that had 
been forced out of their home and yet still nourishes the hope that 
one day they will return to it and relive their beautiful memories.

My father wistfully recalled the strong bond of the Qatamon 
neighborhood cousins, Suleiman, Saliba, Issa, and Nasri. Looking 
back, he detailed how these Jerusalemite Palestinian families of the 

Life in Pre-1948 Jerusalem

By Issa Kassissieh

Past and Present

My Family
Home
in Qatamon

V

Qatamon lived in perfect harmony 
and had peaceful relationships 
amongst themselves. In early 1948, 
they were harassed one by one 
into vacating their homes and their 
beloved neighborhood that was 
quickly turning into a war zone. By 
the start of the Nakba, most of the 
Qatamon families had dispersed to 
different localities, on a presumably 
temporary basis. 

“Before our Nakba” (lit. 
catastrophe), he added, “the 
neighborhood lived as one extended 

family, and the children used to 
eat at the same table, enjoying 
their meals. It was the duty of the 
mothers to alternate each day in 
the preparation of meals.” Sunday 
was considered a sacred day, where 

the family would gather after the 
church service and enjoy the mezza 
with Arak, a symbol of their joy and 
the preservation of traditions. “The 
family,” my father said, “lived a 
happy urban life in Qatamon.”

Nina and Jamil Kassissieh on their wedding day,
Jerusalem, 1959.

The Kassissieh family house in Qatamon.
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After the Naksa of 1967, my father 
would frequently visit the house. 
Standing in front of it, and knowing 
full well that strangers had occupied 
it, he would look up and mourn the 
fact he would never again climb 
his beloved tree and sneak into 
what was once his room. With 
tearful eyes, he cursed the people 
inside, and in a tone that was a 
mixture of hope and self-pity, he 
professed that the tree, the stones, 
and the ornate facade of his home 

would remain to speak of the 
oppression and displacement of the 
Palestinian people. My father knew 
well that the harm that has been 
inflicted on our family and many 
others in Jerusalem and historical 
Palestine will remain deeply carved 
in the hearts and minds of the 
descendants. 

My grandfather, Issa, and his 
brothers used to work in the 
decorative carpet tile industry. 

The tile factory was located in 
the basement of our family house 
in Qatamon and was the most 
sophisticated factory at that time, 
housing modern machinery that 
had been imported from Italy in 
1900. They excelled in designing 
and decorating houses, as well 
as in manufacturing elegant and 
lavish tiles that added to the beauty 
and artistic elegance of their 
houses and gardens. At that time, 
Qatamon was one of the richest 
and most appealing residential 
areas populated by Palestinians 
outside the walls of Jerusalem. It 
merits mentioning that the YMCA 
structure still stands as a witness 
of that era as a regularly frequented 
cultural and leisure hub of the 
Qatamon community. My father, 
along with his brothers, sisters, 
and cousins were active members 
who participated in a variety of 
sports and engaged in many diverse 
cultural and social activities. 

Palestinian history is authentic and 
can never be forgotten, for it has 
left deep indelible marks on our 
present, giving it credibility and 
sustainability. Isolating the past 
from the present is futile because 
whatever we do today will become 
history in the future. The past and 
the present are inevitably blended. 
This is the kind of feeling I get 
when, from time to time, I visit 
Qatamon and our family’s house. 
I walk around, fascinated by the 
ingenuity of the architects who built 
the exquisitely embellished buildings 
that date back to the 1920s and 
1930s and that demonstrate the 
level of urban progress attained by 
Palestinian families in Jerusalem in 
a short amount of time in the early 
twentieth century. These buildings 
remain a visible witness to an era 
of prosperity and creativity in all 
aspects of life. But with the Nakba 
of 1948, Palestine fell into the 
hands of strangers who replaced 

Life in Pre-1948 Jerusalem

A sample of the Kassissieh tiles, as laid in the main entrance of the building.

Grandfather Issa 
Khalil Kassissieh and 
grandmother Malakeh 
Kassissieh with 
family members in 
front of their house in 
Qatamon pre-1948.
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the indigenous population, starting 
a new era of oppression. My father 
and his brothers and sisters, along 
with the rest of the Palestinian 
population, were stripped of their 
rights and dignity in their homeland, 
and the forces of injustice strove to 
destroy their roots and erase their 
history.

Immediately after the Nakba, my 
father worked for UNRWA, and 
until the last moment of his life he 
endured a persistent nostalgic and 
sentimental longing for the peaceful 
life that he lived in the Qatamon 
neighborhood. He used to say that 
the survival of the state of Israel 
is dependent and predicated not 
on the logic of power or unlimited 
international support, but rather on 
the voluntary choice of Palestinians 
to accept and acknowledge Israel 
as their neighbor, in order to allow it 
to live, coexist, and prosper as part 
of the Middle East. Furthermore, he 
believed that Israel’s apology to the 

Palestinian people must be the first 
concrete step toward addressing 
the historical injustice done to 
them. Such a step, my father 
asserted, would open horizons 
toward embarking on a credible 
process based on the principle of 
“live and let live.” The 1967 Green 
Line, drawn by the international 
community, constitutes a territorial 
divide that, if respected, would 
make possible the realization of 
a Palestinian state and restore 
the basic rights of the Palestinian 
people who suffered for a long time 
and who are still suffering from 
homelessness and the denial of their 
rights. 

In this context, I can speak about 
my generation as representing the 
present, with the prevalence of 
national identity, perseverance, and 
struggle to live with freedom and 
dignity in the state that international 
legitimacy drew within the borders 
of 1967. Our dream is to maintain 

and strengthen our Palestinian 
national identity and live as free 
and dignified individuals in our 
homeland. Be that as it may, the 
Israeli policies and its military 
machinery have erased the last 
remaining thin line of hope, drawn 
by the international community, 
to realize the two-state solution 
based on the 1967 borders, which 
constitutes a historic compromise. 
(Yes, it always burns me to 
stress that this partial restoration 
of Palestinian rights involves 
Palestinians giving up 78 percent 
of their historical land. In fact, this 
restitution of rights constitutes 
a historic reconciliation by the 
Palestinian leadership to reach 
to a comprehensive and durable 
peace.) It is my fear and belief 
that with every second wasted, 
the two-state solution is being 
eroded further. Consequently, our 
subconscious mind transcends 
international consensus and aspires 

to return to the homes of our 
ancestors in Qatamon, Jaffa, Akka, 
and other places. The formula of 
“Greater Israel” will be challenged 
by “historical Palestine.” No matter 
the acuteness of oppression and 
injustice in this Holy Land, the 
power of reason, justice, and truth 
will triumph over the forces of evil. 

It is my hope that my children will 
live a quality life, based on freedom 
and dignity in a house of their 
own in a state of their own called 
Palestine without any fear of further 
expulsion.

H.E. Issa Jamil Kassissieh is 
Ambassador of Palestine to the 
Holy See and the Sovereign Order 
of Malta.

Life in Pre-1948 Jerusalem

The strangers currently living in the Kassissieh 
family home have distorted its beautiful 
architecture, 2021.

Land registration certificate, 
Government of Palestine, 1935.

SCAN 
TO SHARE



20 21THIS WEEK IN PALESTINE

oday, in my octogenarian years, I often find myself sitting in 
my comfortable chair reflecting on my youth. Vivid images of 
those pleasant days and years cross my imagination, bringing 
before my closed eyes cherished memories that sometimes 
tend to trigger a wry smile on my lips.

Before 1948 and for a few years thereafter, I lived as the fifth 
child of the family in my parents’ house, situated in one of the 

meandering streets of Jerusalem’s Jawalidah Quarter that ran from the Collège 
des Frères at New Gate down to the portal of the Latin Patriarchate’s main 
entrance, encompassing the northwestern section of the Old City. I was a student 
at the Frères’ (as we liked to call it). During the scholastic year, the school gave 
us, of course, a part of Sundays as a day of rest, because Christian students 
were expected to be at school at 7 am to attend Sunday mass. 

A short break was given after the church service, at the end of which all students 
gathered in their classrooms either for basic instructions in the art of drawing or 
in some other extracurricular learning skill. Yet, I recall, this turned out to be a full-
fledged session mostly consecrated to Arabic language didactics by our teacher 
Issa Boullata, who later became a prominent professor in Canada. In addition, 
there was no schooling on Thursday afternoons, which gave us students some 
valued free time.

Since I was an Old City dweller, before 1948 (when I was not yet 13), I had my 
own way of spending most Thursday afternoons and a good number of days 
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during the long summer vacation. 
One of my favorite pastimes was 
to saunter around in the area either 
alone or in the company of my late 
older brother George, or with the late 
Joseph Meo, my close friend who 
was my senior by a year or two. In 
part, our walk took us outside the 
walls of the Old City. From our homes, 
both located in the Jawalidah Quarter, 
we would head towards nearby Jaffa 
Gate, exit the gate and wander along 
the city walls, occasionally heading to 
the new city, to eventually end up at 
New Gate, from where we negotiated 
our way down the serpentine alleys of 
the Old City to return to our respective 
homes. Or we would reverse this 
route. During these walks, it was 
natural to have the area map imprinted 
on our minds in ample detail. 

The walk was one favorite option 
of mine while another was to play 
with cousins, relatives, and friends 
of my age, or a couple years older, 
on the promontory of a relatively 
vast land in the new city that today 
houses both the Van Leer Jerusalem 
Institute, in part of its expanse, as 
well as the official residence of the 

president of Israel on the other part 
that extends to Jerusalem’s Talbiyeh 
Quarter. Of course, we played there 
each and every time we visited my 
late maternal aunt Jamileh Calis 
Habesch, the wife of the late Tewfic 
Habesch, a well-known businessman 
and one of the pioneers in the craft 
of printing in Palestine whose house, 
however, as all Palestinian properties, 
was confiscated. It stands proudly 
until this very day, facing the Van 
Leer Jerusalem Institute on the other 
side of the main road. This sizable 
promontory provided us with some 
good-sized rock formations strewn 
all over and embedded in the ground 
and also a relative number of naturally 
growing trees to play around and hide 
behind sometimes. It was fun to play 
in this natural playground, particularly 
in springtime, when we were able to 
collect some beautiful wild flowers 
that were growing there, and at certain 
seasons of the year pick up a couple 
of a variety of snails that had attractive 
shells. Here, I am generally talking 
about the years prior to 1947 and 
1948 because during the first of these 
two years and until May 15, 1948 it 

Looking towards Jaffa Gate. Adjacent to the wall you can see shops that no longer exist. 
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was absolutely not safe or possible 
to roam around in West Jerusalem or 
undertake any kind of free activities, 
due to the ongoing conflict that 
raged between the Arab and Jewish 
residents of the city as was the case 
in the whole of Palestine.

Now back to my preferred walks. 
Once I exited the paternal house, 
I walked down past the very first 
convent of the Rosary Sisters 
adjacent to my parents’ house. Then, I 
would pass by the Ohanessian factory 
for paper bags and boxes and proceed 
past the official entrance of the Latin 
Patriarchate. As I headed down the 
street in the direction of Jaffa Gate, I 
passed by Anton Lawrence’s printing 
press, the factory for vehicle wheel-
retreading owned by Mr. Spyridon, 
and a number of merchant shops 
whose owners originally came from 
the city of Lod, including Noursi, 
Karkar, and other merchants whose 
names escape me at present. I can 
never forget Abu Asab’s live poultry 
shop that was distinctive and hard to 
miss because of the continual crows 
of roosters and the unpleasant smell 
that emanated from the shop. Mukhtar 
Issa Tubbeh’s Coffee Shop was the 
last venue I passed before turning 
right towards Jaffa Gate, also known 
as Bab al-Khalil (literally translated as 
Hebron Gate).

The coffee shop faced one of the 
two tile factories established inside 
the Old City and run by two cousins 
of the Kassissieh family. As I turned 
right towards Jaffa Gate, one of the 
eight rampart gates built by Suleiman 
al-Qanuni (also known as Suleiman 
the Magnificent) in 1538–39, I would 
notice an iron grill that safeguards two 
beautifully designed tombs. I have 
always wondered whose tombs they 
were, but I never got a satisfying or 
clear-cut answer to my query.

On my left, as I turned towards the 
gate, there stood the grandiose 
building of the Morcos Hotel, a 
Jerusalem landmark that is known 
today as the Imperial Hotel. Separated 
by a small alley, there was the 
famous Boulos Meo Persian Rug 
and Souvenirs Store, a rich source 
for original carpets and a variety of 
authentic souvenirs. This Meo store 
is another landmark of the area 
since it was established in 1872 and 
remained in operation until 1996.
The store was adjacent to the Hallak 
Souvenir Shop that offered quality 
souvenirs as well. The Jaffa Gate area 

is replete with historical narratives 
that call for a comprehensive, detailed 
study.

As I exited the Old City through the 
gate to carry on with my walk on 
Jaffa Road that ran north-south along 
the Old City walls, I was greeted 
by an array of shoe shiners who 
seemed to have been competing 
among themselves as to who owned 
the most beautiful and dazzling 
shoeshine box with walls covered 
in ornamentally designed brass, not 
to mention the shiny footrests on 
top of their boxes. It was a pleasant 
and amusing sight. Lifting my eyes 
upward I could see the balcony of 
a caféi where men of all ages sat 
smoking the shisha (hubble-bubble) 
as they watched the passers-by and 
the vehicular traffic.

That same building housed a number 
of wall-to-wall shops on the ground 
level, and so did the adjacent buildings 
that ran along Jaffa Road, offering a 
variety of merchandise and services. 
Although I do not recall names 
of all the shop owners and what 
merchandise they offered, I distinctly 
remember the Akrouk clothing facility, 
where on some occasion my mother 
bought two Sunday outfits, one for my 
brother George and one for me. Also, I 
remember, he had written in the Arabic 
language on each of the two opposing 
door leaves that were painted in beige 
“We sell ’oud strings.” A couple 
of shops up the road, there was a 
Bata Shoes store, a coffee shop that 
also sold ice cream and iced drinks, 
where we often stopped, a Persian 
carpet sales shop, and a Jewish store 
owned by Isaac Cohen with The New 
Palestine Hotel riding on top of it.

I also recall that in the late winter 
and early spring seasons, a young 
man used to set up at the curb of the 
road, a couple of meters away from 
the gate, his push cart that displayed 

a mound of zesty Jaffa oranges, 
alongside which stood a small 
mechanical, hand-operated juicer. 
Calling at the top of his voice, he 
invited pedestrians to purchase fresh 
orange juice to quench their thirst. To 
my own observation, he seemed to 
have been quite busy, as two or three 
prospective buyers were queued at his 
stand each time I passed him. 

On the opposite side of the road (at 
the time, there were buildings on both 
sides of the road), there were some 
other interesting businesses, among 
which was that of Arafat el-Bitar’s 
all-vegetables wholesale outlet where 
Jaffa oranges, lemons, other citrus 
fruits, and greeneries were tastefully 
displayed. Next to him were an 
Oriental Sweets shop and a number 
of other shops whose nature I do not 
clearly recall, up to the point where 
the road bifurcated with another major 
road, Mamilla Road, veering off to the 
left.ii 

When I strutted along on Jaffa Road 
that continued to run northward 
along the walls on the western side 
of the Old City, I would pass by more 
prominent businesses. There were 
shops with beautiful display windows 
that featured articles of clothing, 
Persian carpets, and other amenities. 
I distinctly recall among them, on the 
righthand side of the road, the Boulos 
Said Bookshop that boasted two shop 
windows with a beautiful arrangement 
of books and magazines. The Damiani 
oculist shop was there as well, where 
during summer holidays I worked to 
secure a couple score of Palestinian 
pounds for personal expenses. Farther 
up the road, there was the Ishtaklef 
bakery that offered very nice and 
crunchy loaves of different types of 
bread. Next to it, there was another 
coffee shop that had a corner stand 
that sold ice cream in cones and ice-
cold drinks.

A tomb in the vicinity of Jaffa Gate, possibly built 
during the time of the Ottoman Sultan Suleiman 
al-Qanuni. The author never found out to whom 
it belonged.

Mukhtar Issa Tubbeh.
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On the opposite side of this stretch 
of Jaffa Road, I remember a big 
building that had a modest open court 
entrance with a couple of shops, most 
prominent of which was the Louisidis 
grocery store that was famous for a 
variety of meat cutlets such as ham, 

However, if at times I decided on a 
little longer walk, I would negotiate 
Mamilla Road that, before 1948, 
extended to meet up with King George 
Avenue. Today, a good stretch of this 
road has been renamed as Gershon 
Agron Road.

place. It also offered services for 
shisha lovers. This smoking gadget 
was quite as popular then as it is 
today. On a couple of occasions, 
whenever accompanied by my dad, 
I had the pleasure of tasting some of 
the restaurant’s tasty salads.

I also recall that in front of the 
barber’s shop there was a stop for 
bus no. 37 that served the Talbiyeh 
Quarter and which my parents and 
I used to take to go to my aunt’s. 
A little farther down, there was the 
stop for bus no. 4 that served the 
Qatamon area. Next to the barber’s, 
there was a small shop maintained 
by a young man known by the name 
of George who ran a steam-ironing 
business for clothing. Facing this shop 
was Arsenian’s pharmacy whose 
entrance was accessed by climbing 
up a couple of steps. Strolling on the 
pavement of the right-hand side of 
the street, I would stop at the large 
and wide entrance door to the St. 
Vincent de Paul Hospice and admire 
its beautiful design. I always knew 
that this organization owned about 
14 or 15 shops on Mamilla Road that 

were leased to local merchants. A 
businessman by the name of Sahhar 
leased a two-shop configuration from 
the hospice where he maintained a 
household furniture store. I can never 
forget, and I still see in my mind’s 
eye, the display behind one of the two 
shop windows with a beautiful double 
bed dressed in a lovely satiny, light-
honey-colored cover with a couple of 
similarly covered pillows, though of a 
lighter shade. The Matossian Cigarette 
Company also had its offices and 
workshop above a number of the 
shops on this road.

On the other side of the street and 
facing the Sahhar enterprise, there 
were more interesting businesses. The 
one that attracted me most was that 
of Zananiri, for it was basically a toy 
store. How often did I stop at its two 
shop windows to admire the various 
toys on display of which I would have 
liked to own a couple? Among others, 
there were two-wheeled bicycles, 
small mechanical automobiles in 
different shapes and sizes that a child 
could actually ride and run with, and 
many other toys that would have 

bacon, etc., and an assortment of 
other foods and alcoholic drinks. In 
the vicinity, there were also other 
shops, one of which, I remember, 
was a small bookstore owned by 
Nakhleh Lawrence, a cousin of Anton 
Lawrence.iii Often this shop was a 
destination for me to buy stationery, 
pens, and pencils and sometimes to 
repair my fountain pen or simply to 
replace its nib. Mr. Lawrence offered 
these repair services. Some twenty 
meters onwards from Laurence’s 
shop stood the majestic building of 
the Fast Hotel.

To proceed back home, I would make 
a right turn at the intersection up the 
hill where the city wall turns to the 
east, and trudge my way towards the 
Old City’s New Gate.

Whenever I embarked on my slightly 
longer Mamilla walk, I would first 
pass by the barbershop where I had 
my regular haircuts. Because often, 
it seems, I had to sit at the barber’s 
waiting for my turn, I spent my time 
with my eyes fixed on the opposite 
side of the road, looking at the people 
who climbed up and down a long 
flight of stairs that led to the Arab 
Bank. A couple meters along the 
pavement across from me, there was 
another flight of stairs that ran down 
to the Rudolph Habesch printing 
press. This gentleman is the brother 
of Tewfic Habesch and my mom’s 
first cousin. Next to this, there was 
the National Restaurant that served 
delicious local Arabic food, which to 
my observation was quite a popular 
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A view of Jaffa 
Road in the 
direction of Jaffa 
Gate.

A view of some shops inside Jaffa Gate.
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attracted a child of my age at the 
time. Next to Zaniniri’s, there were 
two or more shops that belonged to 
Costandi Salameh where Buick and 
Chrysler vehicles (if I remember the 
make correctly) were on display. I 
often stopped there to admire those 
beautiful grandiose vehicles. Farther 
down the road, there was a Jewish-
owned store by the name of Stern. I 
recall this store in particular because 
my dad was friendly with Mr. Stern 
and often had been to his shop either 
to buy batteries, shaving blades, and 
other paraphernalia, or just to chat 
with him, and I at times accompanied 
my father on these visits. The shop 
remained open and functional, run 
by two daughters of Mr. Stern, until 
the year 2007 when the Mamilla 
renovation plan was embarked upon. 
Above those shops, there were a 
hotel facility that I believe was known 
by the name of Park Hotel as well as 
other business offices, one of which, 
I remember, was for Mr. Elias Jallad, 
a real-estate agent. Strolling further 
down the road, I would be standing 

at the top of a staircase that led me 
down to the Shamma’a Quarter. 
There, on one of his pieces of land, 
Mr. Tewfic Habesch constructed a 
new modern building to house the 
new printing press, replacing the one 
at the Old City’s New Gate. Brand-
new machines still in their crates 
were inside the building just before 
the war of 1948 broke out. Running 
further down the road, I would 
reach Spinney’s Grocery store, the 
Hamoudah hairdresser, and another 
barbershop. 

On the right side of Mamilla Road, 
though, there was a coffee house with 
an elevated and quite large frontal 
terrace accessible by four steps. It 
always hosted lots of shisha-loving 
patrons of all ages. By now, I would 
have arrived at the intersection with 
Julian Road to my left and Princess 
Mary Road to my right. I would turn 
right to climb up the street for about 
twenty meters, before I turned right 
once again to take St. Louis Road 
and run past the Shamieh Photo 
Studio, where I had some of my 

photographs actually taken, to reach 
the intersection of Jaffa Road and 
Suleiman Road. I would negotiate 
this last section to get to New Gate 
and enter the Old City to return home, 
passing by the Frères’ School and the 
second Kassissieh tile factory that 
was run by Khalil Kassissieh.

This was always a pleasant walk 
for me that I either took alone or in 
company as I mentioned above. 
The 1948 war brought an end to 
these pleasant days and wonderful 
walks and restricted our access 
to the areas lying outside the Old 
City wall. I was able to revisit these 
places only after the war of 1967, 
prior to the implementation of the 
renovation project that changed the 
entire area, completely altering the old 
features of Mamilla Road and building 
modern structures that turned it into 
the Mamilla Mall that is strictly for 
pedestrian use, while preserving only 
a couple or more of its old buildings. 
It seems that among the old, still-
standing structures is the Arafat 
Bitar house that was rebuilt with its 
original stones, reinstated to its former 
shape and on its previous site. This is 
evident because each of the building’s 
stones bears a visible number in black 
paint. The entire line of shops on this 
section of Jaffa Road that ranged from 
Jaffa Gate to the intersection at the 
top of the hill was razed to reveal the 
rampart of the Old City. 

Antoine Nesnas was born in 1935 
to Dominic G. Nesnas and Hanneh 
A. Calis Nesnas. Schooled in the 
Old City of Jerusalem and with 
a GCE Certificate of Education 
from London University, he gained 
extensive experience in a wide range 
of fields, working initially as teacher 
and translator in Arabic, English, 
and French at various positions 
locally and abroad, including with 
the British Army in Cyprus and as 
translator/news editor at the Near 
East Arab Broadcasting Station, in 
Cyprus. He then worked at the travel 
agency that represented Kuwait 
Airways in Jerusalem and gained 
experience in the art of printing as 
an employee of Tewfic Habesch 
Commercial Press in Jerusalem. 
For 23 years he served as a 
senior employee at the American 
Consulate General, Jerusalem, 
receiving several awards from the 
consulate and from Secretary of 
State Madeleine Albright, before 
he retired in January 2000.

i This café was at a right angle with the tiny portion of the city wall that was only apparent at the time. It 
was on the southern side of the first range of buildings that covered the entire western section of the city 
wall.
ii Mamilla Road no longer exists, and the part that remains is the renovated pedestrian-only Mamilla Mall.
iii This gentleman was a countrywide-known teacher of Arabic and, I believe, an editor of books as well. He 
established the Lawrence Printing Press facility and, as he was also a hotelier, constructed the Lawrence 
Hotel on Saladin Street in Jerusalem.

 The Fast Hotel.
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e can trace our family history in Palestine as far back as 
1643. The family became rapidly involved with the Catholic 
church starting with the Franciscan fathers who were in 
charge of the Catholic pilgrims who flocked to the Holy 
Land. One of our ancestors became the right hand of the 
Custodian, with the title of First Dragoman of the Holy Land. 
Since that time, the job became hereditary, being passed on 

to the oldest man in the family. As dragomans they had to be highly educated 
and literate in many languages in order to communicate with all Catholic 
churches. They spoke Arabic, Turkish – to communicate with the Ottomans – 
Latin, German, French, and Spanish. We have official letters from corresponding 
countries recognizing the efficiency of these dragomans. My grandfather held 
this title and was effectively working at the Latin Catholic Patriarchate that had 
been established in 1847. When he became blind, his son Loutfi helped him 
with his responsibilities, even though he was only the second son. His older 
brother, Negib, studied law in Istanbul and eventually became governor of Beirut, 
taught law at the Jesuit university, and later became a supreme court justice in 
Lebanon. Loutfi, who was director of a European bank, was blown up with his 
wife and seven members of her family in the bombing of the Semiramis Hotel in 
Qatamon, in January 1948.

My father was the first engineer to build with reinforced concrete, after his 
graduation from the Ecole Centrale de Paris in 1921. He has many buildings to 
his name in several Arab countries but primarily in Palestine and Jordan: the 
Church of Gethsemane, the monastery of the Carmelite nuns at the top of Mount 
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Carmel in Haifa, the French consulate 
in Jerusalem, multiple convents and 
churches, and the buildings of Point 
4 and Point 5 for the British army, 
consisting of barracks, officers’ family 
quarters, and military installations. 
He also built multiple private villas, 
including the villa of Constantin and Katy 
Salameh (Katy was my father’s sister) 
on Salameh Square. Constantin Salameh 
was a very capable and well-known 
businessman. At a banquet he hosted 
at the Salameh Villa in honor of Prince 
Talal of Jordan, he presented each of the 
hundred guests without referring to any 
notes.

Some of the buildings for which 
my father was the engineer and 
contractor were designed by the 
French architect Marc Favier. The two 
of them rehabilitated the Church of the 
Pater Noster on the Mount of Olives. 
The church has a covered walkway, 
somewhat like a half cloister, with large 
stone facades on the wall, carved with 
the Lord’s prayer in many languages.

I was born in Jerusalem, in 1932. 
My brother and I had a wonderful 
childhood. We lived in Upper 
Baqa’a, on the second floor of a 
rented house with two bedrooms 
and a bathroom, plus facilities for 
our help, Salma, who was from 
the small town of Birzeit (lit. the 
oil well), north of Ramallah, where 
her parents owned olive trees. 
Like most women of her class, 
she wore long dresses, generally 
black or white, hand-embroidered 
in very small cross-stitching 
across the chest and down the 
side seams, mostly in red silk. The 
everyday dresses were black and 
the embroidery less abundant but 
still quite rich. She would allow me 
to help with the cross-stitching, to 
my delight. The headdress was a 
simple cap that fit the head but it, 
too, was abundantly embroidered. 
A light, white shawl was draped 
over the cap. The Sunday outfit, 
preferably white but often black, 
was much more luxurious. On 

Comte de Forbin on a visit with the Aboussouan family.

Gilbert and Nadia ready for Greek 
Orthodox Palm Sunday.
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the cap they stitched money – from 
copper all the way to gold, depending 
on their or their husband’s fortune. 
She used to take my brother with her 
to visit her home. He was very close 
to her and was always well received 
and enjoyed the food, the family, and 
roaming around in the olive grove.

Once a week, a woman clad in an 
outfit similar to Salma’s, would come 
to wash the clothes and linens. A 
large Primus, fueled by kerosene, 
would be set up in the narrow yard, 
with a large metal container on 
top. Soap and bluing were used for 
sparkling clean laundry.

Six days a week, shortly after the 
crack of dawn, similarly dressed 
women would walk down the streets, 
each with a very large basket on her 
head, selling fruit and vegetables, 
picked that same morning in the 
nearby village of Battir. They rode the 
train as there were no roads between 

Jerusalem and Battir. Besides picking 
wild strawberries and blueberries in 
France, I have never tasted such fresh 
and flavorful products.

We had no electric iceboxes so ice 
was delivered weekly. In Palestine, 
much of the cooking was prepared in 
large round trays that would not fit in 
a home oven. Communal ovens were 
the norm. When you made your own 
pita bread, you’d take it there to be 
baked. In my child’s memory, these 
ovens were about six feet deep and 
nine feet wide. A good fire would be 
burning in the center. The suniehs 
(large, round baking containers) were 
placed closer to or farther from the 
fire according to their contents. The 

a wonderful Jewish lady who lived 
in Talpiot. Then dinner and bridge 
again, unless my parents were invited 
out for the evening. We did not need 
babysitters as our help lived in the 
house. My mother passed away after 
a long sickness when I was 12. After 
that, our social life was limited to our 
extended family and close friends.

As we were Roman Catholics, 
Sunday church was a must. 
However, on Palm Sunday we went 
to the Orthodox church that typically 
celebrated one or more weeks later. 
All the children were dressed in 
their best Sunday outfits and carried 
palm branches decorated with fresh 
flowers, wax eggs, and figurines. 
At some point in the service, all the 
children stood up, formed a circle 
and went around the church several 
times, proudly holding their decorated 
palms.

I was a perfect tomboy and went 
against all the rules of dress for a girl. 
With my brother’s shorts and a pith 

helmet, no one suspected I was a 
girl, and I was free to roam to friends 
and family within walking distance. 
In retrospect, I am amazed at how 
safe we were. We played in our street 
which was practically a dead end. A 
British girl my age and I were captains 
of our soccer team and spent many 
hours playing in our makeshift 
stadium. Two older cousins of mine 
– sons of a great-uncle who owned 
a pharmacy close to the Church 
of the Holy Sepulcher – taught us 
how to build kites with bamboo and 
newspaper, and also how to use our 
Easter eggs for the best results. 

We colored our Easter eggs but 
instead of coloring, we boiled the 
eggs either in onion skins which gave 
them a beautiful copper color (much 
prettier than the ones in the grocery 
stores now) or in a piece of an old 
fez to make them red. We did not 
have egg hunts. Instead, we carried 
our eggs in a basket to challenge the 
other children. We learned to evaluate 
the hardness of the eggshell against 
our teeth. Then one child would hold 

pita bread was placed far from the 
fire and had to be turned regularly. 
One big advantage of going to the 
oven was that you could buy the top 
or bottom of the pita bread on which 
olive oil would be spread, covered 
with za’atar, a thyme concoction, 
and rolled. Children would stop every 
morning on their way to school for 
this specialty.

My father went early to the office, 
came home for lunch at about 2pm, 
took a nap, and then went for a game 
of bridge. One of his partners was 
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Nadia's father Selim Matthias 
Aboussouan.

In Jerusalem in front of the YMCA. From the left, 
Nadia, her mother's sister, Nadia's brother, and her 
cousin Jacques Yamine from Nazareth.

Nadia and classmates during her last year at the 
school in Jerusalem. Nadia is the last on the right. 
The ribbons reveal their class standing.

Nadia's father with coat and tie inspecting the iron 
reinforcement. He often sent Nadia to check it, but 
what does a little girl know!!! The house no longer 
exists. It may have been unfinished and belonged 
to Anton Batato in Upper Baqa'a.
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the egg in his fist with the hardest 
part between his index and his thumb. 
Another child would hit that egg and 
the egg that broke would go to the 
winner. 

We did not own bicycles but would 
rent them from a place not too far 
away from our house, and then 
we would go riding on the road to 
Bethlehem. No one ever bothered us 
although we were not accompanied 
by any adults.

One day we visited the village of Battir 
by simply walking on the railroad 
track. Arriving in the lush valley of 
Battir, where our fruit and vegetables 
came from, we discovered that there 
was an echo. One of us called out: 

“You, Jews, get out of our country.” 
A few minutes later an Arab farmer 
came down to scold us. “You kids 
are being nasty. We do have Jewish 
farmers in this valley and they are 
hardworking and our neighbors. 
Shame on you!” I have always 
wondered about him, hoping that he 
and his family did not suffer in 1948.

My younger brother, Gilbert Selim 
Matthias Aboussouan, like all 
the male members of our family, 
went to Collège des Frères, the 
Christian Brothers’ school. They 
were not priests but educators. 
He subsequently studied medicine 
in France where he practiced and 
also became very active in trying 
to explain the Palestinian problems, 
sometimes feeling threatened. He 
belonged to the Palestinian physicians 
group in France and continued his 
activity until his death in 2019. His 
son has a PhD in physics and teaches 
math and physics in English at high 
school and college levels in French 
schools on the Riviera.

Like all the women in our family, I 
went to the French school created by 
Marie-Alphonse Ratisbonne, a rich 
Jewish gentleman, and his brother 
Marie-Theodore, both of whom 
had converted to Catholicism. The 
convent was called Notre Dame de 
Sion (Our Lady of Zion). The church, 
which had been built in the Old City 

of Jerusalem, on the Via Dolorosa, 
encompassed a beautiful old arch in 
the chapel, and the whole complex 
was built over the courtyard of 
Pontius Pilate. You can see the huge 
slabs of stone with ruts made by 
the chariots over 2,000 years ago. 
At some point, my father became 
the engineer and contractor for the 
school.

I started school at the age of five 
and I think that I was immediately 
a boarder as I remember going on 
outings on Thursdays and Sundays. 
The older girls would take care of me 
and occasionally carry me so I would 
not get too tired. 

I was a poor student and quite lazy. 
The mother superior, Mère Godlaine, 
had to make a decision every year 
whether to allow me to be promoted 
to the next grade. I was, however, 
very good in math, so she would 
say: “She can learn all the rest later.” 
She was a severe and imposing 
person. My father used to tell me: 
“If you knew as much as one of 
her fingernails, you would be very 
smart!”

The school had two levels of 
nuns and three levels of students, 
according to their financial 
capabilities. For the nuns, the ones 
with a higher education and dowry 
(nuns carry a dowry, when possible, 
as they enter the order) were the 
teachers and had the educational 
responsibilities. The others were the 
caretakers of the school, in charge of 
the laundry, the kitchen, the cleaning. 
As for the students, the ones who 
paid full tuition were definitely 
privileged: they only had to study and 
behave. Those who paid only partial 
tuition were a small group. The third 
group went to the school for free but 
had to work with the nuns to take 
care of the school facilities. Their free 
education consisted of four hours 

daily during which they learned the 
basics. 

All of us had to learn embroidery. The 
school was on the Way of the Cross, 
and many pilgrims who stopped by 
daily to visit were eager to buy any 
embroidery made in Jerusalem. This 
served me well, as I embroidered our 
own linen and made gifts for friends 
after my marriage. We had interesting 
organized games on the terraces. 
Basically, we were happy there. Two 
interesting things happened while I 
was at school. The most important 
was the news of the signing at Reims 
of the Instrument of Surrender, ending 
World War II.  Given that most of the 
nuns were French, it was exhilarating. 
The second was an invasion of 
locusts. Very dramatic.

We had to learn three languages: 
French, English, and Arabic. As 
Palestine was under the British 
Mandate, we had to strive for the 
British Matriculation, but being in a 
French school we primarily learned 
French history and geography. Arabic 
is a rich, beautiful language. In the 
French dictionary, even before 1948, 
the Israeli flag was prominent and 
geographically Israel extended from 
the Mediterranean to, if my memory 
is correct, the Tigris. We spent many 
hours trying to blot out all this from 
the dictionary. Although the student 
body was primarily Christian, we had 
several Muslim students. I remember 
Leyla al-Husseini, the mufti’s 
daughter, and Leyla Nashashibi, the 
granddaughter of Ragheb Nashashibi 
who also was an important political 
figure. The latter Leyla and I were 
very close friends and I spent many a 
week at their large property that had a 
huge carob tree.

My first memory of trouble in 
Palestine was when I was about five 
years old, in 1937–38. We were living 
in Haifa while my father was building 
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From the left, Nadia's father, Selim Aboussouan; 
her mother, Therese Morcos Aboussouan; the 
French architect Marcel Favier, and the contractor 
in Selim Aboussouan's office.

Members of the Aboussouan and 
Salameh families at Constantin 
Salameh's villa on Salameh Square.
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the Carmelite monastery. When 
travelling to Jerusalem for business, 
he took me with him. I had to sit in 
the back, not for safety but because 
I had the responsibility of handing 
him the correct headdress: pith 
helmet in areas of Jewish snipers and 
tarboush (fez) in areas of Palestinian 
dominance. Each group would shoot 
at the enemy’s passing headdress.

In 1947 I left for Strasbourg, France, 
to complete my education there. 
After pre-med and medical school in 
Strasbourg, I also attended medical 
school in Lebanon at the French 
School of Medicine, one of four 
women making up 10 percent of 
the class. Also in 1947, my father 
was asked to add a wing to the 
Philadelphia Hotel he had built in 
Amman. Because he had to commute 
between Jerusalem and Amman 
and the situation was worsening, 
he thought that it would be safer for 
my mother and brother to stay in 
Alexandria, where my father’s brother 

and sister were living, until things 
would settle down. He ended up 
living and working in Amman after the 
Nakba.  

In my last year in Lebanon, while 
visiting my father in Amman, I met 
a group of oil prospectors from 
Mississippi who talked me into 
applying for my medical residency 
at a university hospital in the South. 
The oil specialist of the group, Robert 
Woodruff Tyson Jr, became my 
husband a year later in Mississippi. 
We have three children and two 
grandsons. I was the first woman in a 
radiology residency at the University 
of Mississippi Medical Center as well 
as the first woman in most of the 
hospitals where I worked, always in 
Mississippi. I have been a Southern 
lady for 64 years. I adopted the South 
and the South adopted me. The 
South has a lot in common with the 
Middle East. With my husband and 
my brother and his wife, I went back 
twice to visit the Old City, staying at 
the American Colony Hotel.

Nadia Aboussouan Tyson, MD, 
studied medicine in France and 
Lebanon. She settled in Mississippi, 
USA, with her husband, Robert 
Woodruff Tyson Jr, and worked as 
a radiologist until her retirement. 
Nadia and Robert have three 
children and two grandchildren.

I was ten years old in May 1948 and 
remember vividly leaving our home 
on St. George Street in the Saed and 
Said neighborhood (named after the 
mosque on Nablus Road).

My father decided to drive us all to 
Jericho (mother, sister, and brothers) 
just after my uncle Izzat was shot 
in the head right in our garden. The 
streets of Jerusalem were empty. 
Perhaps everybody fled the war. My 
mother quickly selected some pieces 
of furniture to give to Mr. Momjian 
to hide them in “El-Mutran” (St. 
George’s School). Mr. Momjian was 
our neighbor and a good friend of the 
family. He and my father would go 
deer hunting at least once a week. 

This shooting incident happened 
in front of my eyes and I will never 
forget that day. How we all gathered 
around Uncle Izzat, checking 
whether he was still alive. He was 
quickly taken to the closest hospital, 
the Austrian Hospice, in the Old City, 
for surgery. 
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Nadia's maternal grandfather's family, 
the Morcoses.

Bakiza Nashashibi Imam.

Once in Jericho, we reached the 
monastery Deir il-Rahbat on Sabiha 
Street. There I felt safe. There was 
no shooting like in Jerusalem. 
I remember Maika, the mother 
superior, who spoke Arabic with us, 
while they all spoke Italian amongst 
themselves. 

Schools were closed. Every 
morning, a special van would pick 
us up (we were seven girls) to go 
together to Aqabat Jaber Refugee 
Camp to help the Red Cross 
distribute food to the refugees. In 
the beginning we all volunteered, 
but later on we were given pocket 
money. 

We lived in the Jericho monastery 
for three years before we were able 
to return to our family home.

Born in Jerusalem, Bakiza 
Nashashibi was educated at 
Ma’mounyeh School and Schmidt 
College before she married Fareed 
Imam and became the mother of 
five children. She lives in Sheikh 
Jarrah and has been an active 
member of the Women’s Union 
Association and the YWCA. 

Life in Pre-1948 Jerusalem

T E S T I M O N Y

I Will Never Forget That Day
By Bakiza Nashashibi Imam

SCAN 
TO SHARE



36 37THIS WEEK IN PALESTINE

“There’s no place like home,
Home, home, sweet, sweet home,
There’s no place like home.”

ver since we lost our home in New Jerusalem in May 
1948, tears run down my cheeks whenever I remember 
this song. On the evening of May 13, my parents – who 
never imagined leaving their home – thought it would be 
safer for the family to spend two nights at Saint Charles 
Borromeo Hospice that was a five-minute walk from our 
house. They made this decision because, unexpectedly, 

the British soldiers had left their posts at the Zone A checkpoints on May 12, 
leaving Lower Baqa’a unprotected from the Zionist terrorists who had already 
occupied Qatamon neighborhood on May 1.

Although the hospice, located in the German Colony, was under the 
protection of the International Red Cross, Zionist terrorists forced their way 
into it on May 14 and rounded up fifteen civilian males from among the 
residents. That day, my two brothers, Sari, 19, and Rafiq, 17, were taken 
prisoner. My father, Adel Aweidah, was taken two days later. They were 
among the first 15 prisoners forced to stay in the unfinished buildings north 
of Jerusalem during the siege; the first prisoners having to trek across Burma 
Road, opened in the mountains to connect Jerusalem to the coast; and the 
first civilian detainees to arrive at Sheikh Mwannes Detention Camp near 
Jaffa after the prisoners from the Egyptian military had arrived in March. On 
July 22, hundreds more civilians arrived from the occupied cities of Ramlah 
and Lidda, so all prisoners, including my father and brothers, were moved 
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By Nahil Aweidah

There's
No Place
Like Home 

E

to Atleet, a coastal camp farther up 
north that previously had been used 
by the British army. They remained 
imprisoned there until Jordan signed 
the Rhodes Armistice in March 
1949.

After the evening of May 13, things 
changed drastically. The first phase 
of my life came to an end. Those 
twelve years of my life were the 
happiest. I was the fifth of six 
children born into a happy family 
that consisted of a handsome and 
responsible father, a beautiful, loving 

mother, three brothers, and two 
sisters. But on May 16, my mother, 
Husniyeh, was left homeless with 
four kids: Lamis was turning sixteen 
in the summer, Samir had already 
turned fifteen on May 1, and I, Nahil, 
was twelve, two years older than 
Nawal, the youngest, who was born 
on my second birthday.

I am not going to describe the 
sufferings we went through as a 
family during the 1948–49 war. I 
grew up faster than my father could 
ever have imagined while he was 
absent. But we survived and were 
happy to be reunited, even though 
we had to start from scratch, like 
most displaced Palestinians, making 
our new home in Ramallah. Despite 
the hardship, we remained an intact 
family, which helped some of us 
excel in our chosen fields, holding 
Jerusalem in our hearts wherever 
we spent the remainder of our lives.

How could we forget New 
Jerusalem with all the happy events 
that used to take place? Personally, 
even though I lived there for only a 
few years, I still cherish the memory 
of those days.

On the right, the home of Adel Aweidah, the author's father.

The author as a little girl in her father's 
garden in 1944.
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I was lucky to come from a Jerusalemite 
middle-class family. My grandfather, 
Aref Khalil Aweidah, was in the tourism 
business which has always flourished 
in Jerusalem. He worked for Thomas 
Cook Touring Agency, located inside 
Jaffa Gate, and therefore moved out of 
the family quarters in Harat al-Sa’idiyeh 
neighborhood and built a three-story 
building on Mamilla Road, where my father 
was born. Mamilla was the residence of 
the Europeans then, and at the beginning 
of the twentieth century gradually became 
the main commercial center of Jerusalem. 
My grandfather supplied means of 
transportation (horses and carriages) and 
tourist guides for Thomas Cook Touring 
Agency. My eldest uncle, Khaleel, and his 
grandchildren inherited this business. With 
time, they replaced the horses with motor 
cars and arranged reservations at hotels 
as well. After 1948 the Aweidahs started 
anew. They had to build or lease hotels in 
Jerusalem in order to accommodate their 
full-package touring business that included 
ticketing agencies.  

My father was the youngest of five sons. 
Khaleel was in tourism, as already mentioned. 
Abdel Salam followed his hobby in horse racing and traded in expensive 
Arabian horses. Hassan and Subhi graduated during World War I from the 
Syrian Protestant College in Beirut (which became the American University 
in 1920). Hassan was a successful businessman and directed Fundoq 
al-’Asry (The Modern Hotel) in his father’s building, while Subhi never used 
his degree in pharmacy. He was interested in real estate and prospered in 
Haifa where he was appointed as the Arab director of the Land Registry 
Department (Tabo). He also built twin two-story buildings in Haifa; one 
remains intact, whereas the other was replaced by a six-story residence 
building after the Nakba.

My father was more ambitious than his brothers. With the cars arriving in 
Jerusalem, he was no longer contented with driving his own Tek, a small 
private carriage pulled by one horse for personal use. He had no worries, 
being the youngest and well taken care of after his old parents’ departure 
because he was surrounded by his brothers and his married nieces 
and nephews who lived in their own houses around Mamilla quarter. He 
graduated from Collège des Frères and spoke Arabic, Turkish, French, and 
English. Befriending a Dutch immigrant who lived in one of their houses, 
he looked forward to studying in Europe. In 1922 he left for Konstanz 
Technical College where he studied German for a year and then mechanical 
engineering, graduating in 1926. Meanwhile, he worked hard to gain 

experience and save money to fulfill his 
ambition. Unlike other Palestinian students 
studying abroad, he did not come back 
with a European wife. My father brought 
back a new car instead.

I described my father’s life to show how 
lucky I was to have such an ambitious 
father. Water was scarce in Jerusalem, 
where an average of 500ml of rain fell per 
year; therefore, every new house had to 
build a water cistern first so that the rain 
falling on the red pyramid-like roofs could 
be collected for the summer. In 1926, Ain 
Farah Pump Station Project was launched, 
and on his return, my father was appointed 
as the mechanical engineer there. In 
1927, for the first time, water flowed into 
homes through taps. This time, it came 
from north of Jerusalem, whereas over the 
past centuries water had been drawn from 
Hebron via Bethlehem in the south to fill 
the wells in Old Jerusalem. 

Husniyeh Abu Souod, my mother, was 
a peacemaking, open-minded, flexible, 
and loving mother and person, ready to 

get along with anyone. She grew up as the 
daughter of Taher Abu Souod, the mufti of 

the Shafi’i Muslims in Jerusalem and its vicinity who died in 1920, leaving 
my grandmother to raise six sons and two daughters. My mother’s sister 
Lalmia was married in 1926 to Tahseen al-Khalidi in a large, luxurious 
wedding arranged by the groom’s sister who was married to Hussein Salim 
al-Husseini, a former mayor of Jerusalem (1909–17). My mother, having 
completed the seven years of government schooling that was provided at 
the time, attended the Salesian Sisters’ Secondary School, an Italian private 
school, for one year and then married my father the following year, at age 15. 

Having signed the Islamic marriage contract in the summer of 1927, my 
father succeeded in imposing a modern-style marriage with no wedding 
party. He and my mother were engaged for two months, during which they 
together furnished a small apartment and prepared a trousseau filled with 
tailored European-style clothing, a practice very uncommon at the time when 
engaged couples were not supposed to go out alone. My father encouraged 
my mother to abandon the traditional Muslim clothes that covered her entire 
body and wear short dresses, silk stockings, and a very light chiffon veil 
thrown over her face. My mother loved this freedom, having grown up rather 
traditionally, and my grandmother accepted whatever my father suggested 
because he was her first cousin. Thus, my father succeeded in insisting on 
an untraditional wedding. As he had a private car, they enjoyed a modern 
honeymoon, travelling in northern Palestine in the summer of 1927 during 
his annual leave. 

Life in Pre-1948 Jerusalem

Traditional tiles from the Aweidah's home.
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In 1930, Abdul Hameed Shoman opened 
the Arab Bank which now has branches 
worldwide. They needed an employee who 
could speak foreign languages, and since 
German had been added to his four other 
languages, my father applied for the job. 
This was an opportunity to relieve him 
from driving 14 kilometers to Ein Farah 
Water Station and back every day. Instead, 
he worked near Baqa’a at the bank’s new 
offices in a second-floor apartment on 
Mamilla Road outside Jaffa Gate, near the 
bus stop square.

Working with money for three years was 
more than enough to make a mechanical 
engineer move on. His third job was at the 
Rockefeller Museum building project. The 
American historian and Egyptologist James 
Henry Breasted convinced the American 
millionaire Rockefeller to contribute 
towards building an Egyptian Museum 
in Cairo, but the offer was rejected for 
political reasons. Therefore, the same 
amount of money was allotted to building 
the Palestine Museum in New Jerusalem 
instead. All Palestinian secondary students 
remember James Henry Breasted because 
they had to have a solid grasp of one of his 
important history books in order to pass the 
matriculation (the final high school exam). 

There was a post available for a mechanical engineer to build the museum, 
and mastering foreign languages was an asset since the project attracted 
foreign archaeologists. My parents had an active social life with the foreign 
co-workers. My mother could manage to speak English and spent nice times 
with foreign architect couples. She also spoke a bit of Italian, having spent 

her last year of schooling at an Italian 
secondary school. Building the unique 
museum took four years. By December 
1937, it was ready. The museum director 
invited all employees and their family 
members to a tea party before opening the 
museum to the public. Even though I was 
very young myself, I remember the exact 
date and details very well because my 
youngest sister was two months old and 
my mother had to leave her in the care of 
my maternal grandmother who lived in Bab 
al-Sahirah Avenue next to the museum.

Photos usually help enhance our early 
memories. That party formed the basis of 
my memory. The first photo I still cherish 
shows a number of us sitting on the steps 
that lead to the pool in the center of the 
Palestine (Rockefeller) Museum in Wadi al-
Joz neighborhood: Tony, Adelle, and Katy 
Lutfi Raad, and their cousin Rose Assaf, 
my sister Lamis, Samir and three other 
children, as well as my brothers Sari and 
Rafiq with their friends Angelo and Artoor 
Stephan, the sons of Stephan Hanna 
Stephan, the well-known sociologist and 
translator who served as the museum’s 

librarian. Hanna was from Beit Jala, and his 
wife was Armenian. As they had no daughters, 

Hanna’s wife loved Lamis and me so much that she knit yellow woolen 
shawls for us as kids. That was life in Jerusalem where love prevailed before 
religious conflicts were imported and imposed to ruin our peaceful life. 

Looking back now, my early childhood in our villa in Baqa’a seems so far 
away, yet I can remember many details from our spacious house and garden. 
It was one of twin houses that Uncle Subhi had built after World War I, a 
century ago. My old grandfather had not expected that he would have more 
children towards the end of his long life when he gave his older sons the 
two floors and the shops on the first floor in his building which remains 
intact even today. His eldest son and his married sons had their own houses 
around the corner in the Mamilla neighborhood, facing the Cemetery Gate. 
Therefore, when Subhi and Adel (my father) arrived, my grandfather had 
to buy a plot for them as well. He purchased land in Lower Baqa’a and left 
money to Subhi and Adel to build their houses when they grew up. After 
Uncle Subhi graduated with a pharmaceutical degree obtained in the English 
language, which was the language of education at the American University of 
Beirut, he was offered a clerical post with the British government and forgot 
his pharmaceutical certificate forever after. He indulged and excelled in real 
estate. His first project was designing mirror-image twin houses with arches 
above the front terraces on the big plot of land that he and my father had 

Life in Pre-1948 Jerusalem

Adel Aweidah's expropriated 
home in Baqa'a.

Rockefeller Museum employees 
and their families prior to the 
museum's inauguration in 1937. 
A photo cherished by the author 
which helped her enhance earlier 
memories. 
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inherited in Baqa’a Tahta, the Lower 
Baqa’a neighborhood. They have 
remained masterpieces ever since. 

Both villas were constructed with 
the best red stone and used white 
stone for decoration, obtained 
from the Beit Fajjar stone quarries 
near Bethlehem. A large garden 
surrounded the houses that had two 
garages for the cars of my father 
and his brother. Still, there remained 
enough space to build four more 
houses behind the two houses. 
Later, Uncle Abdul Salam got 
permission from his two brothers 
to build his own house behind our 
house that now carries the house 
number 45a on Emek Refa’im 
Street. Abdul Salam’s house is no. 
45b, and Uncle Subhi’s house is no. 
47. The plot of land extended farther 
towards the railway tracks and was 
large enough for a generous garden. 
Our houses are unique not because 
we emotionally rank them thus, 
but because UNESCO has recently 
identified them as worthy to be 
preserved.

Our life in New Jerusalem was full 
of events, especially in summer. 

My three brothers joined the YMCA 
summer program. They took 
swimming lessons, played football, 
borrowed books from the library, 
and played indoor games, especially 
chess. My brother Sari joined chess 
championship rounds, and Rafiq 
was fond of football. My youngest 
brother Samir used to borrow one 
children’s storybook daily from the 
YMCA library that Lamis, Samir, and 
I enjoyed sharing, reading it after 
lunch in order to exchange it for 
another the next day. We all enjoyed 
reading throughout the hot hours 
of summer, but we used to play 
in the spacious garden in the cool 
evenings. We used to look forward 
to sharing in the interesting activities 
organized for children at the end of 
the Summer YMCA Bazaar.

We also anxiously waited to watch 
the Greek annual summer dance 
event. The Greek Club known as 
Lasky was in the second block. The 
club had an open-air restaurant in 
the spacious garden in summer and 
a dance floor in the middle of the 
garden. A local music band was 
often contracted to play European 
pop music for couples to dance to, 
especially on weekends. Sitting in 
our garden, we could overhear this 
marvelous pop music. However, we 
enjoyed more hearing and watching 
the folkloric Greek tunes and dances 
that were performed once a year 
during the summer. As children, we 
were fascinated as we stood outside 
the club garden wall to watch the 
male and female dancers clad in 
their traditional white skirts and 
leggings and red hats and tops as 
they danced to the exotic tunes of 
Greek folkloric music.

Private schools for boys had football 
fields in the two Baqa’as where 
they usually competed towards 
the end of the scholastic year 

to show their students’ skills in 
sports. We enjoyed watching these 
competitions and sometimes shared 
in races when asked. The Zion 
School playground was next to our 
house, and the Terra Sancta school 
playground was within walking 
distance. Lamis and I sometimes 
used to join our brothers to watch 
football matches as well.

Although my father’s car was a 
Morris Minor, it could easily take all 
of us. On weekends, my father used 
to take us for drives to Ramallah, 
Beit Jala, and Ein Karem and buy 
fresh fruits on our way back on 
Sundays. Before we got home, he 
would enter the German Colony to 
get fresh bread sold at the famous 
Frank Bakery. Although Abu Abbas 
used to deliver fresh pita bread six 
days a week, my parents preferred 
to buy fresh bread on Sunday 
evenings for our school sandwiches 
for Mondays. After all these years 
I can still smell the fresh bread 
coming from Frank Bakery.

On that same street, now named 
Lloyd George, was Regent Cinema, 
called Smidar now. We could see 
Shirley Temple films, Laurel and 
Hardy funny films, and Tarzan for 
half a shilling each, which we hardly 
could afford during World War II.   

My parents, like most 
Jerusalemites, invested in the health 
and education of their children 
before they were exiled. Our school, 
Schmidt Girls School, was one of 
the best in Palestine and located 
north of Mamilla Cemetery. My 
brothers’ school, Terra Sancta 
College, one of the best boys’ 
schools in Palestine, was south 
of the cemetery. Having mastered 
good learning habits and one foreign 
language at least, the Palestinian 
children of the diaspora managed to 

survive the Nakba and Naksa, and 
some of them excelled wherever 
they settled temporarily. 

I miss New Jerusalem very much 
and all the memories related 
to it. Still, after all these years, 
Jerusalemites like all Palestinians 
look forward to our return to our 
stolen houses and land. The right of 
return is a personal right approved 
by all human conventions in the 
world, and we treasure it. 

Born in Jerusalem in 1935, 
Nahil Adel Aweidah graduated 
from the Syrian University with 
a BA in English language and  a 
teaching diploma. She taught 
secondary classes in English 
at the government secondary 
schools for girls in Ramallah, 
Al-Bireh, Jerusalem, Aqaba, 
Damascus, and Beirut. After 
earning a master’s degree from 
the American University of Beirut, 
she taught English at AUB and 
the British Council Institute in 
Beirut. She currently lives in 
Jordan and Damascus. She is a 
researcher and author involved in 
writing articles and books on the 
Palestinian problem and the history 
of Jerusalem. She can be reached 
at nahilaweidah@gmail.com.
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Grandchildren, Huda Imam and Ahmad Aweidah 
visiting their grandparents’ home.
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n 1945, while my sister Rima, my brother Hanna, and I 
were in the boarding section of Birzeit High School, my 
parents moved to Jerusalem and were living at the YMCA 
as the house they had rented in Upper Baka’a was not yet 
ready. The YMCA had a nice hotel as well as a restaurant 
and a coffee shop, besides its auditorium and the well-
equipped gymnasium, swimming pool, and library. During 

the summer holidays, we would join the YWCA located on Mamilla Street, 
but because of its limited space, we were allowed to use the facilities of the 
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By Samia Nasir Khoury

Memories of
Jerusalem

I
YMCA. After the gym session on 
Saturdays, my regular treats were 
jelly buns and a milkshake at the 
soda fountain. I still remember that 
the play Tight Corner, in which my 
sister Rima and two of my cousins, 
Laura and Diana, took part was 
performed in the YMCA auditorium. 
We also enjoyed attending the 
yearly international dance festival 
and other performances, such as 
the musical The Mikado, which I 
still remember. Our piano teacher at 
Birzeit, Mr. Salvador Arnita, was also 
the director of music at the YMCA as 
well as the director of the Palestine 
Broadcasting Station Orchestra. 
We were fascinated by the way he 
played the great pipe organ in the 
YMCA auditorium with both his 
hands and feet. And more so, when 
he played the carillon, which would 
ring the bells of the tower. I cannot 
think of Jerusalem without these 
lovely memories. 

These memories include, of course, 
the Sunday treats at the National 

Restaurant hosted by our twin 
aunts Victoria and Lizzy. They were 
social workers who both lived in 
Jerusalem for some time before 
Lizzy moved to Jaffa and Victoria 
to Nablus. The National Restaurant 
was near Barclays Bank, not far from 
New Gate. Afterwards we would 
walk to the end of the road near the 
post office where we would have 
delicious Syrian ice cream at the 
famous Umayyah shop. All that after 
we were done with our regular visit 
to the orthodontist. 

In 1946 we enjoyed being in our new 
home in Upper Baka’a where we 
would spend weekends and other 
holidays. It was a beautiful quiet area 
with nice neighbors. I remember 
in particular Fouad and Muhebba 
Saba, their two boys Suhail and 
Fawzi, and their daughter Nadia. 
Easter breakfast at their home was 
a memorable event. We all used 
to worship at St. Paul’s Church, 
and while the older generation had 
their coffee at Rev. Marmourah’s 

Samia's sister Rima and her cousins loved to meet with friends for parties and gatherings.

Party at Saba Abdo's in Jerusalem.
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house up the hill from the church 
near the Palestine Broadcasting 
Station, we would enjoy playing 
the pianola, pretending to produce 
our own music. Nadia was close 
in age to Hanna and myself, and 
even though I had not seen her 
since those last days in Jerusalem, 
I was very happy to hear her news 
when her son, the renowned flautist 
Wissam Boustany, came to visit the 
Edward Said National Conservatory 
and performed at the YWCA hall in 
Jerusalem in November 2002. He 
dedicated the concert to Wilhelmine 
Khoury Baramki because she had 
helped him locate his grandmother’s 
house. After that, I kept in touch with 
Nadia, until sadly she passed away 
in August 2020. It felt like losing her 
twice. 

Across the street, there was a forest 
where Fayez Khoury and his wife 
Vera and their two young boys 
Shukri and Rajai lived. Down the 
hill lived Dr. Daoud Boulos and his 
family, the Otaqis, and the Kawars. 
It was a beautiful neighborhood, and 
we used to spend time working in 
the garden and sitting on the veranda 
reading the books we borrowed from 
the YMCA library and watching the 
boys heading to St. Francis Club, 
down the hill from our house.

In our neighborhood there was also 
the Ummeh College founded by 
Shukri Harami, and a new apartment 
building where young Dr. Kamal, one 
of the first Palestinian veterinarians, 
was living. He named his first 
daughter Rima, after my sister.

On the main road to Bethlehem, 
not very far from our house and 
across the street from the Orthodox 
Club, we used to rent bicycles and 
enjoy biking around the area. The 
Orthodox Club was open to the entire 
community, irrespective of faith, and 
we used to enjoy many activities and 
different kinds of bazaars. We also 
had two aunts, from the Baramki 
and the Farradj families, who lived 
in Jerusalem long before we moved 
there, and my older sister Rima had 
much fun going to parties with their 
children. One of our regular activities 
on Sunday afternoons was going 
to the movies either at the Regent 
Cinema in the German Colony or at 
the Studio above the Rex Cinema 
on Princess Mary Street. Life was 
simple and joyful. 

In 1947, Birzeit held its graduation 
ceremony for the classes of 1946 
and 1947 in the YMCA auditorium, 
the first ever celebration outside of 
Birzeit. The graduation seemed like 

a farewell to that beautiful place that 
was full of memories of our teenage 
days. We did not realize at the time 
that it would be our last summer in 
Jerusalem. My sister Rima and three 
of our cousins, Laura, Diana, and 
Shafik, were among the graduates, 
as was my cousin Gabi from the 
class of 1946, whose graduation had 
been postponed at the time.

Later on, while Rima was studying 
for her matriculation exams, my 
brother Hanna and I joined the 
YMCA evening school to learn 
how to type in English and Arabic, 
taking advantage of the good bus 
transportation network. Number 
6 would take us to Mamilla, and 
from there we headed to the YMCA 
evening school that was held in 
a flat that was separate from the 
main YMCA building, located behind 
Princess Mary Street. The bus stop 
in Mamilla was located in front of 
Piccadilly Hotel which had an open 
terrace and was a meeting place for 
young and old men, intellectuals, 
writers, and politicians. It belonged 
to the Aweidah family, whose three 
children were studying at Birzeit at 
the time. In that neighborhood lived a 
woman from whom we used to rent 
clothes for the plays we performed 
in Birzeit. After 1948, she brought all 

her paraphernalia to Birzeit and we 
never saw her again. 

In the fall of 1947, Rima went to 
college in Beirut, and Hanna and I 
went back to the boarding school in 
Birzeit, and that was the end of our 
lovely and memorable Jerusalem 
days. 

Samia Nasir Khoury is a writer and 
a retired community volunteer. 
She served as national president 
of the YWCA in Palestine and as 
president of Rawdat El-Zuhur 
School in Jerusalem. She is a 
founding member of the board of 
trustees of Birzeit University and 
of Sabeel Ecumenical Liberation 
Theology Center.

Life in Pre-1948 Jerusalem
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Rima's confirmation 
at Saint Paul's 
Church in Jerusalem.

Rima's high school 
graduation in 
Jerusalem 1947.
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LANA features a modern shopping center with 
stores that offer the latest fashions, restaurants 

and cafes, cinemas, and other indoor entertainment areas. The upscale 
residential buildings embrace a spacious green park designed for a variety of 
daily outdoor activities, including exercise areas for adults and a playground 
for children. The barbeque area allows residents and their guests to capitalize 
on Jerusalem's beautiful weather most of the year.

LANA residents enjoy a new experience of state-of-the-art infrastructure in 
their homes and community. Neighborhood maintenance and security are 
provided by experienced specialized staff. The smart design and quality 
services ensure a relaxed and safe living environment. LANA is the ideal 
location to start a family and raise children. To complete the unique lifestyle, 
LANA will include a school and kindergarten, health care facilities, and more 
essential services.

It's a lifestyle

LANA is a new, contemporary mixed-use residential neighborhood that serves 
the Palestinians of Jerusalem in a comfortable and elegant unique setting. 
LANA is located in the northern quadrant of Beit Hanina; it is centered in a 
strategic area which offers easy access to key parts of Jerusalem, to the 
roads leading to Ramallah, and to the highway leading to the coastal cities. 
The project is quickly becoming the talk of Jerusalemites who are looking for 
luxury within their community surroundings.
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The Developer The Apartments

From the developer of Rawabi, 
the iconic first Palestinian planned 
city, LANA is the latest pioneering 
large-scale real estate project 
dedicated to serving Jerusalemites. 
The developer's strong financials, 
coupled with decades of 
unprecedented local and regional 
experience, ensure the success of 
this more-than-one-billion-shekel 
project. 

Bashar Masri, the founder of 
Rawabi and chairman of Massar 
International, announced the LANA 
project at a press conference in 
Jerusalem in October 2021 with the 
presence and blessings of Muslim 
and Christian leaders.

LANA's luxurious dwellings range in 
size from 90 to 170 square meters. 
Buyers may choose from a selection 
of two-, three-, or four-bedroom 
apartments with panoramic views. 
Apartments are designed and 
equipped with the highest finishing 
standards that include central air-
conditioning and under-floor radiant 
heating systems. The high-end 
kitchens supplied by well-known 
manufacturers are available in a 
variety of color options and with 
additional upgrades. All finishing 
materials are carefully selected to 
provide the homes Jerusalemites 
dreamed of owning. The apartments 
appeal to the refined taste of families. 

Gaby & Violet Karmi

“We have been looking for a 
house for a while and explored 
all available options. Nothing was 
close to the standards we are 
looking for. We want class and 
comfort for our family and are not 
willing to settle for less. Finally, 
when we visited LANA's showroom, 
we were so happy to find 
everything we looked for and much 
more! We encourage everyone to 
visit the showroom and see the 
project close-up”.

Early buyers have the privilege of 
further customizing their apartments 
to their personal taste and needs, 
offering flexibility to choose various 
designs and materials.

LANA's apartments boast 
contemporary architecture, designed 
to optimize the buildings' public and 
private amenities. Each building will 
include a welcoming and luxurious 
lobby staffed with concierge services 
and two fast elevators. This is the 
ultimate luxury.

Get your apartment by mid-2024
Construction of the first phase is well 
under way, implemented by a leading 
Palestinian contractor with diversified 
experience and a solid track record 
in building large projects. Buyers are 
scheduled to receive their apartments 
on time in the third quarter of 2024. 
Visitors may observe the fast pace of 
the project progress on site.
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The Showroom

Firas Qaisi  

“LANA is ideal. I expect this neighborhood 
to be a success. The attention to details 
is different from any other project I 
seen in Jerusalem. The lifestyle of the 
neighborhood and the high-end features 
made me take the decision to purchase an 
apartment in LANA. Long-term mortgage 
financing programs made it easier to buy 
my dream home.” 

Long-Term Financing Offers Relaxed Monthly Payments

To this point, the Arab Bank and Cairo-Amman Bank offer attractive, exclusive 
long-term financing to buyers at LANA. Tens of buyers have received 
approvals by both banks. Israeli banks also recently gave the approval to 
proceed with “Mashkanta” mortgages to LANA buyers. They are expected to 
begin processing applications in the near future.

Visit the showroom and experience 
LANA's refined taste and class right 
from the beginning. Situated at St. 
George Street in Sheikh Jarrah, a 
splendid historic building embraces 
LANA's architectural models and 
advanced interactive solutions. 
An innovative way to introduce 
prospective buyers to LANA's 
experience before they purchase 
their dream houses. From this 
historic Palestinian house, a bright 

future for Jerusalem families is 
born. Visitors learn about apartment 
options, design, quality, amenities, 
prices, and financing – directly from 
the friendly LANA showroom team. 
Hundreds of Jerusalemites looking 
for their dream homes have visited 
the showroom. Buyers include 
professionals from a wide spectrum 
of fields – including medical, legal, 
educational, technology, tourism 
and management – as , as well as 
embassy and NGO staff.

For more information, contact:
LANA
7 Saint George St., Jerusalem 9620916
Tel: +972 2 580 9080
WhatsApp: +972 52 501 151 62
Or call *8956 or visit www.lana.ps

Demand is high!
Hundreds of prospective 
buyers expressed 
interest in LANA and are 
continuously visiting the 
showroom. Sales are 
significantly above the 
developer’s plans and 
expectations. Interested 
buyers should quickly 
call LANA's team at 
+972 2 580 9080 to 
arrange for a private visit 
to the showroom and 
LANA's site.
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n the spring of 1948, my parents, Aram Krikorian and 
Nevart (née Kalaidjian), found themselves in Amman, 
having left their home in West Jerusalem to find a safe 
place for my mother to give birth to their first child. 
Back home, in the Upper Baqa’a neighborhood of West 
Jerusalem, less than two kilometers from the King David 
Hotel, events were developing into a catastrophe that 

would forever change their lives and the lives of hundreds of thousands of 
other Palestinians.

My brother was born in May 1948 in Amman. My parents would never be able 
to see their home again. No Palestinians who fled the violence in Palestine with 
their families were allowed return to what then became the newly created state 
of Israel. 

Seventy years later, in 2018, on the 70th anniversary of the Nakba, I called 
my brother, now 70 years old and living in Australia. “We need to meet in 
Amman,” I said, “and make the journey back to Jerusalem.” We needed to 
make the journey back to the family home, a trip that my parents could never 
make in their lifetime. We, their children, however, having acquired US and 
Australian citizenships, were now able to go back home… Or at least to go to 
the front of our parents’ home, at 36 Old Beit Lehem Road in West Jerusalem, 
and take a picture!

Life in Pre-1948 Jerusalem

By Haiganoush 
Krikorian Preisler

Grand Piano
and a
Chandelier 

I

My father’s family belonged to the 
Armenian community, referred to as 
“Kaghakatsi” or local Jerusalemites. 
Evidence of Armenian presence in 
Jerusalem goes as far back as the 
fifth century (Birds Mosaic, Musrara, 
Jerusalem). The tenth-century Queen 
Melisende of Jerusalem granted 
lands to the Armenian Church, which 
became the nucleus of the Armenian 
Quarter of the Old City of Jerusalem. 
The Krikorian home in the Armenian 
Quarter had been allocated to the 
family by the Armenian patriarchate 
as early as the seventeenth century. 

In 1890, my paternal grandfather, 
Hagop, and his brother, Soghomon, 
bought two plots of land in the 
Upper Baqa’a neighborhood of West 
Jerusalem. The brothers and their 
four sisters built two houses on 
these plots, often doing much of the 
labor themselves. My father was 
born and raised in this house. He 
never wanted to talk about his days 
growing up in Jerusalem, but I have 
pictures of him: at the YMCA tennis 
courts (opposite the King David 
Hotel), with his field hockey team, 
with the boy scouts, and on trips to 
Beirut, Amman, and Egypt. 

One of the valued options for 
middle-class Jerusalemites at the 
time was the opportunity to go to 
the American University of Beirut 
(AUB) in Lebanon. My father got his 
civil engineering degree from AUB 
and subsequently worked, among 
other projects, on building the 
Ras al-Naquoura railway crossing 
along the Beirut-Haifa-Tripoli rail 
line (connecting the lines across 
the border between Palestine and 
Lebanon, open at the time), which 
was completed in1942. He was also 
a licensed surveyor with the British 
Mandate Palestine Government. 

My father’s cousin, Krikor Krikorian, 
who grew up next door at 38 Beit 

Lehem Road, got his MD from AUB 
and served as the deputy chief 
medical officer for Palestine.

My maternal grandfather, Hovannes 
Kalaidjian, belonged to the group of 
Armenians that came to Jerusalem 
as refugees, survivors of the 
genocide against the Armenian 
people carried out by the Ottoman 

The house built by the author's grandparents 
at 36 Old Beit Lehem Road.

My father at the YMCA tennis 
courts in the early 1940s.

Aram Krikorian with his field hockey 
team in the early 1940s.
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Turkish Empire during and after 
World War I. After his first wife and 
five children had been killed during 
the 1920 Marash massacres, he 
managed to make it to Jerusalem to 
start a new life, penniless but aided 
by the support of the Kaghakatsi 
Armenians who housed the refugees 
in the Armenian quarters. He married 
Heghini Tchuranian, an orphan and 
a survivor of the 1895 “Hammidian” 
massacres of Armenians in Zeytoun 
(in today’s eastern Turkey). My 
grandfather then established and ran 
a bulghur factory in the Old City’s 
Armenian Quarter. By the time of his 
daughter’s, my mother’s, marriage, 
Hovannes, had such a successful 
and locally known business that 

his daughter was simply known as 
the bulghurji’s daughter. Today, the 
bulghur factory, with an entrance 
facing the Armenian St. James 
Church, is a restaurant. 

With the influx of Armenian 
refugees between 1915 and 1921, 
the population of Armenians in 
Jerusalem tripled. The first co-ed 
Armenian school, Sts. Tarkmanchatz, 
was established in the Armenian 
Quarter in 1929. My mother, six 
years old at the time, was among the 
first students enrolled in the school, 
graduating in 1937. 

There were no Armenian high 
schools in Jerusalem at the time, 
therefore, most Armenians from 

Jerusalem ended up going to 
schools where the curriculum 
was taught in English or 
French. My mother attended 
the Jerusalem Girls’ College 
and my father the Collège des 
Frères near New Gate. The result 
was that most Jerusalemite 
kids graduated from high 
school speaking three or four 
languages.

My parents were married in 
Bethlehem in 1946. After their 
wedding, they moved into the 
first floor of the family house in 
the Upper Baqa’a neighborhood 
where my father’s brother, Vahan 
Krikorian, and his wife and two 
sons lived on the second floor. 
Among my mother’s most 
cherished memories of this 
house were the grand piano she 
had and the beautiful chandelier 
in the dining room. I have images 
of my mother playing that piano, 
as she had taken lessons as a 
young girl from a recent Jewish 
immigrant from Germany. 
Rumors have it that the grand 
piano ended up at the Jerusalem 
YMCA. The chandelier might still 
be hanging over the dining room 
table on the first floor of 36 Old 
Beit Lehem Road.

The last picture I have of my parents 
pre-1948 shows a happy gathering in 
Jericho, where my father is with his new 
wife and her family, looking forward to 
happy days to come!

Postscript: After the Nakba, armed 
with the advantages of a middle-class 
upbringing – multilingual; higher 
education; and a profession that can 

Life in Pre-1948 Jerusalem

My father (second 
from the right) and 
his cousins enjoyed 
listening to what 
looks like the latest 
technology of the time: 
a radio. 

Aram Krikorian, seated 
on the right, surveying 
in Lake Hula, c. 1943.

Heghine, Nevart (my mother), 
Haigaz, Hovannes, 1937.

Cousin Krikor Krikorian, on the right, with his sisters and 
the Grand Mufti of Jerusalem, 1934.
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villages, were not that lucky and, 
consequently, their descendants are 
still languishing in refugee camps in 
Jordan, Syrian, and Lebanon. 

Haiganoush Krikorian Preisler was 
born in Beirut, Lebanon, soon 
after the Nakba. With a degree 
from the American University of 
Beirut (1972) and a PhD from 
UC Berkeley (1977), she worked 
as a statistical scientist with the 
USDA Forest Service. She lives 
in Berkeley, California, with her 
husband and tells her children 
and grandchildren about their 
Palestinian-Armenian roots every 
chance she has, even when the 
grandchildren are not ready to 
focus on the past – yet!

The graduating class (eighth 
grade) at Sts. Tarkmanchatz 
School in 1937. My mother is 
standing in the first row, sixth 
from the right.

Claire Rahil Lorenzo with granddaughter Maureen 
Marroum and great-grandson Victor Bajali.

My parents visiting my mother's 
family in Jericho shortly before 
the Nakba.

My parents' wedding in April 1946, at St. Nicholas 
Church, Armenian Monastery, Bethlehem, 
Palestine. 

travel with you – my parents, after 
a few years of hardship, were able 
to establish a new comfortable 
life in the diaspora. Many others, 
especially those who came from 
the many depopulated Palestinian 

I was born in Jerusalem in 1920 in the 
Mamilla area in what is now called West 
Jerusalem. I enjoy telling people how I 
lived because I vividly remember details, 
names, and events of my past beautiful 
days in Jerusalem. We lived perfectly well 
then, and life was beautiful. We were very, 
very happy!

I was raised in a beautiful apartment 
building that still sits between the US 
Embassy on Agron Street and the 
building that is currently the Waldorf 
Astoria Hotel. I spent my school years at 
Schmidt School, located in the German 
Colony. As I used to walk from my house 
to the school, I passed by the cemetery 
Maaman Allah and the spacious pool 
nearby of which I was a bit scared 
because I had been told that a man had 
drowned in it. We bought our bread 
and groceries from the Ishtakleff family 
and at the Freij grocery shops of which 
there were two in the Mamilla area. Our 
neighbors were Bshara Habib, and the 
Sfeir, Haddad, Saad, and Murcos families, 
as well as the Mistakawis, who owned a 
tailor shop, and Dr. Afifeh Lorenzo. 

On Sundays, I would go with my brother 
Anton, my sister Mary, and other friends 
to Thé Dansant dance parties on Princess 
Mary Street (now Shlom Zion Hamalcha). 
On other weekends, we drove to the 
beaches of Tel Aviv, at the time a garden 
suburb of Jaffa, to swim or stay at a hotel 
for three days. I liked going to the sea but 
didn’t particularly like to swim and always 
felt that the owners of these hotels, who 
were soon to be called Israelis, were 
waiting for the weekends to benefit from 
the entrance fees to the sandy beaches 
that you could not find in Jaffa, where 
the coast is rocky. We also used to go on 
hikes and picnics in the hills of Ein Karem, 
enjoy our time together, and sing among 
the almond and pomegranate trees. In 
Ein Karem, we often visited our relatives, 
the brothers Michel and Francis Rahil and 
their family, whose house is still in the 
neighborhood, next to the Rosary Sisters’ 
Convent. At age 16, I started working at 
Jerusalem’s central post office, and at 20, 
I married Alberto Lorenzo, an accountant 
at the Jerusalem Municipality.

It is worth noting that people would come 
from as far as Beirut to visit Jerusalem 
over the weekend. Life was simpler and 
more joyful back then. I remember that 
birthday celebrations could last three 
days!

Claire Rahil Lorenzo’s family had to 
leave Jerusalem during the Nakba, 
moving first to Amman and then to 
Beirut.

Life in Pre-1948 Jerusalem

T E S T I M O N Y

Life Was Simpler Then
By Claire Rahil Lorenzo
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hile the future is what matters most to us all, it is important 
to understand the past. History, after all, carries with it 
a certain responsibility to affect the here and now – to 
do better. That is the thinking behind the Balfour Projecti 
charity: not to defend Balfour, nor to rewrite the past, but 
to accept responsibility where it is due, and to advocate for 
better.

Field Marshal Edmund Allenby entered Jerusalem on foot through Jaffa Gate at 
noon on December 11, 1917. According to a report of the event, the citizens 
of Jerusalem were at first welcoming, because they were glad the Ottomans 
were gone and they wanted a good relationship with the British. They were 
also cautious, as they did not want the British to stay. Their caution proved 
justified: stay the British did, governing Palestine until their retreat in May 
1948, leaving chaos, war, and enduring injustice in their wake. 

Britain was the power in the land for over 30 years; through military 
occupation and through the Mandate that it sought and acquired from the 
League of Nations. The month before Allenby set foot in Jerusalem, British 
Foreign Secretary James Arthur Balfour had made his fateful promise – the 
Balfour Declaration, addressed to Lord Rothschild and the Zionist Federation:

“His Majesty’s Government view with favour the establishment in Palestine 
of a national home for the Jewish people, and will use their best endeavours 
to facilitate the achievement of this object, it being clearly understood that 
nothing shall be done which may prejudice the civil and religious rights of 
existing non-Jewish communities in Palestine or the rights and political status 
enjoyed by Jews in any other country.” 

Life in Pre-1948 Jerusalem

By Vincent Fean

Britain Mattered Then – 
Does It Matter Now?

Jerusalem
1917–48

W

Britain incorporated the Balfour 
Declaration into its League of Nations 
Mandate, which also contained 
“a sacred trust of civilization” for 
the well-being and development 
of the people of Palestine. This 
meant preparing the people of 
Palestine for independence; that 
did not happen, despite repeated 
complaints from the League of 
Nations secretariat that Britain 
was failing in its duty to advance 
Palestinian civil rights, including 
the right to self-determination. In 
1919, well before Britain gained the 
Palestine Mandate from the League 
of Nations, Balfour wrote to George 
Curzon (his successor as Foreign 
Secretary), “The weak point of our 
position is of course that in the case 
of Palestine we deliberately and 
rightly decline to accept the principle 

of self-determination.” According 
to the late British historian Martin 
Gilbert, himself a strong supporter 
of the state of Israel, it was a central 
tenet of British Mandate policy to 
withhold representative institutions 

in Palestine until such time as there 
was a Jewish majority to control 
those institutions. That’s how it 
turned out, by force of arms and 
all that went with it. There is an 
enduring British responsibility; the 

Britain governed 
Palestine from 
Jerusalem, from 1917–48. 
The bitter consequences 
of the British Mandate 
are still evident today, 
in Jerusalem as much 
as anywhere. Then, 
Britain mattered, like 
it or not. Could Britain 
matter now, by actually 
advancing Palestinian 
rights beyond mere 
words? The Balfour 
Project charity (no 
apologist for the man or 
his promise) says yes.

General Sir Edmund Allenby entering Jerusalem, 1917.
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Balfour Project charityii believes that 
to be true and seeks to persuade 
others of that truth. The aim is not 
simply to look back, but to learn 
the lessons of the past as we look 
forward.

May I commend to you an 
excellent 20-minute film: Britain in 
Palestine, 1917–48. It is available 
on our website and tells a sad 
story very well.iii Britain made 
contradictory promises which were 
mutually incompatible; allowed 
the development of Jewish para-
statal institutions; suppressed the 
Arab Revolt of 1936–39 with great 
brutality and – during and after 
World War II – tried vainly to curb 
Jewish immigration. Britain found 
itself the target of Zionist militants 
whom it called terrorists – Begin, 
Shamir, etc. The biggest blow came 
in Jerusalem, with the bombing of 
the King David Hotel by the Irgun 
in July 1946. The hotel was the 
British administrative headquarters 
for Mandatory Palestine. Ninety-
one people were killed, and 46 
injured. Among the dead were 41 
Palestinians, 28 British nationals, 
and 17 Jews. The cumulative effect 
of repeated attacks was to sap the 
will of the British Government to 
stay in Palestine. So they pulled out, 
amid chaos and war. A.J. Sherman’s 
book Mandate Days: British Lives in 

Palestine, 1918–48 tells the story, 
including extracts from the diaries of 
Sir Henry Gurney, the senior British 
civil servant as Chief Secretary to 
Palestine from 1946–48. Of Britain’s 
inconsistent policy towards Palestine 
he wrote, in March 1948, “In fact, 
the last 30 years in this country 
have seen nothing but fluctuations 
of policy, hesitations, or no policy 
at all.”

That was then. What about now? 
Where once Britain exercised power, 
for good or ill, now it can exercise 
influence to advance Palestinian 
rights – but only if it so chooses. 

The British Government recognized 
the state of Israel in 1950. 
Seventy-two years later, it has 
yet to recognize the state of 
Palestine alongside Israel, on pre-
June 1967 borders. The Balfour 
Project advocates immediate 

British Government recognition of 
Palestine – less to prejudge the 
outcome on the ground, but more 
to demonstrate parity of esteem for 
the Palestinian people, and to put 
the principle of upholding the rule 
of law at the heart of British policy. 
By the rule of law in this context I 
mean International Humanitarian and 
Human Rights Law, in particular the 
Geneva Conventions and the series 
of UN Security Council Resolutions 
beginning with UNSCR 242 and 
culminating in UNSCR 2334. Britain 
wrote 242, and contributed and 
signed up to the rest. 

The Palestinian people have the 
right to self-determination, including 
the option of statehood. British 
Government recognition of Palestine 
is far more than a symbolic act. 
Recognition has profound political, 
legal, and psychological effects. For 
example: the German Government 
sought to persuade the International 
Criminal Court that the ICC had no 
locus to investigate alleged war 
crimes in Palestine and Israel. The 

basis of Germany’s argument was 
that Israel is not party to the Statute 
of the ICC – and that Palestine is 
not a state, and therefore cannot 
bring a case before the ICC. 
Happily, Germany’s argument was 
rejected. While German Government 
recognition of Palestine is unlikely 
any time soon, each of the three 
main British opposition parties 
– Labour, Scottish Nationalists, 
and Liberal Democrats – publicly 
support immediate recognition of 
the State of Palestine. Taking this 
step would alter the dynamics of 
Britain’s relations with both Israel 
and Palestine. It is the right thing for 
Britain to do – and even post-Brexit, 
other European states would follow 
that lead. 

In 2020 the Balfour Project held an 
online conference on Jerusalem.iv 

On this occasion, we asked the 
British Government to: reaffirm 
publicly East Jerusalem’s status 
under international law as occupied 
Palestinian territory and oppose 
current systematic efforts to 

Life in Pre-1948 Jerusalem

General Sir Edmund Allenby entering Jerusalem, 1917.

A wounded soldier is 
carried out from the 
ruins of the King David 
Hotel, Jerusalem, on 
a stretcher, after being 
hauled out from under 
the wreckage.

The aftermath of the 
bombing of the 
King David Hotel, 1946.

Balfour Project conference flyer.
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undermine this status; press for 
true freedom of access for all 
believers – Jewish, Muslim, and 
Christian – to their respective holy 
sites in Jerusalem, especially Jews 
to the Western Wall, Christians to the 
Holy Sepulcher, Muslims to Al-Aqsa 
Mosque, from wherever they live; 
work effectively to uphold the rule of 
law reflected in UN Security Council 
Resolutions, particularly Resolution 
2334, which condemns illegal 
Israeli settlements in East Jerusalem 
and the rest of the Occupied 
Palestinian Territory; insist that Israel 
end forthwith its discriminatory 
practices in Jerusalem, enabling all 
Jerusalemites to enjoy the same 
rights and services, regardless of 
creed or nationality; and recognize 
the State of Palestine alongside the 
State of Israel, with Jerusalem as 
the shared capital of both states. We 
made a noise and raised awareness 
but did not affect British Government 
policy. So our aim must be to make 
a bigger noise. 

This year, on May 17 and 18, in 
the afternoons at 5 pm Jerusalem 
time, the charity is hosting a 
free virtual conference entitled 
“Abandoning Palestine: the end 
of the British Mandate and our 
continuing responsibility.” The 
first afternoon covers the collapse 
of Britain’s Mandate. On May 18, 
we will seek to explain why it still 
matters and explore what Britain 
should do now. If you wish to tune 
in, please visit our website under 
“Abandoning Palestine: the end of the 
British Mandate and our continuing 
responsibility.”v 

Our keynote speaker is Hanan 
Ashrawi, who will address both 
Britain’s responsibility and what 
Britain should do today. Historian 
Avi Shlaim will speak on the theme 
“From Balfour to Bevin: Britain’s 

betrayal of Palestine.” Balfour 
Project trustee John McHugo will 
address the legal vacuum which 
Britain created – and how Britain 
failed its “sacred trust of civilization” 
towards the Palestinian people. 
Professor Michael Lynk, who 
recently concluded his assignment 
as the UN rapporteur on human 
rights in the Occupied Palestinian 
Territory, will describe how Israel 
still uses the British “Palestine 
Defence (Emergency) Regulations 
1945” against Palestinians in 
the West Bank. The regulations 
make provision for administrative 
detention, the demolition of 
Palestinian homes, and other 
repressive measures still being 
imposed on Palestinians by the 
current occupying power. The legacy 
endures.

Dr. Ghada Karmi, who was eight 
years old when she and her family 
were compelled to leave Jerusalem, 
will give her eye-witness account. 
She describes her experience of the 
events in 1948 in her book In Search 
of Fatima.

The May 18 conference will offer the 
perspective of British Palestinians 
Atef Alshaer, Imad Karam, and Adam 
Abdalla, chaired by Leila Sansour 
of Open Bethlehem, talking about 
their experiences living in Britain 
today and outlining what they ask 
of Britain’s civil society, Parliament, 
and Government. Finally, four 
British Members of Parliament will 
share their thoughts on what can 
and should be done to advance 
Palestinian rights now. 

The Palestinian right to self-
determination is clear today. It was 
already clear a century ago, when 
the British Government deprived 
the Palestinian people of that right. 
Britain bears more than its share 

of responsibility – and, with that, 
a duty to work now to advance 
Palestinian rights. Attaining those 
vital rights is not only essential and 
long overdue, but also in the interest 
of all – Palestinians, Israelis, Britons, 
and the wider world. Until that is 
achieved, there can be no just peace. 
Justice and peace go together. The 
Balfour Project charity seeks to make 
that case to those prepared to listen 
– and to reach those who are not yet 
so minded.

Sir Vincent Fean, a retired British 
diplomat, was Consul-General, 
Jerusalem from 2010-14. He now 
chairs the Balfour Project charity, 
aiming to shed light on British 
Government actions in Palestine in 
the first half of the last century, and 
to explore what Britain should do 
now. He is a patron of the Britain 
Palestine Friendship and Twinning 
Network, and on the board of the 
Palestine Britain Business Council.

i For more information, please visit www.balfourproject.org.
ii For more information, please visit www.balfourproject.org/faqs.
iii Film of Britain in Palestine, 1917-1948, Balfour Project, May 4, 2015, available at www.balfourproject.
org/film-of-britain-in-palestine-1917-1948.
iv Audio and video recordings as well as transcripts of all sessions of the online conference Jerusalem: 
From Past Divisions to a Shared Future? The Balfour Project, September 21, 2020, are available at www.
balfourproject.org/jerusalemconference.
v Available at at www.balfourproject.org/abandoningpalestine.

April 1948

“A mighty crash shook the house. 
Something – a bomb, a mortar, a 
weapons store? – exploded with a 
deafening bang. The little girl could 
feel it right inside her head. She put her 
hands to her ears and automatically got 
down onto the cold tiled floor of their 
liwan with the rest, as they had learned 
to do. Shootings, the bullets whistling 
around the windows and ricocheting 
against the walls of the empty houses 
opposite, followed immediately. Hurry 
up! Hurry up! The danger in the air 
was palpable. The taxi stood waiting 
outside, its doors open, to take them 
away to where she did not want to go.” 
Ghada Karmi in In Search of Fatima.

Life in Pre-1948 Jerusalem
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French and Cake
By Laila Mashy

Life in Pre-1948 Jerusalem

Swimming at the YMCA
By Issa Mashy

I was born in Jerusalem in 1934, 
the eldest of the five children of 
Abdullah and Ellen Muna. We lived in 
Qatamon, and I attended the school 
run by the Sisters of Saint Joseph 
of the Apparition, located north of 
the Old City. It was a French school 
with Christian, Muslim, and Jewish 
students. We were taught the Arabic, 
French, and English languages, among 
other things. 

My great-uncle Basil Mahshi, a brother 
of my maternal grandfather, Costandi, 
emigrated to France to escape 
conscription into the Ottoman army. He 
stayed there for nearly four decades 
and married a French lady by the name 
of Alice Quenin. With the outbreak of 
the Second World War, Uncle Basil and 
Tante Alice left France and came to live 
in Jerusalem.   

As children growing up in Jerusalem, 
we spent a lot of time at the YMCA: 
swimming, learning handicrafts, 
playing basketball or chess, or simply 
meeting friends. That is where I learned 
how to swim. My teacher was Jack 
Mnatzaganian, who was in charge of 
the pool and taught swimming. 

His teaching method was as follows: 
You would start at the shallow end of 
the pool. You’d hold on to the wall, flat 
on the water with your face down, and 
you’d start moving your legs, kicking 
as if you were swimming. When he 
felt that you had mastered that, he 
would send you to the diving board, at 
the deep end, and you jumped. I was 
about 10 or 12 years old when I went 
for my first swimming lesson – and I 

My maternal grandmother, Maria, was 
happy that I was learning French. Every 
time Tante Alice went to visit her, my 
grandmother would invite me over, 
too, if I happened to have the day off 
from school. Tante Alice did not speak 
Arabic, she only knew French, which 
my grandmother didn’t speak. So she 
needed someone to translate. I was 
happy to provide my services and very 
much enjoyed these visits – not the 
least because my grandmother baked 
the most delicious cakes!

was terrified. Ten minutes or so at the 
shallow end didn’t seem like sufficient 
preparation. Regardless, the teacher 
sent me to the diving board and urged 
me to take the plunge: “Jump, jump, 
jump!” So I jumped. I went all the way 
down to the bottom, swallowed a 
gallon or two of chlorinated water, and 
finally floated up and tried desperately 
to get to the wall. Mnatzaganian bent 
over and grabbed me. He sat me down 
and let me rest for a few minutes. He 
then picked me up by my feet, held me 
upside down, and drained the water out 
of me. Afterwards, he said, “Go back 
to the diving board and jump.” I learned 
how to swim very quickly. I didn’t want 
to drink any more water. 

An interesting note: men and women 
swam at different times at the YMCA. 
When it was only males, swimming 
trunks were not allowed. If you wore 
them, you were not allowed in. So we 
swam in our birthday suits! Of course, 
during swim races which were open to 
the public we were suitably clad.  

Laila and Issa Mashy were both 
born in Jerusalem and are second 
cousins. They married in Beirut in 
1955 and emigrated to the United 
States in 1956 (changing their name 
from Mahshi to Mashy) and had 
two children. Laila worked in sales 
and Issa in real estate. They are now 
retired and live in California. 

Tante Alice and Uncle Basil 
Mahshi, on the left, with 
Issa's parents, Jamil and 
Alexandra Mahshi.
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ot a day goes by without my 
being visited by bittersweet 
memories of Lower Baqa’a, 
the quiet Jerusalem 
neighborhood where I was 
born in 1940. My family – my 
parents Elias and Elizabeth, 

my brothers Basim, Nadim, and Amin, 
and I – lived in a modest two-bedroom 
apartment on the first floor of the Zacharia 
Building (now 62 Emek Refaim Street). My 
grandfather Ma’touk lived on the ground 
floor with his son, my uncle Makhael, Aunt 
Margaurite, and cousins Hanna, Helen, 
and Suhail. My two other uncles, Esa and 
Tewfic, lived in a second apartment. We 
had a small yard in front of the house with 
a vegetable garden, a pistachio tree, a big 
swing, and a doghouse for Uncle Esa’s dog 
Rex.

We were surrounded by relatives and 
friends: the Shiber, Fattaleh, Fasheh, Muna, 
Kort, and Faran families lived next door 
or nearby. With their children, we would 
play hide-and-seek or ride our bikes and 
scooters in an empty lot next to our house. 

Life in Pre-1948 Jerusalem

By Munir Zacharia

Unforgotten
Memories of My
Home in Palestine

N

The last stop of Bus #4a was in 
front of our house, and the driver 
would sometimes get out to have 
coffee with my sido (grandfather) 
and khoury (priest) Khalil 
Hakim, while we played inside 
the bus. The bus drivers would 
often give us a free ride home 
from school. I attended the Bishop 
Gobat School, where my teacher 
was Miss Marmoura. She once 
complained to my mother about 
me because I chased her, throwing 
little stones at her, in protest of the 
first day at school. 

One of my happiest memories is of 
my cousin Nabil’s baptism at St. 
Simeon Orthodox Church. Located 
in a wooded part of Qatamon, the 
church had a circular courtyard 
with a fountain at the front and a 
wide, arched doorway. The service 
was attended by the entire family, 
and many relatives and friends. As 
we were exiting, Uncle Makhael 
threw a bunch of Palestinian 
coins in the air and all the children 
scrambled to catch them or 
pick them up once they had hit the 
ground. 

On many mornings we would wake 
up to the sounds of village women 
from Malha and Lifta carrying on 
their heads trays loaded with fresh 
vegetables and fruit; we would 
go downstairs with my mother 
and she would bargain and select 
the best of the fresh produce. A 
villager would also come, riding 
his donkey that carried two big 
cans of milk. He would fill a 
pot of milk which my mother 
immediately boiled – and a lucky 
one amongst us children would get 
the ishta (froth). Another regular 
visitor was a man riding a cart and 
yelling “Kaz, kaz,” from whom we 
would buy kerosene for our Primus 
stove.

The Author in Jericho 1943-43 to The 
Author in Jericho 1943.

The Author's mother and eldest 
brother at Lake Tiberias.

Jericho picnic with relatives and friends.

Cousins Hanna (John), Helen, and Suhail, as well as 
the author and his brothers Basim and Nadim near 
their father's Opel car.

Bandali Shiber with his nephews and nieces. The first 
person standing on the left is Helena Zacharia, the 
author's grandmother.

Uncles Esa, Tewfic, the author's father Elias, grandfather 
Ma'atouk, aunt Nabiha and uncle Makhael.



72 73THIS WEEK IN PALESTINE

We often accompanied my 
mother on her shopping trip to 
Spinneys, and from there, we 
would walk a short distance to 
my father’s auto shop on Mamilla 
Street. Sometimes we would 
continue to Barclays Bank, with 
its revolving door, and visit Uncle 
Sami Khadder.

I enjoyed our visits to our aunts 
and uncles in Upper Baqa’a, 
Qatamon, and Talbiyeh. I still 
remember picking and eating Uncle 
Basil Shiber’s delicious sweet 
peas. I also have fond memories 
of trips to Jericho, Ain el-Sultan, 
the Mount of Temptation, Mar 
Elias, Yaffa, and Tiberias, where 
I collected seashells that mother 
made into a necklace.

My saddest memories are 
watching Uncle Sami move his 
precious Persian rugs for storage 
to a safe place in the German 
Colony, and my father emptying 
his store of batteries and tires, 
bringing them to the safety of the 
empty lot next to our house.

On the day we left Jerusalem in 
April 1948, I hid my brand-new 
scooter behind the sofa. I was 
seven-and-a-half years old.

Munir Zacharia is a retired health 
care/finance manager who lives 
in Southern California with his 
family. 

A picture of the author's parents' wedding at Mar 
Elias in 1935.

The author being carried by his father Elias with his 
mother Elizabeth and brothers Nadim and Basim.

Bishop Gobat School, 1947. The author is standing, 
the first on the left, next to Michael Nuzha.

Nadim, Munir, and Basim.

The author's aunt Nabiha carrying Basim, 
with cousins Hanna, Suhail, and Helen.

The author's brother Basim (wearing a tarbouch), 
Jerusalem Airport, 1955, on his way to the United States.

The author being carried 
by his cousin Hanna, 
with Helen, Suhail, 
Basim, and Nadim.

Life in Pre-1948 Jerusalem
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 was born in Jerusalem on July 24, 1935, to a Palestinian 
Christian family, the youngest of three boys; Neddy was the 
eldest, and Raja the middle one. 

My father, Saliba Costandi Jouzy, was a Palestinian scholar. 
At a young age, he became a member of the nationalist 
movement led by the Grand Mufti, Haj Amin al-Husseini, 
for whom, among other things, he acted as an interpreter 

in the latter’s meetings with the British High Commissioner. Later, in the 
1920s, my father was employed by the British Mandate government where he 
held senior positions in various departments (the secretariat, public works, 
and education). He was also the secretary of the Palestinian government’s 
employees’ union, and in that role, he negotiated equal pay for Muslim and 
Christian Palestinian employees of the British Mandate to that of Jewish 
employees, with the payments going through the newly founded Arab Bank 
rather than through Barclays Bank. As a result, he helped this important Arab 
institution and also became friends with the bank’s owner, Abdul Hameed 
Shoman. In 1936, my father founded the National Orthodox School in 
Musrara, Al-Madrasah al-Wataniah al-Orthodoxieh. In addition, he and his 
brothers, Nasri, Jamil, and Farid, formed the first Palestinian acting troupe: 
they wrote plays and acted in them. Many of their plays were broadcast on 
Huna al-Quds, the Arabic section of the Palestine Broadcasting Service which 
started operating in 1936.

My mother, Augustine Tlil, was a loving homemaker who also supported my 
father in his national work. When the Arab resistance began in 1947, she 
volunteered as a nurse’s assistant at the Beit Safafa hospital. 

Life in Pre-1948 Jerusalem

By Emile Jouzy

A Personal Account
from Pre-1948

My Life in
Jerusalem

I

At first, we lived in Lower Baqa’a. 
Our nearest neighbor, across the 
street, was Shafiq Mansour, the 
secretary of the YMCA, whose son 
Nabil was my very first friend when I 
was three years old. 

For the first couple of years of my 
education, I joined my brothers 
at the German school, located 
near the railway terminal in the 
German Colony. When it closed at 
the outbreak of World War II, we 
continued our studies at Al-Ummah 
School, the director of which, Shukri 
Haramy, had been a classmate of 
my father’s. I remember fondly 
some of my teachers: Mr. Jacir, who 
taught us Arabic (after 1948, the 
school moved to his family mansion 
in Bethlehem); Mr. Sidawy, our 
art teacher; and Miss Abu Dayeh 
(who later married Mr. Haramy). 
However, my memories of school 
lunches are not so nice. On one 
occasion, I was caught dropping my 
food on the floor and ended up at the 
headmaster’s office, bent forward 
on the chair, with the stick coming 
down enough times to ensure that 
I could not sit for a few hours. To 
this day, I cannot eat yakhni bitinjan 
(eggplant stew) or kousa (zucchini). 
But I am still in regular contact with 
some of my classmates: George 
Bahu in Ramallah, Dr. David Hanania 
in Amman, Hanna Dadoush in Rome, 
and Shukri Zaki Dajani in Geneva.

In the early 1940s, we moved to 
Qatamon, renting the first-floor 
apartment in a three-story building. 
My mother’s cousins, Sliman Tlil 
and his sisters, Cocone, Ellen, and 
Virginie, lived only doors away; their 
brother, architect Daoud Tlil, with 
his own family, was another two 
doors down the road, opposite Khalil 
Sakakini’s house. The Iraqi consulate 
was also located one street away 
from us. On one occasion, when 
Princes (later to be Kings) Faisal and 
Hussein visited the consulate, I was 
invited to play football with them. 

My father also owned a villa in 
lower Talbiyeh, near the municipality 
gardens, but we never got to live in 
it. George Salameh rented it until he 
left Palestine for Lebanon in 1946, 
at which time he left his dog in my 
care.

My father wanted us to move to 
the villa then, but the founder of the 
Arab Bank, Abdul Hameed Shoman, 
wanted his son, Abdul Majid, to 
marry and live in the villa. Given 
their friendship from earlier days, my 

Emile’s parents.

Emile with his dog, Peek. Standing 
behind him are his parents and his 
eldest brother, Neddy. In front of 
their Qatamon apartment.   
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father could not refuse his request 
so we never got to enjoy it. When I 
visited Jerusalem in 1995, the villa 
had sprouted two floors. 

The dog I “inherited,” a German 
Shepherd named Peek, became my 
constant companion and playmate. 
My friend Theodore Awad and I 
would go “skating” through the 
streets, holding on to the leash, as 
Peek pulled us all the way to Lower 
Baqa’a. 

As a young child, I felt that life 
in Jerusalem was like one long 
feast day. On Christian feasts my 
mother would help me put on my 
suit: “We’re going to wish Happy 
Christmas to our family and friends.” 
On Muslim feasts, the scene would 
repeat itself: “Let’s put on your suit. 
We’re going to visit our Muslim 
friends to wish them Happy Eid.” 
Jewish feasts were no exception. 
“Let’s put on your suit. We’re going 
to visit our Jewish friends.” 

At Easter, my maternal grandfather, 
Mikhail Tlil, would secure us a room 
on the fourth floor of the Church of 
the Holy Sepulcher where we would 
enter on Thursday afternoon, with 
the Primus, food, and mattresses, 
and come out again on Sunday 
afternoon, having attended all the 
services.

Christmas was spent at home. My 
mother with her cousin Cocone 
would make the knafeh (fine pastry 
with white cheese in syrup with 
rose water) and all sorts of other 
delicious festive foods. We would 
also visit relatives on both sides.

My father, as part of his work, 
would go on inspection tours 
to government offices all over 
Palestine, from Safad to Gaza. I 
consider myself fortunate that, as I 
was the youngest, he would often 
take me and my mother with him. As 

a result, I had the privilege of getting 
to know all of Palestine from top to 
bottom. 

On Sundays I would walk with my 
father to Malha and sometimes 
even all the way to Ein Karem. We 
would take Peek with us (when I had 
him), and we would pick za’atar and 
cyclamen on the way. These walks 
developed further my love for our 
land. 

Sliman and Daoud Tlil each owned a 
car. They’d load the family – aunts, 
uncles, and cousins – and take us 
on picnics to the beach Shatt al-
Arab in Jaffa. Barely would the cars 
come to a halt, when we children 
would scuttle off to the water, not to 
emerge again before evening.

Costandi Salameh, my mother’s 
uncle, owned a large orange grove 
near Jaffa where we would be 
invited to spend the day on special 
occasions. I remember playing 
around the orange trees with his 
children who were my age. 

One New Year’s Day, my father’s 
uncle Shukri Deeb, whose birthday 
was on that day, invited family and 
friends to celebrate with him on a 
sailing cruise on the Dead Sea. He 
owned boats for transporting salt 
from the mines of Jabal Usdum 
(Mount of Sodom, as mentioned in 
the Bible). We sailed all the way to 
the river Mujeb and back. 

But this happy phase of our lives 
wasn’t to last long. With the outbreak 
of hostilities, our activities and 
outings were restricted for a while, 
and I found other adventures. When 
Commander Abu Dayeh and his 
mujahedeen arrived to take charge 
of the security of Qatamon, his 
headquarters was in the basement 
flat of our relative Sami Jouzy. On 
weekends I became a delivery boy, 
distributing lunch to outposts all the 
way to Mousalabieh Monastery. 

Inevitably, our time in Jerusalem 
came to the same tragic end that so 
many Palestinians suffered. A few 

months after the Haganah blew up 
the Hotel Semiramis on January 5, 
1948, barely a kilometer away from 
our house, and on the wake of the 
Deir Yassin atrocity on April 9, my 
father decided that it was no longer 
safe for us to remain in Jerusalem. 
On April 24, 1948, we took the bus 
to Egypt. It was not till 1995 that I 
was finally able to walk again on the 
same streets of my childhood. 

In the intervening years, my family 
and I lived first in Egypt where my 
father worked for the office of the 
ex-British Mandate until it completed 
its operations. He was in charge 
of pension and compensation 
payments to the former employees 
of the Palestine government who 
were living in Egypt and Gaza.

In 1955 I went to London to study 
at the London Battersea College 
of Advanced Technology. After 
the 1956 Suez Crisis, my parents 
moved to Beirut, where my father 
volunteered to manage the Palestine 
Media Office set up by Dr. Izzat 
Tannous. Due to the Lebanese crisis 
in 1958, my parents joined me in 
London for two years. They returned 
to Lebanon only to leave again 
in 1976 with the outbreak of the 
civil war, once more joining me in 
London. My father died in London in 
1988; my mother moved to Amman 
the following year to be close to 
family, where she passed away 
peacefully in 1994. 

My eldest brother, Neddy, received 
a PhD in civil engineering from 
Purdue University in the United 
States and worked for a time for 
the Jordanian Ministry of Public 
Works. When our middle brother, 
Raja, graduated from the University 
of Glasgow, United Kingdom, also 
in civil engineering, the two opened 
an engineering consulting practice, 
first in Beirut, then in Amman, and 

Emile (back, right) with Guiguite and Cicile, 
(daughters of Uncle Daoud Tlil), and Richard Tear 
(son of Aunt Olga), in Uncle Daoud's garden. 

Emile (standing on the right) with his friends 
Michel (son of neighbor Stepho Awad) and 
Nabil (kneeling, son of lawyer Anton Attalah).

Life in Pre-1948 Jerusalem
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eventually in Dubai where Jouzy & 
Partners became the third largest 
Arab engineering consulting firm in 
its field. Both my brothers are gone 
now, but their firm was taken over by 
a Palestinian engineer, so the name 
Jouzy & Partners lives on. 

As for myself, I studied hotel 
catering and tourism management, 
specializing in the functional design 
and equipping of hotels. I worked in 
the industry for sixty years beginning 
with projects in the Jordanian side of 
Jerusalem until 1967 and after that 
continuing my involvement in the 
construction of close to 200 hotels 
on four continents. 

My dear wife Nelsy and I have three 
children. Thanks to my eldest son, 
Sarry (named after Khalil Sakakini’s 
son), I am the grandfather of three 
girls – the youngest having arrived 
just this year. My son Ramsey is 
currently training to be a lawyer, 
while my daughter Soraya and Sarry 
are running the company I started so 
many years ago.  

It is gratifying to watch the new 
generations of Jouzys thrive, and I 
am thankful for the opportunities life 

has afforded me despite the many 
losses and upheavals. However, the 
biggest piece of my heart remains in 
Jerusalem.  

Emile Jouzy, a native of Jerusalem, 
moved with his family to Egypt in 
1948. He studied hotel catering 
and tourism management at 
London Battersea College (which 
later became the University of 
Surrey) in the United Kingdom 
and worked in the hotel industry 
for sixty years, participating in 
the outfitting of nearly 200 hotels 
all over the world. In 1981 he 
married Nelsy Thomas with whom 
he has three children. In the past 
two years he has been assisting 
Yusef Daher, the chief editor of 
the Palestine Tourism magazine 
(published by PALAID).

Emile after swimming at Shatt al-Arab, Jaffa. Emile and Theo Awad undergoing training on the use 
of a Tommy gun and Enfield rifle, spring 1948.
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The Orthodox Sports Club of Jerusalem
By Edmond Aboujudom

I am a Palestinian-American, 
Orthodox Christian who was born 
in Jerusalem in 1925 in the Upper 
Baqa’a neighborhood. Between 
1940 and 1948, I was a member of 
Jerusalem’s Orthodox Sports Club 
that was directed at the time by Mr. 
Salameh. In 1941, I started to play 
on the soccer team as a left wing. 
We played many games in Palestine, 
Jordan, Syria, and Lebanon. Among 
the games that I remember very 
well were two we played in Amman, 
Jordan, in 1946. Jordan had two 
soccer teams, one was named 
Faisaly and the other Al-Alhali. Our 
trip started with four taxis to 
accommodate the team of 15 people. 
We arrived in Amman by noon after 
a two-hour trip and stayed at the 
Philadelphia Hotel that was owned by 
the Nazzal Family and located next 
to the famous Roman amphitheater. 
The players on my team included 
George Rizzek and Assad Haddad as 
fullbacks, Mike Handal as goalkeeper, 
and Michel Diedis as center forward. 

Other players were Lolas, as left 
halfback, Tarazi, who was a forward, 
and George Dabbah. Our Orthodox 
Club of Jerusalem faced the two 
Jordanian teams on the old soccer 
field at the Maahatta. When we won 
both games, the local fans were 
very upset and threw tomatoes at 
our players. Later in the evening, we 
were invited by the Kawar and Asfour 
families in Amman to eat mansaf. 

Displaced from Jerusalem during 
the Nakba, Edmond Aboujudom 
lived in Jordan where he served as 
the general manager of Phillips until 
1988. After retiring, he moved to 
the United States.
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 was born in Jerusalem in 1936, to a family in which 
circumstances, laws of nature, and natural affinity led to 
marriages beyond the confines of Palestine. Exposure to 
European educational institutions enhanced or influenced some 
of the cultural aspects and traditions of the family. I look at it as 
perhaps contributing to the quilt or mosaic of the country.  

By Raymond Haddad

Memories of
My Childhood
in Jerusalem

I

My father was Gabriel Haddad, born 
in 1889, the eldest of six children of 
Hanna Habib Haddad who worked at 
the printing press of the Franciscan 
fathers in Jerusalem, and Regina 
Nicodeme. He was eleven years old 
when his father died and was taken in, 
along with his brother, by the German 
Lazarist priests so that the boys could 
continue their education. As a result, 
he became fluent in German, and at 
age 16 started work at the Deutsche 

Palästina-Bank. In order to support 
his family, he supplemented his 
income by selling religious souvenirs 
made of olive wood obtained from 
Mr. Batarsi’s souvenir shop in 
Bethlehem. He also guided suwwah 
(tourists) who were visiting the Holy 
Land.

During the Second World War, my 
father was honorary consul of Spain 
in Jerusalem. Also, with a partner, he 
had a building-materials business, 
Haddad, Hallac & Co., with a branch 
in Haifa and a storage yard in Upper 
Baqa’a, a neighborhood in southern 
Jerusalem.

My mother, Marie Nicodeme, was 
born in Jerusalem in 1899. Her 
mother, Esther Laurella, was born 
in Beirut, the daughter of George 
Laurella, consul of Tuscany, and 
Catherine Ajamian, the daughter of the 
Persian consul in Aleppo. My maternal 
grandfather, Ferdinand Nicodeme, met 
his wife Esther when she came on a 
pilgrimage to Jerusalem.

Ferdinand became the pharmacist 
at the Austrian Dispensary in Tantur 
which was run by the Order of Malta. 
He later worked at the Italian consulate 
and became director of the Italian 
Catholic Association. 

Our house was in 
the German Colony, 
part of what is 
known as Al-Baqa'a 
al-Tahta. Our phone 
number was 3426. 

Life in Pre-1948 Jerusalem

Raymond Haddad with 
his mother Maria Haddad 
(née Nicodeme) on the 
upper balcony of their 
West Jerusalem home in 
the German Colony on 
Khanania Street.

A 1946 Renault Juva 4, purchased by Ferdinand Haddad, parked in front of their German Colony house.



82 83THIS WEEK IN PALESTINE

My parents married in Jerusalem, 
at the parish church of St. Saviour 
in the Old City, in 1920. Their 
reception was held at the Fast Hotel. 
I was born at the Italian Hospital 
and baptized at St. Saviour. At age 
6, I started preparations for my 
first communion at the Reparatrice 
Sisters whose convent was across 
from the French Hospital, not far 
from my father’s office on St. Louis 
Street. Occasionally I would stop 
there after school which was a short 
walk away. 

My brothers and I attended the 
Collège des Frères, located in the Old 
City, adjacent to New Gate. I would 
take bus number 4 to and from 
school, with my lunch in a container 
called matbakie. I dreaded the 
disciplinarian Frère Epiphane, who 
roamed the school with his mastara 
(ruler), and prayed not to be hit on 
the knuckles. My dad got a kick 
when I told him how I was taught to 
write numbers in Arabic, especially 
7 and 8 (٨,٧, inzil wa itlah, lit. move 
down and move up). I had not 

finished the fifth grade at the Frères 
school when we left Jerusalem in 
1948. 

We lived in a two-story house that 
was built in 1932 and designed by 
the German architect Bäuerle. A 
large terrace led to the front door. 
The first floor included a large liwan 
(visitors’ room), living and dining 
rooms, a kitchen and adjacent pantry 
called odet il- moune, where we 
stored food staples, such as sugar, 
flour, samne or ghee, and dried 
goods such as rice, lentils, and 
beans, as well as canned food and 
homemade jams. Next to the maid’s 
room, a door led to the basement. 
The second floor included a central 
sitting area leading to four bedrooms 
and a bathroom. All the second-floor 
rooms opened onto a wrap-around 
balcony. The entire house had 
beautiful floor tiles imported from 
Lodi, Italy, by my father who had a 
building-materials business. 

In the front yard there was a large 
eucalyptus tree, a variety of flowers, 
and a hedge of husulban (rosemary). 

The side had several fruit trees, 
including apricots, plums, askidynia 
(loquats), green almonds that I 
enjoyed by dipping them in salt, and 
an artichoke hedge. The backyard 
had jasmine plants and honeysuckle, 
and was bordered by a stone wall. 

A well or cistern under the house 
and a front yard spigot allowed for 
watering the plants. 

I would periodically see sanitation 
workers spraying the area around 
the septic tank, at the front, for 
mosquitoes to prevent malaria and 
dengue fever, both prevalent in those 
days.  

My favorite room was the dining 
room for several reasons. Since it 
had a large soppa (heating stove), 
it was the warmest. In one corner 
was the record player I made use 
of. Every year at Christmas, a tree 
would stand tall, next to the nativity 
creche which we brought down from 
the attic. They were displayed until 
the day of Epiphany on January 6. In 
the Catholic faith, May is the month 
of the Virgin Mary. We would gather 
as a family in this room to say the 
Rosary and sing “It’s Mary’s month, 
it’s the most beautiful month.” 
What impressed me also in this 
room was a portrait of my maternal 
grandfather whom I never knew, in 
his uniform emblazoned with several 

Family portrait that includes Gabriel and Maria Haddad with four of their five children, Ada Kalbian 
(née Haddad), Roger, Jean, and Raymond Haddad.

Raymond Haddad with his maternal grandmother 
Esther Nicodeme (née Laurella).

Raymond Haddad's maternal grandfather 
Ferdinand Nicodeme.

Raymond Haddad's first communion portrait.   

Life in Pre-1948 Jerusalem
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decorations. Finally, a Madonna and 
Child portrait hung on another wall. 
When the house was ransacked in 
1948, the picture was saved and 
found its way several years later to 
my sister’s house in East Jerusalem.

Every year or two a mnajjed showed 
up to fluff up pillows and mattresses. 
He did the job on the front terrace 
using a rudimentary instrument that 
looked like a bass with two metallic 
strings. Another annual ritual was 
rug beating and cleaning before 
storage for the summer, using what 
looked like a tennis racket followed 
by spreading the rug on the floor 

and rubbing it with the cover of a 
tanjara (a cooking pot) to get rid of 
the last bit of dust. For some reason 
I have kept a vivid memory of these 
activities. 

As I was growing up, our daily 
routine included taking cod liver oil 
and drinking Ovaltine. Homemade 
apricot or quince jam was part of 
the breakfast fare. After school, I 
enjoyed an asroune (snack), eating 
bread with halawe or chocolate. 
Mother always made labne (partly 
dried yogurt) balls; they were stored 
in jars filled with olive oil and eaten 
with za’atar. 

I was the youngest child in the 
family. My sister Ada was seven 
years older, and my brothers 
were already in high school when 
I was born. My playmates were 
neighborhood kids. Next door lived 
an English family with a daughter, 
Ann, with whom I played the 
proverbial doctor and nurse. Across 
the street lived the Vincentes, 
an Italian family. Their daughter 
Renata and I played catch on our 
wrap-around balcony or climbed 
the eucalyptus tree. Her brother, 
Vittorio, who had asthma, could 
only participate in low-key activities. 

So, with him we played marbles 
or other games, such as snakes-
and-ladders, pick-up sticks, or 
Lido, that were effortless. With 
the Awad boys next door I played 
soccer in the street or hide-and-
seek. When my sister Ada and her 
friend Aida Farah played house 
on the balcony, I would stop and 
sample the goodies. I had built the 
outline of an automobile on the 
ground and pretended to be driving 
using rudimentary make-believe 
instruments from sticks and stones. 
I was allowed to go to the Regent 
Cinema now and then to watch 
Tarzan movies.

When mother was going places, 
she often took me with her. We 
would go grocery shopping – to 
Kaloti the butcher, Freij the grocer, 
Spinneys for specialty items such 
as cold cuts, and the Old City for 
spices and bakala, a dried fish that 
we ate especially during World War 
II. We would also visit friends or 
relatives. Some of those we visited 
had balconies from which one could 
be entertained just by watching 
the surroundings and the people 
strolling by. 

Like many of her friends and 
relatives, my mother had jour 
de reception, a certain day of 
the month when people knew 
she would be home. She would 
serve refreshments – tea, coffee, 
lemonade – and homemade cake 
or cookies. She enjoyed cooking. 
She prepared dough for flat noodles 
called taliarini, gnocchi, and bread. 
For holidays she prepared ma’amoul 
and ka’ak (special cookies filled 
with dates, made with semolina and 
flour, respectively), and sent them 
out for baking at Frank’s German 
bakery nearby. At Easter she made 
karabij halab, a cookie covered with 
natef (meringue). 

Life in Pre-1948 Jerusalem

Group wedding portrait of Marie and Gabriel Haddad at St. Saviour in the Old City.
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Like most Palestinians, we had 
the usual fare such as mujaddara 
(lentils and rice served with fried 
onions), mahshi (stuffed zucchini 
or eggplant from the village of 
Battir), warak inab (vine leaves 
wrapped around spiced rice 
and minced meat), and malfouf 
(cabbage rolled around spiced rice 
and meat), all kind of stews with 
rice, meat, and vegetables. Once or 
twice a year we had snails, boiled 
in their shells from which we pulled 
them out using a needle. A deek 
habash (turkey) was prepared 
once a year for Christmas. Tahini 
sauce was used as a dip with dibs 
(molasses). Besides hummus, 
mother used tahini with fish dishes 
and meats. Moloukhiyeh was a 
festive meal: one item was piled on 
top of another, such as crisp bread, 
onions, vinegar, and meat, all 
drenched in that green herb boiled 
into a sauce.

Mother and father were pious 
and attended early morning 
mass almost daily at St. Therese 
Church, near the Semiramis Hotel. 
On Sundays we often went as a 
family, or just my parents and I, to 
neighboring towns for relaxation 
or to visit relatives. I enjoyed 
sitting in the garden of the Odeh 
Hotel in Ramallah sipping a gazoz 
(fizzy soda) and taking in the 
breeze. Ramallah was only a few 
kilometers away but always cooler 
than Jerusalem. Bus trips to Beit 
Jala, Beit Sahour, Ein Karem, and 
Emmaus were equally enjoyable. 
The German Lazarists had a 
convent in Emmaus where Father 
Zonnen, my father’s teacher, lived. 
A cousin of my father owned the 
St. Julian Hotel on Julian Way, 
near the King David Hotel. It was a 
strategic place from which to watch 
parades a couple of times a year.

My oldest brother, Ferdinand, worked 
at the Spanish consulate in Jerusalem. 
Jean, my second brother, worked in 
my father’s office across the street 
from the Ottoman Bank. Roger, my 
third brother, graduated from high 
school in Jerusalem and then went 
to Beirut to study pharmacy. In 
high school he played soccer. The 
interscholastic games often took place 
in a field near us. I would carry his 
cleats as we walked together to the 
game. Roger liked to tease: He used 
to call me Ajouz because I enjoyed 
sitting by the stove in winter and Abu 
Dama’a (father of tears) because I 
cried easily.

My sister Ada attended the English 
Miller School with other Palestinian 
girls before moving to the Sisters of 
Zion’s school in the Old City. Girls 
there suffered some discrimination 
based on their social standing or 
tuition exemptions, which prevented 
social interactions. She was glad to 
leave for the school of the Sisters of 
Nazareth in Haifa, where she remained 
as a boarder for a year or two.

But political events started to change 
our lives, my life. After the partition 
was announced, we were glued to 
the radio wondering, “What next? Will 
things get worse?” Curfews became 
common. Jerusalem was divided into 
zones: A, B, and C. We were issued 
identity cards showing the ”zone” 
we lived in. The King David Hotel 
bombing catastrophe of 1946 was 
compounded by that of the January 
1948 Semiramis Hotel bombing in 
which we lost close friends.

The civilian population became more 
terrified, and that led to our departure 
on April 26, 1948. Like others we 
were duped into thinking this was a 
temporary issue that would end soon 
after the end of the Mandate on May 
15,1948.

Two of my siblings were abroad while 
Ferdinand, the eldest, stayed behind, 
in the house, with the Spanish 
consul, hoping to protect our home. 
Dad had arranged for two taxis from 
the Alamein Company to pick us up 
and take us to Beirut, via Amman and 
Damascus. After months of moving 
around in different sections of the 
city, we settled in an apartment in 
Ras Beirut. We used UNRWA ration 
cards for provisions. I started school 
at the Collège de la Salle in fifth 
grade, following the French system 
leading to the Baccalaureate and 
eventually attended medical school. 
In 1963, I immigrated to the United 
States. 

My wife Pat and I are proud parents 
of three sons and grandparents of six 
boys and a girl who live in Virginia 
and Connecticut. 

I went back to Jerusalem in 2014 
and 2017 for short visits with family 
and managed a brief visit to our 
house. I left Jerusalem and Palestine 
but they remain in my heart.

Dr. Raymond Haddad is a retired 
physician living in Virginia, USA, 
with his wife. He studied medicine 
at St. Joseph University, Beirut, 
and moved to the United States in 
1963.

The Madonna and Child painting saved from the 
Haddad house in the German Colony by Mr. Talvi 
as the house was ransacked. 
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n 1844 the YMCA was founded in London, England, by 
George Williams. In 1878, it was brought to Palestine by 
Dr. Bishara Cana’an, who had learned about the association 
and its heritage from his days as a student in London. The 
YMCA in Palestine had a humble beginning in Jerusalem with 
a storefront room on Mamilla Road. But it soon became a 
social meeting place for Palestinian Muslims and Christians 

and moved to a large location on Jaffa Road, not too far from Jaffa Gate, that 
even featured a tennis court. 

The Cana’an family became the moving spirit. Dr. Tewfiq Cana’an, Bishara’s 
eldest son, became the president of the new YMCA and served for three 
consecutive terms in addition to carrying out his duties as a brilliant physician. 
Lectures and concerts were held, and 16-mm films were shown as the 
association continued to be a social meeting place in the middle of town. Soon 
again these premises proved to be too small, and a larger space was needed.

In 1920, Dr. Archibald Clinton Harte was sent by the YMCA of the United 
States to assist the new fledgling enterprise, which by now had become a 
movement in Palestine where Christians and Muslims could interact in a place 
of calm. Looking at Jerusalem from the Mount of Olives, Dr. Harte had a vision 
to create a YMCA center that would overlook the Old City. James Newbegin 
Jarvie, a philanthropist friend from New Jersey, believed in this vision and 
donated one million dollars to help fulfill this dream. Further donations came 
from Jerusalem residents as well as from hundreds of others from around the 
world. Eventually, the total donations amounted to US$1,250,000.

Life in Pre-1948 Jerusalem

By Rizek Abusharr

The YMCA
in Palestine

I
A region called Nukofrieh, which 
belonged to the Greek Orthodox 
Church, was found, and a plot of 
28 dunams was secured for one 
Palestinian pound, with the blessings 
of the Church. Arthur Loomis 
Harman was selected as the principal 
architect, and Muslim, Christian, 
and Jewish architects as well as 
hundreds of builders and artisans 
were employed. The cornerstone 
was laid in 1926, and it took 7 years 
to build the edifice of the Jerusalem 
YMCA. Its dedication was celebrated 
on April 18, 1933, in the presence 
of huge crowds of Palestinians who 
heard Field Marshal Lord Allenby 
deliver the dedication speech wherein 
this sentence, “Here is a place whose 
atmosphere is peace, where political 
and religious jealousies are forgotten 
and international unity fostered and 
developed,” became the motto of the 
Jerusalem YMCA.

The Jerusalem YMCA building is 
certainly the most beautiful building 
among the more than 4,000 YMCA 
buildings around the world and is 
referred to as “a sermon in stone.” 
Elegant and impressive in every 
respect, it features a 152-foot tower 
that houses 33 bells, the largest of 
which weighs one and a half tons. 
Adjoining the tower on each side are 
two domed buildings.

The inscription on the façade reads 
in Arabic, “There is no God but 
God,” in Hebrew, “The Lord our God, 
the Lord is One,” and in Aramaic, 
citing Jesus, “I am the Way.” The 
40 magnificent columns around the 
cloistered areas represent the 40 
friends of the Prophet Muhammad, 
the 40 years the Hebrews wandered 
in the wilderness, and the 40 days 
that Jesus fasted in the desert. The 
capital of each column is hewn with 
the plants and animals of Palestine.

The YMCA in 1933.
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The vestibule at the main entrance of 
the building has a replica, in mosaic, 
of the Madaba Map. From the ceiling 
hangs a lamp with the globe of the 
earth, signifying Jerusalem as the 
center of the globe, holy to the nations 
of the world. The main building 
contains magnificent lounges, offices, 
and a coffee shop. The second floor 
houses the educational arm of the 
YMCA with a fully functioning library 
with 40,000 volumes and classrooms 
for the teaching of languages, 
economics, law, music, and voice 
training. The third and fourth floors 
house 80 rooms for students and 
visitors to Jerusalem.

The two domed buildings are 
connected by underground 
corridors and outside cloisters. 
One domed building has a fully 
functioning gymnasium with a 
basketball cour t, two squash 
courts, a weight room, and four 
outdoor red clay tennis cour ts. 
The red clay was trucked from 
Khan al-Ahmar, halfway towards 
Jericho. The tennis cour ts were 
inaugurated by the then mayor 
of Jerusalem, Ragheb Bey Al-
Nashashibi. The one-kilometer 
track and the football stadium 
hosted all sor ts of spor ting events 
from day one. 

The YMCA had the only indoor 
swimming pool in the whole 
region. Every drop of rainwater was 
collected from the roofs into giant 
cisterns to fill the pool and provide 
for many the only available showers. 
The inscription on the that domed 
building is in German and reads: 
“The only temple of God is the body 
of the human,” and also “They can 
who think they can.”

The second domed building features 
a magnificent 600-seat auditorium 
with excellent acoustics. Concerts, 
theater performances, lectures, and 
movies were scheduled regularly in 
the auditorium for the community. 
Palestinian musician Salvador 
Arnita played the four-manual 
Austin organ and made the carillon 
bells in the tower ring with joy on 
special occasions. Four brass lamps 
hanging on the auditorium walls 
are beautifully perforated and show 
the Crescent, the Star of David, 
the Cross, and the YMCA triangle 
that reflect on the wall when lit. 
The symbol of the Y is the triangle, 
signifying Spirit, Mind, and Body. The 
inscription on the building reads: “In 
Essentials, Unity; in Non-Essentials, 
Liberty; in All Things, Charity.”

In 1946, that dream of peace and 
tranquility was devastated among the 
Jerusalem community when a wing 
of the King David Hotel was brutally 
bombed and collapsed, leaving over 
100 dead and hundreds injured. 
All windows of the YMCA were 
shattered, and staff had to remove 
human remains from the building’s 
façade, with bodies thrown across 
Julian’s Way.

As an 11-year-old boy living in 
Mamillah, I heard the explosions and 
saw smoke rising, after which there 
was a deathly silence followed by 
a cacophony of sirens and shouts, 
and I saw open trucks driving up 
Mamillah carrying the dead or 
wounded.

The Jerusalem YMCA 
has served thousands 
of citizens from all 
walks of life who were 
touched by its mission 
of peace, stability, and 
tranquility for all.

A parade passing in 
front of the YMCA.

The back of the building 
with spectators watching 
a football game on the 
YMCA football field.

Presenting themselves 
on the YMCA terrace, 
the newlywed couple 
Ass'ad and Ellen Khader.

Life in Pre-1948 Jerusalem
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In 1948, the Palestinian staff of the 
YMCA helped the large number of 
refugees and wounded who were 
brought to the YMCA by the Red 
Cross, which made the YMCA its 
center for shelter and treatment. 
A huge Red Cross banner hung 
from the tower. One senior staff 

member of the Y, Labib Nasser, in 
Beirut on a business trip for the 
YMCA, was not allowed to return 
to his job and home. He made his 
way to Jericho and established the 
YMCA rehabilitation center in Aqabat 
Jaber near Jericho, which became 
a first-rate educational facility. 

Hundreds if not thousands of 
Palestinian refugees learned all 
kinds of vocations and became 
skilled. The YMCA in Beit Sahour, 
home of the Shepherds’ Field, 
began rehabilitating refugees as 
well. The Nazareth YMCA and the 
YMCA in Ramallah continued the 
work of the YMCA in Palestine. 
The Y, as we frequently call it, 
is proud indeed of its heritage 
and its service under very hard 
conditions. The newly appointed 
director general is Fadi Suidan. 
We wish him and the Jerusalem 
YMCA success in all endeavors.

Rizek S. Abusharr was born 
in Jerusalem, Palestine, into 
a family whose roots go 
back several hundred years 
in Palestine. The Abusharr 
family are part of the Sakakini 
and Kudsi clans. Educated in 
Palestine and the United States, 
he married Alice Krikorian in 
1961 and is father to Raja and 
Nabil and grandfather to four. 
Rizek and Alice left Jerusalem in 
2006 and settled in Claremont, 
California, but have returned to 
Jerusalem annually since 2007 
and led five pilgrimages, the 
last in 2018. Rizek served the 
Jerusalem YMCA for fifty years, 
was named one of the legends 
of the YMCA in 2003, and was 
elected to the YMCA Hall of 
Fame in 2004.

In 1993, the Jerusalem 
YMCA was nominated 
for the Nobel Peace 
Prize by the Austrian 
Parliament.

Life in Pre-1948 Jerusalem

Youth of the YMCA Boys' Department with Shafik Mansour, the head of the department (first person 
standing on the far right).

The dedication of the YMCA in 1933.
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very week, I get three to four requests on social media from 
Palestinians in the diaspora asking about their houses and 
properties. “I have this picture of my grandfather in Qatamon. 
What’s happened to our house?” “My grandmother told us 
many stories about this fountain in their garden in Jaffa in the 
attached picture. Can you please tell us if it’s still there?” 

In 2016, Nasser Dakkak, a Palestinian American, came with his children 
Khaled and Yasmeen to Jerusalem. He had an old picture of a beautiful house 
in the Baqa’a neighborhood in West Jerusalem. His great grandfather Chakib 

Life in Pre-1948 Jerusalem

By Tarek Bakri

Using Technology
to Search for Home 

The New
Generation 

E

Such visual connection 
is important on many 
levels, but especially on 
a human level: for first-
generation refugees to 
see and recall, for the 
grandchildren to feel 
more connected and 
believe in their right 
of return, and finally 
for us in Palestine to 
document these stories 
on the ground.

Dakkak built and lived in it until the 
Nakba, after which the house was 
confiscated based on the “Absentee 
Property Law.” Nasser does not 
have any clue what happened 
to the house or whether it is still 
standing. All he has is the picture. 
We did some research based on oral 
documentation, and then we studied 
the architecture of the building – its 
windows, stone, and balconies – 
alongside a little homework with 
“Google Maps” and its street-view 
feature. Now we are ready for the last 
step: being on the ground. Nothing 
on earth can compare to the smiles 
drawn on the faces of those kids; 

with their broken Arabic accent they 
expressed to Nasser what they were 
feeling and how lucky they were to 
be connected to their grandfather’s 
house in this way. Yasmeen said: “If 
the Nakba had not happened and if 
my family had not been expelled from 
here, I would be living in this beautiful 
house, maybe on the ground floor 
near the garden.” 

The “We Were and Still Are … Here” 
initiative was launched more than 
ten years ago. During this period, 
hundreds of stories of destroyed 

Palestinian towns and villages have 
been documented with the aim of 
preserving the Palestinian narrative 
in a different way through visual 
documentation with old pictures 
using modern technology such as 
social media and mobile applications. 
Third- and fourth-generation 
Palestinian refugees cannot get 
enough stories from the elderly; 
they want to explore and increase 
their feeling of attachment to their 
roots. A refugee born in the 1990s 
in Lebanon’s Shatila Camp arranges 

The team of 
“We Were and 
Still Are … 
Here” holding a 
video call with 
a Palestinian 
refugee in 
Syria who 
is originally 
from Tantura, 
an ethnically 
cleansed 
village south of 
Haifa. 

Nasser Dakkak with his children Yasmeen and Khaled in front of his grandparents' house in Baqa'a.
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with us to make a video call with her 
grandmother to see where in Haifa 
she was born. This experience is no 
longer something you merely use to 
remember and tell as a story. Now 
you are in a livestream with your 
homeland, tell us the story again, and 
maybe even remember it better now. 

Holding a map drawn by his uncle, 
aged 96, Maher Chamma, born in 
Al-Yarmouk Refugee Camp in Syria, 
arrived in Palestine on a foreign 
passport in search of the family 
house in Acre. The story started 
when Maher told us that he intended 
to come to Palestine, for the first 
time in his life, to look for his family 
house. We had nothing to guide us 
except a word-of-mouth narrative 
describing it and a simple map drawn 
by Maher’s uncle who was born and 

raised in the house. “You enter from 
Beirut-Haifa Street, half a kilometer 
from the West Sea. On the opposite 
side is the house of Abdul Fattah 
Al-Saadi. Our house is surrounded by 
tens of cypress trees.” It was almost 
impossible to rely solely on this map. 
We used a British Mandate map 
of Acre in an attempt to locate the 
house, and with help of the “Palestine 

Open Maps” project – founded 
by Palestinian engineer-in-exile 
Majd Shihabi in collaboration with 
“Visualizing Palestine,” where they 
stitch together maps created by the 
British Colonial Authority in the 1940s 
before the Nakba and juxtapose them 
with recent satellite imagery – we 
were able to locate the neighborhood 
block but still not the exact house.

When we arrived in Acre and started 
our search in what is now called New 
Acre, with maps, photos, and mixed 
feelings imposed by the city, I was 
struck by the strong intuition of Maher 
after we initially got a bit lost. This 
Palestinian Syrian who had been born 
in a refugee camp and who had never 
before seen Palestine guided us: 
“Tarek, go left and then take the first 
right.” And I did. 

There stood the house of the 
deceased Moustafa Chamma. The 25 
cypress trees surrounded the house 
from three sides. The entrance, the 
windows, and the garden are just as 
Maher’s uncle described. He simply 
stood there, amazed and in tears, sad 
and glad at the same time, gazing 
at his house in contemplation. The 
house has been turned into a nursery 

under the Israeli Ministry of Education 
after being inhabited by an Israeli 
family right after the Nakba. Maher 
took his smartphone from the car, 
opened a WhatsApp group with his 
relatives around the world, sent a 
photo, and then saved and shared his 
current location.

More than 500 villages and towns 
have been ethnically cleansed during 
the last 74 years. Many of them 
are hard to recognize and others 
have vanished altogether under 
the forests of the Keren Kayemeth 
Leisrael (Jewish National Fund). The 
Israeli occupation is systematically 
defacing Palestinian collective 
memory and changing historical 
names and places, but now you 
can easily download an application 
and navigate with your smartphone 
to any destroyed village in order to 
reach it and interact personally and 
digitally with the place There are 
other applications that take you on 
a guided virtual-reality (VR) tour in 
your homeland. These VR tours are 
important not only to Palestinians in 
the diaspora but also to people living 
under occupation in the West Bank 
and Gaza who are denied freedom of 
movement.

Day after day, more initiatives and 
projects are being implemented 
through smooth, user-friendly means 
to change the new generations’ 
understanding of Palestine. Classic 
documentation should not be 
monopolized by academics and 
institutions, archival materials should 
be an open source for pioneers to 
create interactive digital projects 
and databases. Nowadays we bring 
together personal narrative and the 
memories of our grandparents with 
modern digital technologies. This 
merger allows us to reconnect with 
places and bring memories alive.

Tarek Bakri, a Palestinian engineer 
and researcher based in Jerusalem, 
is the founder of the initiative “We 
Were and Still Are ... Here.” He 
received the 2018 Jerusalem Award 
for Culture and Creativity and is 
the chairman of the Palestinian Art 
Court in Jerusalem.

Maher Chamma 
returning to Palestine 
in search of his 
family house in Acre. 

The Gellat family in Talbiyeh.
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n 2007 Dorit Naaman, a Jewish Israeli film theorist and 
documentarist teaching at Queen’s University in Canada, 
rented an apartment in Qatamon for her six-month sabbatical. 
As she walked around the neighborhood, she wondered 
where all the houses she had read about in Ghada Karmi’s 
memoir, In Search of Fatima, might be. The answer came 
in another memoir, Hala Sakakini’s Jerusalem and I, and 

specifically in the hand-drawn map folded inside the book, showing the names 
Hala recalled. 

“With map in hand, and a few more memoirs read, my vision of the 
neighborhood shifted. I would imagine recent building additions and temporary 
structures removed and I could name the people whose gardens and houses I 
was walking by,” she wrote.

Thus, the idea was born to find the residents of Qatamon and their 
descendants and make short films about their homes. Dorit’s initial plan was 
to project the films on the corresponding houses. But the people she met 
along the way and her experiences with them led her through a circuitous 
journey to a different destination altogether. 

Her collaboration with the various participants produced short films, each 
telling a story from a different perspective, all of them filled with nostalgia, 
and eventually embedded into three virtual tours. An incident while filming 
with Nahla Assali (see Assali on the Red tour) made Dorit realize that for 

Life in Pre-1948 Jerusalem

By Marina Parisinou

Jerusalem,
We Are Here 

I

the project to be accessible to all 
Palestinians, wherever they may 
be, it needed to be online instead. 
My own participation in the project 
resulted not only in a tour stop 
at my grandfather’s house (see 
Kassotis on the Yellow tour) but also 
in the only archival film the project 
has – that of my great-uncle Nando 
Schtakleff. Nando, a film buff, owned 
the Regent Cinema in the German 
Colony in the 1940s. The Regent 
became the starting point of all three 
tours of the project. 

When Dorit met Mona Halaby, a 
Palestinian-American amateur 
social historian, she was impressed 
not only by her knowledge but 
particularly by the Google map on 
which Mona tracked Jerusalemites’ 
houses. This inspired Dorit to 
incorporate an interactive map in 

the project (Remapping Jerusalem) 
in which all of Mona’s knowledge 
would be captured along with that 
of Anwar Ben Badis, a Palestinian 
intellectual, Arabic teacher, 
and researcher of Jerusalem’s 
Palestinian past who lives and 
leads tours in Jerusalem. The 
map is a living document. It is an 
ongoing organic collaboration with 
community members who contribute 
photographs, documents, and 
memories – or reach out for help 
in locating their families’ houses. 
It has grown to cover most of the 
neighborhoods of what today is 
known as West Jerusalem, and is 
poised to expand even further. 

And so Jerusalem, We Are Here 
(JWRH) was launched in November 
2016 as an interactive documentary 
that digitally brings Palestinians back 

Hala Sakakini's hand-drawn map of pre-Nakba Qatamon 
from her memoir, Jerusalem and I - A Personal Record.
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to the Jerusalem neighborhoods 
from which they were expelled in 
1948. It is essentially a register 
of Jerusalemites’ homes and an 
archive of their pre-Nakba stories. 

JWRH has been presented in 
over 30 festivals, conferences, 
and other public and private fora. 
On the 70th anniversary of the 
Nakba, it was screened in the 
Regent Cinema itself (today’s Lev 
Smadar). It has won a couple of 
awards and has been mentioned 
in several academic works and 
other media. 

But more importantly, it continues to 
gather and tell stories, to educate and 
inform, and to keep memories alive for 
generations to come. 

To experience the stories of JWRH, 
take a tour – in English or Arabic – at 
JerusalemWeAreHere.com or explore 
the ever-expanding map at map.
JerusalemWeAreHere.com. And if you 
can identify a house on the map or 
can share photos, or audio or video 
recordings, click on the link of the 
house in question to send them to us. 
For more information on the project, 
visit info.JerusalemWeAreHere.com. 

Marina Parisinou was 
born in Cyprus to a Greek 
Jerusalemite mother and a 
Cypriot father. She publishes 
her research on her maternal 
family’s history on her blog, 
MyPalestinianStory.com. She 
is also one of the participants 
and an associate producer in 
the interactive documentary 
Jerusalem, We Are Here. 
Marina is currently researching 
a book on Qatamon and the 
Semiramis bombing. 

The map of Jerusalem, We Are Here. Houses in dark grey are known to have existed 
pre-Nakba. When information is entered about the residents of a house, it turns red. 

Nahla Assali's home on 
the Red tour of JWRH.
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 The Storyteller
of Jerusalem

Book of the Month

The memoirs of 
Wasif Jawhariyyeh 
are a remarkable 
treasure trove of 
writings on the life, 

culture, music, and history of 
Jerusalem. Spanning over four 
decades, from 1904 to 1948, they 
cover a period of enormous and 
turbulent change in Jerusalem’s 
history, lived and recalled from 
the daily vantage point of the 
street storyteller. Oud player, 
music lover, ethnographer, poet, 
collector, partygoer, satirist, civil 
servant, local historian, devoted 
son, husband, father, and person 
of faith, Wasif viewed the life of 
his city through multiple roles and 
lenses. The result is a vibrant, 
unpredictable, sprawling collection 
of anecdotes, observations, and 
yearnings as varied as the city 
itself.

Reflecting the times of Ottoman 
rule, the British Mandate, and 
the run-up to the founding of the 
state of Israel, The Storyteller 
of Jerusalem offers intimate 
glimpses of people and events, 
and of forces promoting confined, 
divisive ethnic and sectarian 
identities. Yet, through his 
passionate immersion in the 
life of the city, Wasif reveals the 
communitarian ethos that runs so 
powerfully through Jerusalem’s 
past – and offers perhaps the best 
hope for its future.

Booklist called it “An 
extraordinary memoir … Highly 
recommended.” In its review, 
the Electronic Intifada said: “It is 
no overstatement to say that the 
appearance of The Storyteller of 
Jerusalem is a very significant 
event, revealing new facets of 
Palestinian life before the Nakba 
– the ethnic cleansing that led 
to Israel’s establishment – and 
challenging many preconceptions 
and stereotypes … a rare 
glimpse into ’middle-class’ life 
in Jerusalem at the end of the 
Ottoman period … Jawhariyyeh’s 
depictions of late Ottoman and 
Mandate Jerusalem give us 
eyewitness accounts of the 
diverse society destroyed by the 
establishment of the State of Israel 
… For those with background 
knowledge of Palestine under 
Ottoman and Mandate rule, it will 
be a source of fresh perspectives 
and details. For those new to the 
period, the book provides a highly 
readable, intimate account of life 
for urban Palestinians. And for all 
readers, its portrayal of a diverse, 
vibrant society is a bitter-sweet 
glimpse into what Palestine might 
have been, in a world without 
European and Zionist colonialism.”
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Cremisan Wine Estate

Drink wine! ’tis life etern, and travail’s meed,
Fruitage of youth and balm of age’s need:

’Tis the glad time of roses, wine, and friends;
Rejoice thy spirit—-that is life indeed.

Omar Khayyam

n the southern border of Jerusalem, five kilometers west of 
Bethlehem, and on an area of 700 dunums (173 acres), terraces, 
vineyards, olive groves, and a wide area of pine woods surround 
Cremisan Monastery and Winery. This vast, open, terraced expanse 
– a lush, fertile, green horticultural gem, 800 meters above sea level, 

direction north, where rain is abundant – has long been well taken care of. In the mid-
nineteenth century, Cremisan Monastery was founded by an Italian priest, and a few 
years later, the winery was established to sustain the monastery and the convent run 
by the Salesians of Don Bosco. (Location: 31.730392, 35.171292)

Where to Go

By Bassam Almohor

Cremisan Wine Estate has made 
the most delicious and tasty wines 
since 1885. The first fruits produced 
wines for mass, and later, production 
expanded to a wide variety of wines and 
other spirits. Fadi Batarseh, director and 
winemaker at Cremisan, explains the 
process of winemaking. To make white 
wine, white grapes go to a crusher/
de-stemmer after harvesting and then 
to the press where grape juice is stored 
in stainless steel tanks for fermentation. 
Red grapes, after being harvested, are 
taken to a crusher/de-stemmer and 
then stored in tanks for fermentation. 
Once fermented, the wine is taken 
to the press and to wine tanks. What 
makes the color red is the skin, hence 
fermentation comes before press. To 
give it a distinctive aroma, red wine is 
stored later in oak barrels whereas white 
wine is stored in stainless steel tanks. 

Cremisan Wine Estate is a travel 
destination. Mr. Batarseh takes his 
visitors on a historical tour of the place, 
explaining all stages, secrets, and 
tricks of winemaking. Visitors are then 
rewarded with tasting wine and other 
spirits. At the entrance to the winery is a 
showroom where guests can purchase 
wine and other spirits. 

In 2008, Cremisan began to expand 
its sales to the local market, even 
exporting to North America, Europe, 
and Southeast Asia. Production includes 
three types of local wine named after 
local grapes: Baladi, Dabuki, and 
Hamdani/Jandali, in addition to the 
international Cabernet Sauvignon, 
Reserve, Star of Bethlehem, Messa, 
and Port Wine. Cherry liquor, coffee 
liquor, limoncello, lemon cream liquor, 
35-year-old brandy, and arak (53% 
alcohol) are also produced. You can find 
extra virgin olive oil, vinegar, and grape 
juice as well. 

Cremisan Wine Estate is not only a 
monastery and winery. Last year, an 
open-air space enclosed by cypress 
trees and floored with green grass was 
opened as a wedding venue. Wine 
festivals are organized twice a year: 
the summer festival in June and the 
Christmas festival in December. 

Cremisan Monastery and Winery also 
has a playground, and visitors can enjoy 
a vast forest area where wildlife can still 
be found. The winery is open Monday 
through Friday, 7:00–15:45; Saturday 
7:00–12:00; closed Sunday. For 
organized tours and wine tasting, please 
call Fadi Batarseh at 02 274 4825, 050 
928 3330, or email: 
fadi.cremisan@gmail.com, 
Facebook: 
@CremisanWineEstate1885. 

Bassam Almohor can be reached at 
almohor@gmail.com, 
+972-59-7534681, or 
Facebook @toursmore.
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Sani Meo
Publisher

The Last Word

Time Will Tell
Jumping to the conclusion of my column, and without boring you 
with an introduction, preface, or reasoning, I’m coming to the 
realization that our conflict is simply unsolvable and will only end 
when one party annihilates the other. Ingrained religious beliefs in 
leaders as well as common folk, from both sides, will perpetuate this 
conflict into eternity. There is no room for compromise when it comes 
to ideologues or people who claim authority from extraterrestrial 
kingdoms. Each side is entrenched in its position, hoping that holy 
lightening will fall from the sky and zap the other side. In the absence 
of outdated values such as reason, justice, empathy, or fairness, not 
to mention rational leaders, no solution will ever materialize. 

Short of the firm but contradictory religious beliefs, there is no parity 
between the two conflicting parties. In fact, Palestinians are very 
sensitive when the concept of parity is used by wolves wearing 
sheepskin, or by spineless, bend-over-backwards brokers who 
present themselves as peacemakers. It’s not as though there are two 
armies of relatively equal strength who are facing one another, nor is 
it a case of two independent geographical locations with each side 
independently controlling one location. Nor is it even a situation of 
equity in resources and influence. Unfortunately, it’s more like rich 
versus poor, powerful versus powerless, ruthless versus impotent; 
in plain words, it’s the situation of an occupier versus those who are 
occupied. Let me be quick to add that these occupied people are 
cheeky, feisty, resourceful, resilient, and ready for sacrifice.

I have always believed that should a miraculous solution be 
conjured up, it’ll come from outside our borders. It’ll come when 
the geopolitical and geostrategic situations change. With the rise in 
regional power of Iran and its allies, is such a change possible? We’ll 
have to wait and see. Will Putin be able to shake the current world 
order? Will the US dollar, the might of the United States, wane and 
become just another currency? Time will tell, although such matters 
do not happen overnight. Regional and global changes are most 
definitely happening, and I believe that we will soon witness their 
effects. It might take a year, maybe two, but it won’t be decades. 
With the real threat of World War III looming, maybe it won’t matter 
anyway.

Long live Palestine!
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