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         'One way of measuring the quality of your freedom is to take a walk. Raja Shehadeh records how brutalizing the loss of a landscape
            is, both to the losers and the takers: there are no winners. Palestinian Walks is a stoic account of a particular place, but one which has universal resonance. The judges felt it made landscape into the
            essence of politics, and political writing into an art.' Jean Seaton, chair of the Orwell Prize committee, 2008
         

         
  
                  
         
         'It is impossible to capture the isolation felt by many Palestinians, but Shehadeh does a tremendous job … this may well be
            one of the most compelling things you'll read' Scotland on Sunday

         
         
         
         
         
         'He distils his pain and anger into eloquent prose, meticulously counting the ways he loves his land, allowing it to sing
            in evocations of grass, luminous in sunlight, a sea of poppies, low oregano bushes yielding their scene as he brushes past,
            scarlet cyclamens growing out of crevices, muted pink rock roses … Palestinian Walks is no trite exercise in myth-making or propaganda.' Sunday Tribune

         
        
         
         
         
         'Shehadeh describes how the destruction of a beloved landscape mirrors the damage to Palestinian identity … lyrical nature-writing
            with understated political passion' Guardian

         
         
         
         
         
         'Intensely political while avoiding the excesses of pure polemic, Shehadeh's account continually grapples with misconceptions
            and misinformation … There's such an eccentricity to his approach, commenting on dinosaur footprints in the rock one moment,
            challenging Israeli law the next … it's a remarkable way of going about things, delivering what many activists neglect to
            mention: the odd, slightly absurd details that really touch people; things that appear off-camera, away from news reports
            – things that seem real' Independent on Sunday

         
         
         
         
         
         'Palestinian Walks provides a rare historical insight into the tragic changes taking place in Palestine.' Jimmy Carter
         

         
                  
         
         
         'Towards any proper understanding of history there are many small paths. This constantly surprising book modestly describes
            walking along certain paths which have touched the lived lives of two millennia. I strongly suggest you walk with him.' John
            Berger
         

         
         
         
         
         
         'This is a beautiful book and a sad one.' Anthony Lewis

         
                  
         
         
         'Shehadeh writes beautifully, his language infused with a lyrical, melancholic sense of loss. An important record of a land
            marked by conflict that is changing every day' Sunday Telegraph

         
         
         
         
         
         'Shehadeh is a man of real principle, one who clearly believes he does the most good by enduring with dignity in the land
            of his birth … Readers more accustomed to greyish newspaper generalities about the 'situation' would do well to reckon with
            the painful particulars of Shehadeh's account, which is at once gentle and angry, resolute and realistic.' The Nation

         
         
         
         



         
         
            
            RAJA SHEHADEH is the author of the highly praised memoir Strangers in the House, and the enormously acclaimed When the Bulbul Stopped Singing, which was made into a stage play. He is a Palestinian lawyer and writer who lives in Ramallah. He is a founder of the pioneering,
               non-partisan human rights organisation Al-Haq, an affiliate of the international Commission of Jurists, and the author of
               several books about international law, human rights and the Middle East. Palestinian Walks won the Orwell Prize in 2008.
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            To my nephew and niece,

            
            
            Aziz and Tala, with the hope that they will be

            
            
            able to walk in the hills of Palestine.
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            This new edition of Palestinian walks, Notes on a Vanishing Landscape includes a new seventh walk, sadly marked by a disturbing encounter with two young, masked Palestinians. Another of my walks,
               accompanied by a television crew re-tracing the first walk in this book, was interrupted by Israeli soldiers who rushed towards
               us, guns pointed, and proceeded to interrogate us in the open-air. Perhaps we were fortunate to escape unscathed. Firas Kaskas,
               a father of three young children, taking an afternoon stroll with his brother in the early winter was shot dead by soldiers
               stationed in the same post.

            
            
         

         
         
         None the less, the Palestinian spring has brought its carpets of anemones and shy stands of cyclamen to the hills. As always,
            a group of friends and I walk together every Friday. We see the increasing sprawl of Israeli settlements that threaten the
            fragile and violated landscape, but still we sit under an olive tree in a quiet valley and look at the play of light and shadow
            on the terraced hills. I don't know why we continue to hope for a future for these hills; one friend even clings to the long
            view of geological time. But I know they are there, and we will continue to wander through the hills on our sarha.
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            When I began hill walking in Palestine a quarter of a century ago, I was not aware that I was travelling through a vanishing
               landscape. For centuries the central highland hills of Palestine, which slope on one side towards the sea and on the other
               towards the desert, had remained relatively unchanged. As I grew up in Ramallah, the land from my city to the northern city
               of Nablus might, with a small stretch of the imagination, have seemed familiar to a contemporary of Christ. Those hills were,
               I believe, one of the natural treasures of the world.

            
            
         

         
         
         All my life I have lived in houses that overlook the Ramallah hills. I have related to them like my own private backyard,
            whether for walks, picnics or flower-picking expeditions. I have watched their changing colours during the day and over the
            seasons as well as during an unending sequence of wars. I have always loved hill walking, whether in Palestine, the Swiss
            Alps or the Highlands and outlying islands of Scotland, where it was a particular joy to ramble without fear of harassment
            and the distracting awareness of imminent political and physical disasters.

         
         
         
         
         I began taking long walks in Palestine in the late 1970s. This was before many of the irreversible changes that blighted the
            land began to take place. The hills then were like one large nature reserve with all the unspoiled beauty and freedom unique
            to such areas. The seven walks described in this book span a period of twenty-seven years. Although each walk takes its own
            unique course they are also travels through time and space. It is a journey beginning in 1978 and ending in 2007, in which
            I write about the developments I have witnessed in the region and about the changes to my life and surroundings. I describe
            walking in the hills around Ramallah, in the wadis in the Jerusalem wilderness and through the gorgeous ravines by the Dead
            Sea.

         
         
         
         
         Palestine has been one of the countries most visited by pilgrims and travellers over the ages. The accounts I have read do
            not describe a land familiar to me but rather a land of these travellers' imaginations. Palestine has been constantly re-invented,
            with devastating consequences to its original inhabitants. Whether it was the cartographers preparing maps or travellers describing
            the landscape in the extensive travel literature, what mattered was not the land and its inhabitants as they actually were
            but the confirmation of the viewer's or reader's religious or political beliefs. I can only hope that this book does not fall
            within this tradition.

         
         
         
         
         Perhaps the curse of Palestine is its centrality to the West's historical and biblical imagination. The landscape is thus
            cut to match the grim events recorded there. Here is how Thackeray describes the hills I have so loved:

         
         

         
         
         
         Parched mountains, with a grey bleak olive tree trembling here and there; savage ravines and valleys paved with tombstones
            – a landscape unspeakably ghastly and desolate, meet the eye wherever you wander round about the city. The place seems quite
            adapted to the events which are recorded in the Hebrew histories. It and they, as it seems to me, can never be regarded without
            terror. Fear and blood, crime and punishment, follow from page to page in frightful succession. There is not a spot at which
            you look, but some violent deed has been done there: some massacre has been committed, some victim has been murdered, some
            idol has been worshipped with bloody and dreadful rites.

         
         
         
         
         (Notes of a Journey from Cornhill to Grand Cairo)

         
         

         
         
         
         It is as though once the travellers took the arduous trip to visit Palestine and did not find what they were seeking, the
            land as it existed in their imagination, they took a strong aversion to what they found. 'Palestine sits in sackcloth and
            ashes,' Mark Twain writes. '… Palestine is desolate and unlovely … Palestine is no more of this work-day world. It is sacred
            to poetry and tradition – it is a dream-land' (The Innocents Abroad).

         
         
         
         
         The Western world's confrontation with Palestine is perhaps the longest-running drama in history. This was not my drama, although
            I suppose I am a bit player in it. I like to think of my relationship to the land, where I have always lived, as immediate
            and not experienced through the veil of words written about it, often replete with distortions.

         
         
         
         
         And yet it is in the unavoidable context of such literature that I write my own account of the land and the contemporary culture
            of 'fear and blood, crime and punishment' that blot its beauty. Perhaps many will also read this book against the background
            of the grim images on their television screens. They might experience a dissonant moment as they read about the beautiful
            countryside in which the seven walks in this book take place: could the land of perpetual strife and bloodshed have such peaceful,
            precious hills? Still, I hope the reader of this book will put all this aside and approach it with an open mind. I hope to
            persuade the reader how glorious the land of Palestine is, despite all the destruction that has been wrought over the past
            quarter of a century.

         
         
         
         
         This long-running drama has not ended. The stage, however, has relocated to the hills of the West Bank, where Israeli planners
            place Jewish settlements on hilltops and plan them such that they can only see other settlements while strategically dominating
            the valleys in which most Palestinian villages are located. It is not unusual to find the names of Arab villages on road signs
            deleted with black paint by over-active settlers.

         
         
         
         
         A sales brochure, for the ultra-Orthodox West Bank settlement of Emanuel, published in Brooklyn for member recruitment, evokes
            the picturesque: 'The city of Emanuel, situated 440 metres above sea level, has a magnificent view of the coastal plain and
            the Judean Mountains. The hilly landscape is dotted by green olive orchards and enjoys a pastoral calm.' Re-creating the picturesque
            scenes of a biblical landscape becomes a testimony to an ancient claim on the land.

         
         
         
         
         Commenting on advertisements such as this, the Israeli architects Rafi Segal and Eyal Weizman perceptively uncover 'a cruel
            paradox': 'the very thing that renders the landscape “biblical”, its traditional inhabitation and cultivation in terraces,
            olive orchards, stone building and the presence of livestock, is produced by the Palestinians, whom the Jewish settlers came
            to replace. And yet the very people who cultivate the 'green olive orchards' and render the landscape biblical are themselves
            excluded from the panorama. The Palestinians are there to produce the scenery and then disappear.'1

         
         
         
         
         The land deemed 'without a people' is thus made available to the Jewish citizens of Israel, who can no longer claim to be
            'a people without a land'.

         
         
         
         
         The Israel Exploration Society instructs its researchers to provide 'concrete documentation of the continuity of a historical
            thread that remained unbroken from the time of Joshua Bin Nun until the days of the conquerors of the Negev in our generation'.
            To achieve this, the intervening centuries and generations of the land's inhabitants have to be obliterated and denied. In
            the process history, mine and that of my people, is distorted and twisted.

         
         
         
         
         Such an attitude fits perfectly into the long tradition of Western travellers and colonizers who simply would not see the
            land's Palestinian population. When they spared a glance it was to regard the Palestinians with prejudice and derision, as
            a distraction from the land of their imagination. So Thackeray describes an anonymous Arab village outside of Jerusalem thus:
            'A village of beavers, or a colony of ants, make habitations not unlike those dismal huts piled together on the plain here
            …' (Notes of a Journey …).

         
         
         
         
         I am both an author and a lawyer. From the early 1980s I have been writing about the legal aspects of the struggle over the
            land and appealing against Israeli orders expropriating Palestinian land for Jewish settlements. Here I write about one of
            these seminal cases. I also write about the disappointing outcome of the legal struggle to save the land for which I gave
            many years of my life. At the same time I explore the mystery of this divided place and my fear for its uncertain future.

         
         
         
         
         Ever since I learned of the plans to transform our hills being prepared by successive Israeli governments, who supported the
            policy of establishing settlements in the Occupied Territories, I have felt like one who is told that he has contracted a
            terminal disease. Now when I walk in the hills I cannot but be conscious that the time when I will be able to do so is running
            out. Perhaps the malignancy that has afflicted the hills has heightened my experience of walking in them and discouraged me
            from ever taking them for granted.

         
         
         
         
         In 1925 a Palestinian historian, Darweesh Mikdadi, took his students at a Jerusalem government high school on a walking trip
            through the rocky landscape of Palestine, all the way to the more lush plains and fertile valleys of Syria and Lebanon with
            their streams, rivers and caves. Along the way the group inspected the sites of the famous battles that were fought over the
            centuries in this part of the world, staying with the generous villagers who offered them hospitality. While the battles continue,
            it has been impossible since 1948 to repeat this journey.

         
         
         
         
         During the 1980s, the Palestinian geographer Kamal Abdul Fattah would take his students at Birzeit University on geography
            trips throughout historic Palestine. One year I joined the students and we spent three exciting days travelling from the extreme
            fertile north of the land to its desert south, observing its topography and becoming familiar with its geological transformations
            and the relationship between geography, history and the way of life of its inhabitants. The trip was a great eye-opener for
            me. Since 1991 after restrictions were imposed on movement between the West Bank and Israel that journey too has become impossible.

         
         
         
         
         The Gaza Strip has become completely out of bounds for Palestinians from the West Bank. A merchant from Ramallah finds it
            easier to travel to China to import cane garden chairs than to reach Gaza, a mere forty-minute drive away, where cane chairs,
            once a flourishing industry, now sit in dusty stacks. The settlement master plans published in the early eighties that I write
            about, which called for separate enclaves for the Palestinians, were being systematically implemented. To wrap up these inhuman
            schemes came the Separation Wall, which was not designed to follow the border between Israel and the West Bank but to encircle
            the 'settlement blocs' and annex them to Israel, in the process penetrating the lands of the Palestinians like daggers. As
            a consequence of all these developments even shorter school trips have now become restricted, so students can only repeat
            forlorn visits to the sites within their own checkpoint zone. The Palestinian enclaves are becoming more and more like ghettos.
            Many villagers can only pick the olives from their own trees with the protection of sympathetic Israelis and international
            solidarity groups. On Election Day in 2005 a young man selling sweets told me he was not going to vote. 'Why should I when
            I have not been able to leave Ramallah for five years now? How would these elections change that?' As our Palestinian world
            shrinks, that of the Israelis expands, with more settlements being built, destroying for ever the wadis and cliffs, flattening
            hills and transforming the precious land which many Palestinians will never know.

         
         
         
         
         In the course of a mere three decades close to half a million Jewish people were settled within an area of only 5,900 square
            kilometres. The damage caused to the land by the infrastructural work necessary to sustain the life of such a large population,
            with enormous amounts of concrete poured to build entire cities in hills that had remained untouched for centuries, is not
            difficult to appreciate. I witnessed this complete transformation near where I grew up and I write about it here. Beautiful
            wadis, springs, cliffs and ancient ruins were destroyed, by those who claim a superior love of the land. By trying to record
            how the land felt and looked before this calamity I hope to preserve, at least in words, what has been lost for ever.

         
         
         
         
         In Palestine every wadi, spring, hillock, escarpment and cliff has a name, usually with a particular meaning. Some of the
            names are Arabic, others Canaanite or Aramaic, evidence of how ancient the land is and how it has been continuously inhabited
            over many centuries. I grew up in total ignorance of any of these names. In this I was not unique. With hardly anyone now
            walking in the hills those with this sort of local knowledge are few and far between. With the help of the geographer Kamal
            Abdul Fattah and his students, who interviewed old men and women who could still remember them, some of these long-forgotten
            names came to be resurrected.

         
         
         
         
         Often, on my way home from a walk in the hills, twilight would descend and the stones along my path would be transformed in
            the half-light. I started seeing the shapes of figures in individual stones and would gather them up to take home. I picked
            up as many as I could, but once home I usually discarded them. The merciless light of my apartment bleached the magic from
            them, all except for one, which I have kept for a long time. The grey stone resembles a face with a large slit for a mouth
            open in a wail of horror. With what has afflicted these hills perhaps it was appropriate for me to have kept this one. In
            the course of working on this book I came to realize that the writing itself was the eighth journey. I did not know where
            I was heading in this particular quest or how it would conclude. As the writing proceeded I realized that I was sometimes
            as guilty of omission and partial sight as those nineteenth-century travellers whom I had criticized. Throughout the book,
            the settlers, the main villains of my stories here, are a constant presence. I despise the aggressiveness of their intentions
            and behaviour towards my land and its inhabitants but I rarely confront them directly. They are simplified and lumped together,
            just as the nineteenth-century travellers generalized about the local 'Arabs' as they tried to obliterate them from the land
            they wished to portray. At various points the settlers are viewed from a distance. I fear what they might do. I wonder what
            they must be thinking. I ask whether I and my people are at all visible to them.

         
         
         
         
         The penultimate journey led to a confrontation with a young Jewish settler who had grown up and spent his twenty-five years
            of life in the very same hills. I knew that a large part of his world is based on lies. He must have been brought up on the
            fundamental untruth that his home was built on land that belonged exclusively to his people, even though it lay in the vicinity
            of Ramallah. He would not have been told that it was expropriated from those Palestinians living a few kilometres away. Yet,
            despite the myths that make up his world-view, how could I claim that my love of these hills cancels out his? And what would
            this recognition mean to both our future and that of our respective countries?

         
         
         
         
         With the inevitable meeting that took place next to a settlement near Ramallah, my eighth journey, the writing of this book,
            came to its troubled conclusion.



         
        
 
                  1 Rafi Segal and Eyal Weizman, 'The Mountain. Principles of Building in Heights', in A Civilian Occupation. The Politics of Israeli Architecture, eds. Rafi Segal and Eyal Weizman, Babel, Tel Aviv, and Verso, London and New York, 2003, p. 92.



		 
		  





         
         [image: 1114115485]

         
         
        
         
         
      

   
      
         
         
         
            
            1

            
            
         

         
         
         
            
            THE PALE GOD OF THE HILLS

            
            
         

         

         
         

		             
            Ramallah to Harrasha

            
            
         

         
         



         
            
            In the uneasy first years of the new millennium I felt that my days in Palestine were numbered. But whether Palestine or myself
               would slip away first was an open question. Cities were being erected in its midst, as were industrial and theme parks, and
               wide, many-laned highways more suited to the plains of the Mid-West of America than the undulating hills of Palestine. In
               two and a half decades one of the world's treasures, this biblical landscape that would have seemed familiar to a contemporary
               of Christ, was being changed, in some parts beyond recognition.

            
            
         

         
         
         The biography of these hills is in many ways my own, the victories and failures of the struggle to save this land also mine.
            But the persistent pain at the failure of that struggle would in time be shared by Arabs, Jews and lovers of nature anywhere
            in the world. All would grieve, as I have, at the continuing destruction of an exquisitely beautiful place.

         
         
         
         
         As a child I used to hear how my grandfather, Judge Saleem, liked nothing more than coming to Ramallah in the hot summer and
            going on a sarha with his cousin, Abu Ameen, leaving behind the humid coastal city of Jaffa and the stultifying colonial administration which
            he served and whose politics he detested. It was mainly young men who went on these expeditions. They would take a few provisions
            and go to the open hills, disappear for the whole day, sometimes for weeks and months. They often didn't have a particular
            destination. To go on asarha was to roam freely, at will, without restraint. The verb form of the word means to let the cattle out to pasture early in
            the morning, leaving them to wander and graze at liberty. The commonly used noun sarha is a colloquial corruption of the classical word. A man going on a sarha wanders aimlessly, not restricted by time and place, going where his spirit takes him to nourish his soul and rejuvenate himself.
            But not any excursion would qualify as a sarha. Going on a sarha implies letting go. It is a drug-free high, Palestinian-style.

         
         
         
         
         This book is a series of seven sarhat (the plural of sarha) through time and place that take place on various Palestinian hills, sometimes alone and sometimes in the company of different
            Palestinians from the past and present – my grandfather's cousin, the stonemason and farmer, and the human rights and political
            activists of more recent times, who were colleagues in my struggle against the destruction being wrought on the hills. There
            were other, less sympathetic, encounters that took away from my wanderings. Each sarha is in the form of a walk that I invite the reader to take with me. I hope, by describing what can be seen, heard and smelled
            in the hills, to allow the reader to enjoy the unique experience of a sarha in Palestine.

         
         
         
         
         [image: 1114115562]

         
         
         There was a time, I'm told, when the hills around Ramallah were one large cultivated garden with a house by every spring.
            Olive trees dotted their slopes and grapevines draped the terrace walls. But by the late 1970s, when I returned from my law
            studies in London, these hills were no longer being cultivated. Except for the indomitable olive trees nothing that had been
            planted was growing in them. They had become an extensive nature reserve, with springs and little ponds where frogs hopped
            undisturbed and deer leapt up and down the terrace walls, where it was possible to walk unimpeded.

         
         
         
         
         Ramallah was established some five hundred years ago by five clans. Its inhabitants depended for their livelihood mainly on
            the cultivation of the surrounding hills. My family belonged to one of these clans, but by the early years of the twentieth
            century they had left Ramallah, given up farming and joined the professional class in Jaffa, which they came to consider as
            their home. My grandfather Saleem served as a judge at the courts of the British Mandate over Palestine; my father practised
            law in the city from the office which he established in 1935. In 1948 they were both forced to leave the city of their choice.
            My father came to Ramallah, where I was born. My grandfather was exiled to Beirut, where he died two years later.

         
         
         
         
         Unlike most of the other Ramallah families we did not own an olive grove, and during the olive-picking season we were one
            of the few who did not leave town for the hills, to spend the week on the laborious work of the harvest. If we ever ventured
            to the hills it was to picnic in springtime, when for a few months water flowed in the wadis. Otherwise the hills, so close
            to the house where we lived, were remote and foreign, little more than a derided buffer that separated us from the horizon
            where usurped Jaffa lay and at which we looked longingly in the evenings, when the faraway Mediterranean coast blazed with
            light.

         
         
         
         
         My first encounter with the language of the hills was at the law courts, when as a young man I used to accompany my father,
            who was a recognized expert in land law. He took on many cases of disputes between landowners who possessed kawasheen (certificates of ownership) for unregistered land where the boundaries of the plot were described in terms of the physical
            features, in the language of hill farmers. It was there that I encountered such words as sha'b, a'rsa, sabeel and bydar. In later years, when the Israeli occupation forces became interested in claiming Palestinian land for Jewish settlements
            and I appealed against land acquisition orders to Israeli courts, the ambiguity in these documents was used against the farmers
            to dispute their ownership.

         
         
         
         
         The land had a strong effect on the character of the inhabitants of Ramallah. The narrow slivers on the slopes of the hills
            were fertile but difficult to cultivate, and their owners had to depend on the unpredictable rains and springs. They were
            hardy, taciturn, closed-natured, suspicious and provincial. To go on a sarha, which was expansive, open-ended and uncontrolled, allowing the soul to roam freely, must have been liberating for the inhabitants
            of Ramallah confined as they were within the raggedy hills that offered no view of open territory or wide fertile fields.

         
         
         
         
         In my family the practice was associated with my grandfather's cousin, Abu Ameen, who was already elderly when I was growing
            up. He had suffered a stroke and could only walk with the aid of a cane. I don't remember him ever speaking of the sarha; the stroke had made his tongue too heavy. My memory of him is of a short, silent old man shuffling around his dark, cavernous,
            musty-smelling home in the old part of town. It was from others that I heard about the sarha and Harrasha ('small forest'), where in the old days he used to spend the summer months cultivating his land and living out
            in the open fields, where Judge Saleem would visit him.

         
         
         
         
         When I returned from my studies and began practising law in Ramallah, the occupation was in its eleventh year with little
            prospect of ending. Insidious but significant changes in the law provided strong indications of Israel's long-term policies
            towards the Occupied Territories, my home. Few seemed to be paying attention. A disquieting silence left me anxious and worried.
            The hills began to be my refuge against the practices of the occupation, both manifest and surreptitious, and the restrictions
            traditional Palestinian society imposed on our life. I walked in them for escape and rejuvenation.

         
         
         
         
         In the beginning I did not know my way around. I would stray off the path, scrambling over terrace walls and causing their
            stones to tumble down behind me. It took a while before I began to have an eye for the ancient tracks that criss-crossed them
            and for the new, more precarious ones, like catwalks along the edge of the hills, made more recently by sheep and goats in
            search of food and water. Some of these were marked on Ordnance maps, others not. I found myself to be a good pathfinder even
            though I easily got lost in cities. As time passed I began to venture further and further into these hills and discovered
            new terrain, hills with different rock formations, where flowers bloomed earlier because the ground was lower and closer
            to the sea.

         
         
         
         
         The land around Ramallah is varied but without large open areas. It is part of the Central Highlands that dominate most of
            the centre of the West Bank. The valleys closer to town are narrow. The hills are steep, sometimes precipitous. There are
            no mountains anywhere in sight, only hills. The further west you walk, the lower and rounder the hills become as the land
            descends gently down to the coastal plain. All you can see are hills and more hills, like being in a choppy sea with high
            waves, the unbroken swells only becoming evident as the land descends westward. This landscape, we are told, was formed by
            the tremendous pressure exerted by tectonic forces pushing towards the east. It is as though the land has been scooped in
            a mighty hand and scrunched, the pressure eventually resulting in the great fault that created Jordan's rift valley, through
            which runs the River Jordan. The land seems never to have relaxed into plains and glens with easy-flowing rivers but has been
            constantly twisted and pressured to the point of cracking. Its surface is not unlike that of a gigantic walnut.

         
         
         
         
         It was on the fertile plain of Marj Ibn A'mr (Jazreel Valley), which stretches below the Carmel mountains to Jenin in the
            West Bank and the breathtaking hills of Galilee, that most of the famous battles prior to the sixteenth century were fought
            and where the ruins of the fortifications and castles of the various invaders can still be seen. This was also the route of
            traders and pilgrims. No invaders or pilgrims passed through the hills of Ramallah however. The prize city of Jerusalem, ten
            miles to the south, could be reached from the narrow coastal plain through a valley that bypasses Ramallah by a few miles.
            The people in the village were protected by their hills. No heavy armament could be sent over the cracked terrain surrounding
            them. Nor was there much to entice conquerors. Only in 1901 was the first asphalted road opened between Ramallah and Jerusalem.
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         It was on a spring day in 1978, the year of my return to Ramallah, that I stumbled, quite by accident, upon the legendary
            Harrasha of Abu Ameen, deep in the hills of Palestine.

         
         
         
         
         It had been a long winter, continuing to rain throughout April and during the first few days of May, which is most unusual
            for this part of the world. I set out on my sarha just two days after the rain had stopped. The sun had emerged and the earth was not too muddy. The sky was blue with low scattered
            clouds that sometimes blocked the sun, making it very pleasant to walk.

         
         
         
         
         My starting point on that day was behind the Anglican School in a north-western neighbourhood of Ramallah. I walked down the
            newly paved road, which continued northward towards the unfinished housing development, at that time the farthest incursion
            of the town into the hills. I found the path almost immediately; once on it, a certain peace and tranquillity descended upon
            me. Now I could go on with no need to worry, just walk and enjoy the beauty of the nature around me.

         
         
         
         
         I ambled alongside the western side of the valley across from the hill referred to as El Batah (the duck), so called because
            of the way it sits on the valley. Along the path the wild flowers were in abundance. Most were in miniature, blue iris only
            a few centimetres high, pink flax also very close to the ground and the slightly taller Maltese Cross and pyramid orchids,
            a colourful but thin carpet covering the vibrant land. I had assumed a pace that was neither hurried nor dawdling. I was heading
            towards the appropriately named Wadi El Wrda (the flower) across the shoulder of the hill, a gentle descent that took me
            over one fold, down a small incline and up another in a diagonal trajectory towards the valley.

         
         
         
         
         I could see that the wadi had longer grass and plants because it was fed by the sweet water of A'yn El Lwza (the almond).
            I crossed over and listened to the faint sound of the dripping of the water down to a pool. Then I bent and looked into the
            hollow in the rocks from which the water oozed. I stretched out my hand and let the cold water run over it. There were plenty
            of stones and weeds. The spring was in bad need of cleaning – otherwise the water would be gushing out. I sat nearby smelling
            the moist soil and looking at the impressive mossy brown cliff across the wadi. It was studded with cyclamens that grew out
            of every nook and cranny. They always seemed to grow in rocks that shielded them from the glare of the midday sun, squeezing
            themselves between cracks to protect their bulbs from drying up. And despite their precarious position their delicate flowers
            grew straight up and were hooked at the top like a shepherd's staff. Their large variegated leaves, similar to those of the
            grapevines but thicker and a deeper green, seemed suspended from nowhere, miraculously hanging on the high steep rock. Above
            the cliff the hill was steep and from this vantage point seemed high and formidable.

         
         
         
         
         Nearby I found a well-preserved qasr. The word, which literally means a 'castle', refers to the mainly round stone structures dotting the land where farmers kept
            their produce and slept on the open roof. It was in one of these structures that my grandfather Saleem and my uncle Abu Ameen
            camped out when they went on their sarha together. It must have taken a good degree of skill to build one on this slope, where it has lasted for more than a hundred years. Before
            visiting the qasr, I took a moment to look around. It was as though the earth was exploding with beauty and colour and had thrown from its bosom
            wonderful gifts without any human intervention. I wanted to cry out in celebration of this splendour. As I shouted 'S-A-R-H-A!'
            I felt I was breaking the silence of the past, a silence that had enveloped this place for a long time. My cry of greeting
            echoed against one hill then another and another, returning to me fainter and fainter until I felt I had somehow touched the
            entire landscape.

         
         
         
         
         Along the terrace wall was a rock rose bush with its thick leaves and muted pink flowers. It climbed hesitantly over the
            stones, green against the grey as if someone had carefully chosen it to decorate this ancient wall. The stones with which
            the wall was built were carefully picked and piled together, and had held back the soil over many years without a single one
            of them falling, come rain or flood. Between these neatly arranged rocks more cyclamens grew. Their flowers stood at a thirty-degree
            angle, pink and red droplets, all across the wall. In an opening between the two terraces were three wide stone steps placed
            there to make it easier to move between the two gardens. By the side of the steps was a yellow broom with its spiky green
            leaves. Its sweet smell filled the air. Lower down were some tall white asphodels and lower still bunches of blue sage. Even
            the long grass that grew along some parts of the wall added colour and texture. And when I looked up at the next level, I
            saw another beautiful garden, graced by a fabulous olive tree many centuries old, whose shallow roots were like thick arteries
            clinging together, clasping the ground firmly, forming a perfect wooden furrowed seat on which to sit and rest one's back
            against the trunk. Above this garden there was another. This terrace was large enough for two olive trees surrounded by a
            carpet of colour that spread all the way to the wall that led to yet another garden above, one garden hanging on top of another
            and another, going up as far up as the eye could see. I felt I could sit all day next to this qasr and feast my eyes on this wonderful creation. What fortunate people once lived in this veritable paradise. And how wide of
            the mark was Herman Melville, who described this area as barren when he visited it in the middle of the nineteenth century:

         
         

         
         
         
         Whitish mildew pervading whole tracts of landscape – bleached-leprosy-encrustations of curses-old cheese-bones of rocks, – crunched, knawed, and mumbled – mere refuse and rubbish of creation – like that laying outside of Jaffa Gate – all Judea seems
            to have been accumulations of this rubbish.

         
         
         
         
         (Journals of a Visit to Europe and the Levant:

		 
		 October 11, 1856–May 6, 1857)

         
         

         
         
         
         I did not want to dwell on the vilification by Western travellers of this precious land and instead turned my mind to Abu
            Ameen, wondering how he managed his summers here. Was life in one of these qasrs so difficult that he never had time to stop and look at these gorgeous surroundings as I was doing? Perhaps he didn't need
            to stop to look. Perhaps his entire time in the hills with Saleem was one long sarha such as I might never be able to achieve.

         
         
         
         
         The ponds along the wadi were filled with water from the spring. They had plenty of frogs, high spearmint, the common reed,
            and swathes of algae floating in the water, an unusual sight in these dry hills. This section of the wadi, called Wadi Qasrya,
            was wider, with the low hills on both sides seeming to recline further and further back. Coming down their sides were several
            small wadis, Wadi Shomr (fennel) and Wadi El A'rsh (the throne). I left Wadi Qasrya and began climbing the high hill to the
            north, with the ruin of Khirbet Sakrya, of which only a few stone houses have remained.

         
         
         
         
         As I walked up I looked at the unterraced hill to my left. What, I wondered, would it take to clear this and terrace it? What
            a feat it must have been to look at the wild hill and plan the subdivisions. How did they know when to build the terrace wall
            in a straight line, when in a curve and when to be satisfied with a round enclave where only a single tree could be planted?
            They must have been very careful to follow the natural contours, memorizing the whole slope before deciding how to subdivide
            it. The large rocks that could not be moved were kept standing where they found them. Here and there one could see clusters
            of them. The terracing snaked down the slope to the wadi on one side and trailed up on the other, curving with the folds of
            the hill, always leaving a passage for the mule-drawn hand-plough to pass. Where once was a steep hill there was now a series
            of gradually descending terraces. In this way my ancestors reclaimed the wild, possessed and domesticated it, making it their
            own.

         
         
         
         
         I was about to continue with my walk when I heard a rustle. I was afraid it would be a pack of wild dogs. With trepidation
            I looked up and saw instead a group of seven grey gazelles the colour of the rocks, running up the hill, taking big strides
            with their long thin legs, jumping so effortlessly over the large boulders that no stones tumbled in their wake.

         
         
         
         
         I continued my slow ascent, following the silent musings of my mind and smelling the sharp brittle scent of thyme, which was
            growing in abundance on the side of the hill. My peace was shattered, when, out of nowhere, a huge grey bird flew right at
            me, its wings spread wide. I fell to the ground. It was an owl with a wingspread of a metre. It flew across to the opposite
            hill and landed on a rock, waiting to see whether I would pass and leave its nest in peace. I moved away quickly.

         
         
         
         
         When I got around the high hill, a new vista opened up. The hills south of the village of Abu Qash spread out like the high
            waves of a turbulent sea all the way to the west. I now had to cross Wadi Matar (rain), along which ran an excellent path
            leading to the village. I managed to negotiate my way between the thickets. A smell of oregano from low bushes on the path
            lingered where I brushed against them. I had seen another imposing round qasr and was heading towards it.

         
         
         
         
         The path took me behind the qasr, where I saw a cistern that the owners must have dug. I walked by the rusty metal cover in the ground and then over the fields,
            which had been cleared of stones. A copse of pines was growing there, the branches rustling in the light wind. I circled round
            to the front. As I stood before the door I had a sense of the family who must once have lived here. But no one was home, all
            was abandoned; except, perhaps, for the spirits. On this walk I had passed at least a dozen abandoned qasrs. Those who had once inhabited them were gone, that way of life was no more. Their owners had moved on to other places. At
            a certain point the land ceased to be capable of sustaining those cultivating it and other more lucrative opportunities for
            making a living opened up in the petroleum-rich Gulf and the New World. When I met Fareed, who originally came from Ramallah,
            at his palatial house in the suburbs of Washington, DC, he told me how, when he was a child growing up in Ramallah in the
            late thirties, his family could not afford to buy him shoes. So he had to make do year after year with his old ones, which
            his feet had outgrown. His strongest memory of growing up in Ramallah was of pressed toes cramped in tight shoes.

         
         
         
         
         Under Israeli law, Fareed and those members of my family who were not residing in the West Bank when Israel occupied it in
            June 1967 and carried out that first crucial census are considered absentees and their property outside the town has been
            taken from them. It was vested in the Israeli state for the exclusive use of Israeli Jews. I had read the law making this
            possible many times but its full import never struck me as it did now. A Palestinian only has the right to the property he
            resides in. Once he leaves it for whatever reason it ceases to be his, it 'reverts back' to those whom the Israeli system
            considers the original, rightful owners of 'Judea and Samaria', the Jewish people, wherever they might be. Abandonment, which
            began as an economic imperative in some instances and a choice in others, had acquired legal and political implications with
            terrifying consequences.

         
         
         
         
         When I had rested I threw a stone through the small door into the dark interior of the qasr, not to drive out the ghosts, which I don't believe in, but to scare off any animals or creepy-crawlies that might be lurking
            there. Then I entered, bowing my head. Inside, the air was heavy with the smell of of animal dung. There was just enough light
            filtering through the cracks between the stones to make out the spiral stairs that hugged the inside of the round structure
            and led to the second level. With my hands extended in front of me to feel my way in the semi-darkness I climbed up, keeping
            my head down for the roof was low. When I emerged I found myself on the first floor, where there were three deep-set windows
            with wide sills. Here it was not as dark as the ground floor; the air was lighter and fresher. Light came through the low
            windows and bounced off the wet stones on the side. But I did not want to linger. There was another staircase leading up to
            the roof. I took it and emerged from a low, covered landing on to the top of the unusually high two-floor qasr. The roof was surrounded by a half-metre-high wall with embrasures. It was not paved but covered with earth and pebbles out
            of which grew small weeds.

         
         
         
         
         I didn't stay long on the roof either. The sun was high and strong. I made my way down and found the shady coolness welcoming.
            I curled myself over the windowsill and rested.

         
         
         
         
         Through my window I looked at the fields across the valley. The ground was carefully terraced in an almost perfect crescent,
            the olive trees were evenly spaced and the field between them was cleared of stones. The surrounding area was wild and chaotic,
            the terracing was half completed and many of the fields were covered with wild shrubs and thickets. I wondered who the owner
            of this qasr was and marvelled at his industry. I could imagine him sitting by this window, as I was doing, and surveying his possessions.
            Perhaps he had a number of children whom he observed from this watchtower and hurled orders at: 'You, Muneer, pick up those
            stones over there and plough the land around that plum tree.' 'You, Fareed, water that aubergine plant over there.' With water
            from the cistern they could plant all sorts of vegetables in addition to the fruit trees. And then when they harvested the
            fruit of their labours they must have walked or taken the mule eastward into Abu Kash and from there on to Ramallah. They
            might have followed the same path I took. With a heavily loaded mule it must have taken them much longer.

         
         
         
         
         It was as though in this qasr time was petrified into an eternal present, making it possible for me to reconnect with my dead ancestor through this architectural
            wonder. Would this turn into the sarha I had long yearned to take? I was hoping, waiting, when my eyes fell on a large boulder that lay not far from the door. I
            wanted to examine it more closely, so I walked down the dark spiral stairs to the ground floor, bent my head and left as I
            had come in, through the small door to the field outside. Once my eyes adjusted to the glare I took a closer look at this
            large, oddly placed rock.

         
         
         
         
         It appeared to emerge from the ground but did not seem to belong there. It rested at a strange angle. What was it doing here?
            All around it the ground had been cleared of large boulders. Was this one too big to remove and so had been left alone? Or
            had someone brought it here? But why? What use could there be for a rock of this size in the middle of what must have been
            the garden? I began to circle it, examining it carefully. It was covered with soil. I began to scrape at it. The more dirt
            I removed the more of it I found. This made me more curious. What would I find buried beneath it? The deeper I dug the harder
            it was because the soil was more tightly packed. I couldn't scrape any more using my bare hands. I went looking for a sharp
            rock to use as a chisel. I found one and returned to the rock. The soil was so hard I had to use another rock to drive the
            chisel down. This way I was able to carve out a large chunk of earth, which broke off, bringing down with it a big section
            and revealing this stone was not in fact a rectangular block. What powerful forces of nature had hollowed this stone out?

         
         
         
         
         Now that I had found this point of weakness the work became easier. It was clear that the rear of the rock was higher than
            the two parallel sides, which were of the same height. This could not be the haphazard work of nature. Someone had worked
            on this rock. I laboured faster now, not heeding where the soil was being scattered. I was getting more of it on my face.
            I could feel and taste it on my lips. Without stopping I blew to get it away. A finer layer of soil flew out of the sides
            of the stone, revealing clear marks of a metal chisel. This then was the work of a sculptor. But what was it? What was he
            trying to create? The stone on the back had sharp angles but on the side they were soft and curved. They looked like two arms.
            Or were they paws? Could this be a pharaonic statue of a sphinx? My heart was beating fast. I felt I was at the moment of
            a great discovery. The soil I was scraping more vigorously than ever now was blowing all over my face and clothes. My thick
            eyebrows and hair were covered with a fine layer of silt, turning me into some sort of maniacal living sculpture. In a brief
            time I had dug soil out to a depth of some fifty centimetres, reaching down to the flat bottom of this rock. When I passed
            my hand over it and swept off the last bits of soil I realized that I had cleared away the hollow of a high carved seat.

         
         
         
         
         I turned around and sat down. Immediately I found myself settling into a precisely proportioned chair. The depth and angle
            were just right, giving excellent support to my back. The height was also right, allowing my short legs to rest flatly on
            the ground, relieving the pressure from my spine. And my two elbows fitted comfortably in the dips of the armrests, which
            were of the perfect height for my arms. Whoever had designed this must have had similar proportions to mine. I settled myself
            in this monumental seat and did not want to move.

         
         
         
         
         A gentle breeze blew in my dusty face. My entire body relaxed from my neck down to my feet, and I settled more deeply in the
            stone seat and felt a perfect sense of peace come upon me. The view from the seat was not obscured by the qasr; it took in the full view of the fields which I assumed belonged to the owner of this summer mansion, who had not only this
            qasr but also his own a'rsh (throne). And then I remembered hearing as a child that Abu Ameen, my grandfather's cousin, had in Harrasha an a'rsh next to his qasr. Could this be it? Could this be Harrasha where Abu Ameen and my grandfather Saleem used to go for their sarha?

         
         
         
         
         As I sat there on the a'rsh the whispers of the pine trees sounded like the conversation of a family gathered in a circle in their garden. As I listened
            the memories of Abu Ameen and the kind of life he lived began to come back.

         
         
         
         
         He was a quiet old man with grey hair and a cane whose hooked end was like the pale curve of the bald crown of his head and
            as smooth. As a child I continued to marvel at the incongruity of a man of modest means like Abu Ameen owning a qasr and having an a'rsh, until I realized that the qasr shared nothing with a castle except the ostentatious name. One day someone pointed out the collapsed stone structure next
            to our house and said it was a qasr. After this it was only the a'rsh that I continued to wonder about.

         
         
         
         
         The half-demolished qasr in the field next to our house must have been built when the area was still uninhabited, because these structures served a
            purpose only in places far away from built-up areas. My childhood friend, Issa Mitri, and I used to play on the top of this
            collapsed building. We would pretend that a djinn lived under the stones and that if we turned them over he would escape.
            We never dared try to enter the qasr. When I heard how Abu Ameen used to travel to the hills and live in a qasr for six months of the year, I was filled with admiration. It was difficult to imagine the Abu Ameen I knew could be the same
            man as the adventurer who spent half the year in the wild, going on a sarha, and living alone in Harrasha.

         
         
         
         
         Abu Ameen, whose first name was Ayoub, was my mother's second uncle from her father's side. The two men were very different.
            As children they both went to the same school established by English missionaries. Unlike his cousin, Ayoub did not like school.
            He found it too confining. It did not give him the kind of knowledge he thought was practical and useful. Saleem was the bright
            student who contradicted the teacher and seemed to know more than him. Abu Ameen found his cousin annoying and disruptive.
            He never understood why he bothered with studies and took his education so seriously. His strategy was to just let the day
            pass, and then the year, and then they'd be off and out of this prison called school.

         
         
         
         
         Neither of them owned any land; they came from modest families. But Ayoub was determined to acquire some. After leaving school
            he planned to work as a stonemason. There was much to be done. He would work hard and save money, enough to buy him a plot
            as close as possible to Ramallah. Then, after he had cleared it, he would use his masonry skills to build a qasr there, one of the best in the hills. He would marry, have children and his happiness would be complete. Saleem, who had entirely
            different aspirations for himself, was appalled when Ayoub told him of his plans.

         
         
         
         
         'What?' he asked his cousin, incredulous. 'A stonemason? Is this all you aspire to make of yourself?'

         
         
         
         
         'And what's wrong with that?'

         
         
         
         
         'But don't you want to go to university? Don't you want to better yourself?'

         
         
         
         
         'I'm happy the way I am. There is enough work for a stonemason; I will never be short of work. And you think it is easy work?
            It is very complicated and not anyone can do it. I am confident of myself. I will start as soon as this school year ends.'

         
         
         
         
         'So this is why you have not been studying for the Oxbridge entrance examinations.'

         
         
         
         
         'What use are these exams? You think if I succeeded I would find someone to support me through university?'

         
         
         
         
         'This is no excuse. You can work your way as I'm planning to do.'

         
         
         
         
         'Work for others when I have enough work to do for myself? Am I mad? You can go wherever you want. I'm staying here, in Ramallah.
            I'm not going to budge whatever happens.'

         
         
         
         
         Saleem followed through with his plans, went to the United States and studied law. He did not return to Ramallah, where there
            was no work for him. Instead he ended up in Jaffa serving as a judge in the courts of the British Mandate. He disliked the
            English, although he liked the law. He continued living in Jaffa until 1948, when he, like the other inhabitants of the city,
            was forced out. He moved briefly with his family to Ramallah. During the first days they all stayed at Abu Ameen's house because
            it had thicker walls that they believed would better withstand bombardment from the air. But Saleem only managed to last a
            few days. He left his family with Abu Ameen and went to live alone in the summer house he owned up the hill, built from stones
            selected and cut by Abu Ameen. A month later he managed to leave Ramallah, where he never wanted to live. His cousin did not
            forgive him for this: 'He went and lived all by himself and left me with his difficult wife, Julia,' he used to complain.
            Saleem ended up in Beirut, a city by the sea like Jaffa, where he died alone.

         
         
         
         
         Ayoub had stayed in Ramallah throughout Saleem's extensive travels. Everything took longer than he had anticipated. He had
            to work more years to make enough money to buy land. But then, in between the First World War and the end to Ottoman rule
            that followed, and the takeover of the country by the much different administration of the British Mandate, he succeeded.
            It was true the land he acquired wasn't as close to town as he would have wished, and it was not a very tempting plot, covered,
            as it was, with stones. But he knew how to clear it and turn it into cultivable land. He got married soon after he bought
            the property. He had not planned it this way: he had wanted first to finish building the qasr. Instead, on their honeymoon he took his bride to his newly bought property. They camped out in the open and, with no other
            help, the two of them managed the difficult feat of building the qasr. First they decided where it would sit. Then she cleared the ground, while he went looking for the right-sized stones. He
            said he needed big stones for the bottom rows. He would go in search of these and return carrying them clasped between his
            hands or supported on his shoulder. He was strong and as nimble as a goat, with short legs, a large muscular torso and a big
            chest, a hill man well adapted to this stony terrain. Zariefeh, his wife, was surely impressed with his physical strength.
            She had not expected it, for he was not tall. She would never have thought he would be able to handle all by himself the large
            rocks that he was bringing back to the construction site. He never complained and rarely took breaks. They worked well together,
            most of the time in silence. He was a quiet, serious man of few words. She did most of the talking. But when it came to stones,
            his skill was unrivalled. He only had to touch a stone to know what kind it was and whether or not it could take the weight.

         
         
         
         
         Ordinarily the building of a qasr was a communal affair. The whole family joined in and together they could get it built in a matter of a few days. But Ayoub
            did not have that sort of family. His cousins were all useless. They wanted to study and after finishing school they left
            to pursue their education in the United States. He couldn't see the point of it. They deserted Ramallah as if it were not
            their town, their home, the place where they should strike roots, get married and bring up children as their fathers and forefathers
            had done. They all emigrated and left him alone in Ramallah.

         
         
         
         
         What did he care? He knew his own strength and was confident of his abilities. He was an only child and now did not even have
            his cousins around him to help. But then he was used to depending on himself. And there was his wife to do what she could.
            Together they would build the qasr and make it one of the finest in the area.

         
         
         
         
         On the first day they thought they would return to Ramallah at dusk but they lost themselves in the work and when they stopped
            the sun had already gone down. If they started back now they would have to walk in the dark and this was not safe because
            of the possibility of being attacked by jackals on the way. So they decided to stay on their land, and sleep the night. Ayoub
            went and fetched water from the spring. In her zewadeh Zariefeh had brought bread, white goat cheese, onions, dry figs and raisins. They put them down and ate. They had not planned
            on staying the night and so had not brought any canvas to cover themselves with. But they would be all right for tonight,
            there was no one around, they had the hills all to themselves. Ayoub made a fire to keep the jackals away and tried to stay
            awake as long as possible to watch over his young wife. But eventually he succumbed to sleep. When he woke up to a dewy, cool
            morning he thought he was in paradise. He loved being out in the hills. His young wife was next to him, they were on their
            own land – not confined inside a small space with the animals but outdoors in God's open country. He examined yesterday's
            work and saw how well Zariefeh had cleared the small plot and how he had begun laying out the foundation of the qasr. He went off to do his morning toilet out in the open without fear of anyone watching or coming along. He fetched more water
            and came back to find his wife awake.

         
         
         
         
         They worked hard like this for six consecutive days. It was only because Zariefeh knew what was edible in the wild that they
            were able to survive in the hills on the provisions they had brought with them, thinking it was only going to be a day's excursion,
            not a full week. They rationed the bread and found some wild asparagus, watercress and thyme. In the evenings she prepared
            chamomile tea from the fresh herbs she found growing in the side of the hill. They ate and drank what they could collect and
            managed to keep hunger away, working continuously, stopping to rest only for brief intervals.

         
         
         
         
         He was too shy at first to touch her in the open, it felt so exposed. But on the third day his desire was so strong it could
            not be contained. The qasr already had walls a metre and a half high. He felt that inside no one would be able to see them and, anyway, the possibility
            that someone should happen to pass by was surely remote. He also felt more comfortable sleeping behind these walls for an
            animal would not be able to leap in so easily and certainly not without bringing down some of the stones, which would make
            enough of a racket to wake him up.

         
         
         
         
         And so the qasr was built entirely from stone without any cement. It was put together so well that it has lasted for well over half a century.
            It had a small door. When it was first built it had only one floor. But he had expected that he might have to enlarge it when
            his family grew. So he designed it with enough space for internal spiral stairs along the wall. In time he added another floor,
            making it a majestic, palatial qasr by any account, the highest and most spacious in the whole of the Ramallah hills.

         
         
         
         
         I remember hearing when I was growing up how Abu Ameen had built the qasr with his wife on their honeymoon. We had all heard how, after they finished, he could not find anyone else around to do the
            sakja dance in celebration of the completion of the task. So he called on his wife: 'Yalla Ya, Zariefeh.' She was a pretty woman and always wore a turban festooned with pierced Ottoman coins. She removed her turban, pulled
            up her thob (traditional Palestinian embroidered dress), took her husband's hand, and together they danced around their new home, until
            they fell to the ground with exhaustion. An expression relating to this became common in our family. When we had to do with
            less than what was normally required we would say: 'Yalla Ya, Zariefeh' and get whoever was there to do it. I suspect that the description of the occasion as a honeymoon came later.
            When the couple were married I don't believe this concept existed. Couples had no leisure time at all. They were hard-nosed
            people who had little to survive on. What I marvel at is that in the midst of all this drudgery, Abu Ameen found the time
            to indulge himself and, using the skill he had learned, carve out of stone his own a'rsh, a monument which has survived for some seventy-five years.

         
         
         
         
         As I was growing up I heard a lot about the romanticized life of Abu Ameen – six months at home, six months in the hills.
            It was the subject of much talk. I never thought any of it was real. In my mind it was just family myth, folklore.

         
         
         
         
         I also heard derogatory talk of the terrible time my family had when they stayed in his house. Naturally I only heard my parents'
            side of the story; how they took exception to the way Abu Ameen's family ate and behaved towards each other. But now I can
            imagine how he must have suffered. My family were judgemental, arrogant and proud of their education and status. They looked
            down on Abu Ameen and his family. 'What has he made of himself?' they would ask accusingly. 'Nothing, nothing at all. He was
            but a stonemason who sat under a rough canopy day in day out, pecking at stone.'

         
         
         
         
         It was true that at first Abu Ameen barely made enough money to survive and raise his large family. But after 1948, when Ramallah
            was swamped with refugees from the coastal towns in what became Israel, his fortunes changed. There was need for more housing
            and so Abu Ameen had more work. This meant that he was able to go less often on his sarhat to Harrasha and the place was neglected. All he could manage was to take care of the grapevines and the olive trees, doing
            the essential work of pruning and ploughing around their trunks in autumn after the harvest.

         
         
         
         
         Then in 1955 disaster struck. The vines were afflicted by the deadly grape phylloxera, for which there was then no known cure.
            The only way to stop its spread would have been to cut down all the vines in the way of the spread of the disease. But the
            farmers did not know this at the time; nor was anyone prepared to sacrifice his precious vines to save the whole crop. Everyone
            lost. The disease first hit the vines in the northern wadis, near Abu Ameen's land, then spread southward and eastward towards
            the town. In the course of a few years all the grapes that had made the hills around Ramallah green in spring and throughout
            the summer were gone. Only the hardy olive trees remained, seemingly eternal, planted in the midst of terraces that now had
            nothing else growing on them.

         
         
         
         
         Abu Ameen looked with anger and despair at what was happening but did not have the means to put it right. After all his grapes
            died that summer he planned on putting in new seedlings during the next winter's planting season, but by the autumn of that
            year he had been afflicted by a stroke that left him lame and unable to farm. The dead vines in other plots were not replaced
            either, because many of the landowners were absent. They had emigrated in search of work to the Gulf or the United States
            and those who stayed had lost the hardiness which enabled the older generation to toil for little financial reward in the
            dry and stony hills of Ramallah.

         
         
         
         
         I can barely remember the hills when the grapes draped their terrace walls. The custom was not to raise the stem of the vine
            off the ground but to lay it over the stone wall so that in summer the terraces became covered in green. Walking in the hills
            one can still see some of these stems, now charcoal black like amputated limbs strewn over the terrace stones. I must have
            been five years old when the process of their destruction by disease began. The house where I grew up overlooked the hills
            but I must have blocked out the memory of the shrivelling diseased vines. I remember my father regularly insisting that the
            best grapes were from the Ramallah hills. Everyone agreed.

         
         
         
         
         When I was growing up, the hills for most of the year turned into dry, wild and distant places entangled with thistles and
            weeds, unvisited except by the shepherd boy with his sheep and goats. Shrubs grew everywhere unchecked. The terraces needed
            rehabilitation, parts of them having collapsed. The soil eroded as the retaining walls crumbled. Stones covered everything,
            washed over the soil where Abu Ameen and others used to plant. Many of the paths where he used to drive his mule were obliterated;
            left without cleaning, many springs had become clogged. The wadis now dried up long before the summer had even begun. The
            hills were an abandoned land and evidence of their neglect was apparent everywhere.

         
         
         
         
         But in spring they were once again transformed with swathes of purple flax that could be glimpsed from afar, criss-crossed
            by different patterns of blue from the bugloss, clover and miniature iris like wafts of colour painted with a wide brush.
            In the early morning, as the droplets of dew clung to the delicate petals of the wild flowers catching the sunlight, the
            valleys seemed to glitter in a kaleidoscope of colour.

         
         
         
         
         The outside of Abu Ameen's house in Ramallah had that fusty smell of laundry water spilt in the outside alley. In the small
            stone house with the thick walls, at the centre of the old town, with its large bell-shaped clay pot for keeping cool the
            drinking water which we called El Zeer, Abu and Um Ameen raised seven children, six boys and one girl. None were interested in education; nor did their parents
            encourage them. What their father desired for his children was that they would take up farming. But this was not to be. None
            of them were the least bit interested in even visiting Harrasha let alone farming it. They were all heavy smokers and found
            the walk there too arduous.

         
         
         
         
         With ten people in that small two-room house, Abu Ameen's elderly mother included, Harrasha became even more important in
            the life of Abu Ameen. Every morning he emerged from the house feeling drowsy, close to being asphyxiated from the carbon
            monoxide fumes of the charcoal they burned on the small metal qanoon inside the house to keep warm. The toilet was outside the house and during cold winter nights the animals were brought inside
            and slept in the downstairs area. It was confined, stuffy and noisy. His cheeks would be flushed, his head so heavy that he
            would be surprised by the fresh air. He claimed he suffered headaches from the continuous chatter of the women. He could hardly
            wait for the end of winter so he could be out again in the hills, sleeping on the roof of his qasr under the starry night sky, waking up in the morning with his clothes wet from dew. It was the silence that he craved most
            of all. That unique silence of the hills where you could hear the slithering of a snake in the undergrowth.

         
         
         
         
         He also looked forward to being away from the children. It was difficult to get them to work. All they wanted was to smoke
            and enjoy themselves. They didn't care about the land. They had a considerable plot behind the house, which he believed could
            be cultivated and turned into a paradise. But they were too lazy to do it. Out there in the hills he was oblivious to all
            his problems. He would not bother anyone; nor would there be anyone to bother him. If he did not wash and he smelled, no one
            would be around to complain. He would sleep and snore and no one could hear him and be annoyed. Nor did he have to put up
            with the snoring of the other members of his family or the animals. He didn't have to tell anyone what to do and fight with
            them if they didn't do it. There was no one to have to cajole, scold or argue with. Life on his own, with only the obedient
            mule around, was blissful.

         
         
         
         
         All winter long he would wait for the weather to get warmer, planning what he was going to accomplish in the spring when he
            went off to the hills. As soon as winter ended he loaded his mule with a zewadeh of provisions and rode away.

         
         
         
         
         Once he got to his land he felt his year was beginning. His wasn't a large plot, but still there was much to be done and many
            rocks to clear.

         
         
         
         
         This season he had big plans for his stay in the hills. First the essential jobs, the pruning and the ploughing; then he was
            going to make home improvements. He had in mind to carve a chair out of the rock that stood next to the door and was too big
            to remove. He wanted to turn it into the most comfortable seat possible, well proportioned with a good support to the lower
            back and with solid armrests, a real throne worthy of a king where he could sit alone after his work was done. Master of his
            own world, alone, happy and satisfied.

         
         
         
         
         He worked constantly the entire day chiselling away at the rock. The chips flew all around him, the dust from the stone made
            his clothes, face and hair white like an old man's. He had a great capacity for work and he knew the material so well that
            every one of his blows was effective in shaping the rock the way he had planned. It was late in the afternoon when he finished.
            The sun was already setting and the wind had started up. He rested his weary body on the rock chair and was satisfied that
            it had all the right proportions, just as he had hoped. He looked around him and saw the beautiful qasr that he and his wife had built and the terracing of the land in front of it that was now finished and he felt that his happiness
            was complete.

         
         
         
         
         Sometimes in the town he had his doubts about the way his life had proceeded. These were especially strong when his cousin
            Saleem visited from Jaffa. In Harrasha he looked forward to his cousin's visits, but not when he came to Ramallah in winter.
            Then Saleem would be wearing a three-piece suit and wire-rimmed spectacles, and smoking a pipe. Abu Ameen believed it was
            too much reading that had spoiled his cousin's eyes. He himself had eyes like a hawk and never needed to wear glasses. Saleem
            now considered himself a Yaffawi (someone who comes from Jaffa). He even owned a hotel in the city, the Continental. He read big books in English but didn't
            stop complaining about the Engleez. He sat awkwardly on one of the low chairs while the rest of them sat on the floor around him. He looked as though he was presiding
            over everyone, as if he were a judge also here in the humble house. He never talked about how Abu Ameen had not moved from
            the village where he began his life, never even leaving the house where he was born, but his silence said it all. It was as
            though he was constantly saying: 'Look at me. I have made something of myself, left Ramallah, got educated. And you are still
            ignorant, wearing your qumbaz, looking like your father. You're no improvement whatsoever.'

         
         
         
         
         But now in the hills all such doubt vanished. He was sure of himself, sure that he was as happy as any man could be. Why should
            he exchange his comfortable qumbaz for a restrictive Western suit? Any time he wanted to relieve himself he just found a stone, and there were plenty of them
            around. He would squat raising his garment and do it. No need for the fuss which his cousin would have to go through with
            his long trousers and jacket. The air was constantly circulating between his legs. He could feel it; it was nourishing and
            refreshing. Why would anyone want to wrap oneself in a garment that would keep him hot all summer? Just to look like the Engleez? What does he care about them? What are they to him anyway?

         
         
         
         
         How far he felt from everything objectionable. The Engleez never came here. He would have the entire six months in the hills and never see a single one of them. Why would they come?
            They were not interested in these hills. They are not for them. They lived in cities, they wouldn't be able to manage here.
            They were too refined, delicate, spoiled. His cousin was becoming like them; he had even begun to speak like them, hardly
            moving his lips. And instead of rolling his own cigarettes he was constantly busy with his pipe, taking it out of his mouth,
            putting it back in, pushing it to the corner of his mouth as he looked sideways, as though he was calculating, judging.

         
         
         
         
         While Abu Ameen was involved in his own affairs, cultivating his orchard, oblivious to the rest of the world, the worst war
            in human history was taking place. The Nazis were massacring the Jews and the gypsies and the calls for a Jewish state were
            growing stronger. Saleem, who was an avid reader of the papers, local and international, had already formulated his own opinions
            on world affairs. He also had his own predictions about the dismal future of Palestine. The iron determination of the Zionists
            coupled with Palestine's ineffective local leadership alarmed him.

         
         
         
         
         When they happened to discuss these matters Abu Ameen argued strongly that this was none of his business. None of these affairs
            meant anything to his family because they were from Ramallah. He saw his life as beginning and ending in a place where no
            one ever encountered Jews or saw any of their much-talked-about settlements. His cousin was bringing ruin on his head by meddling
            in what was none of his business.

         
         
         
         
         Here in these hills, sitting on his throne, he was emperor, the unrivalled king. He thought of his cousin travelling to America,
            of his bragging about how he camped out on the deck of the ship. Oh, how often he heard him repeat this story. The others
            in his household loved to hear him tell it and would ask him to repeat it every time he visited. What's the big deal in sleeping
            on the deck and having to work in the galley to pay for his fare? He sleeps out in the open all summer long and no one thinks
            much of it; how is it different to sleep on the deck of the ship? And yet to be on the open sea. Not to be able to see any
            land for months, how strange it must be. No, it was not for him, not for him.

         
         
         
         
         He belonged here, why pretend otherwise? This was his home, where he would remain until his dying day. This was his world
            and it was a world he preferred to any other.
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         Abu Ameen was able to look out on the hills that remained unchanged throughout his life except for the disappearance of the
            grapevines. He could not have been aware how fortunate he was to have had the security and comfort of seeing the same unaltered
            view of the hills. I was born among hills that looked more or less as they did during the last years of Abu Ameen's life.
            But throughout my adult life I had the misfortune of witnessing their constant transformation. I first learned of the Israeli
            government's settlement plans through the research I did for the human rights organization, Al Haq, that I co-directed. What
            I read was cause enough for concern. But, I wondered, would it really be possible to implement these plans? Could our hills,
            unchanged for centuries, become home within a matter of a few years for around 100,000 Jewish settlers who claim a divine
            right to them, who ultimately want to drive us away? The hills which had provided the setting for tranquil walks where I felt
            more freedom than I did anywhere else in the world would eventually become confining, endangered areas and a source of constant
            anxiety.

         
         
         
         
         One hilltop after another was claimed as more and more Jewish settlements were established. Then the settlements were joined
            with each other to form 'settlement blocs'. Roads were built between these clusters and ever-expanding areas of land around
            them were reserved for their future growth, depriving more villages of the agricultural land they depended upon for their
            livelihood. Thus one bloc of settlements was created north of Ramallah, another to the east and many more to the south. And
            between the blocs to the east smaller settlements called outposts began to crop up so that when I looked at night towards the
            north I saw a continuous stretch of settlements and roads that were creating a noose around Ramallah. Then to make matters
            worse a 670-kilometre wall was planned, across the West Bank, that would further divide Ramallah from the villages surrounding
            it, complicating our life immeasurably and causing yet greater damage to our beautiful landscape.

         
         
         
         
         How I envy Abu Ameen his confidence and security in the hills where he was born and died, which he believed would remain unchanged
            for ever. Could Abu Ameen have ever dreamed that one day the open hills to which he escaped the confinement of life in the
            village would be out of reach for his descendants? How unaware many trekkers around the world are of what a luxury it is to
            be able to walk in the land they love without anger, fear or insecurity, just to be able to walk without political arguments
            running obsessively through their heads, without the fear of losing what they've come to love, without the anxiety that they
            will be deprived of the right to enjoy it. Simply to walk and savour what nature has to offer, as I was once able to do.
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         Abu Ameen died when I was only six. His wife, Zariefeh, held on for much longer. Of her six sons and one daughter, one left
            for Central America and was never heard of again. Another, the eldest, was amongst the first from Ramallah to begin working
            on the oil rigs of the Arabian Gulf, where the temperature in the summer reached over 50°C and where there was still no air
            conditioning. He worked in catering and would pass through Beirut on his way home and spend most of the money he had made
            in the arduous and sweltering environment of the oil-rich Gulf. He was one of the most generous men I knew. In time he took
            two of his younger brothers to work with the same company. But the brothers could not work together. They were too individualistic,
            and they constantly quarrelled. Neither could they stand the bossiness of their elder brother. One of them emigrated to the
            United States and the other found work in Kuwait, but he did not last long there. The heat was too much for him and he yearned
            for the cool Ramallah weather. 'My father died when I was away,' he told his wife. 'I don't want the same to happen to my
            mother.' His wife, who had been hoping for a better life and had found a job in Kuwait, was dismayed. She did not want to
            return to be with his mother in the old house in the old city. I remember her when we went to welcome them back, sitting forlornly
            in a corner of the crowded old house with red-rimmed eyes and tears rolling down her pale cheeks. She blew her nose with rolls
            of soft paper that I had never seen before. I remember having the sinking feeling that this tissue now wet with her tears
            was all she had managed to bring back with her from the country where many had made their fortune.

         
         
         
         
         And then there was Salameh, the youngest brother. He worked with glass, framing pictures. I would often come for the lunch
            break from school and find him there at my grandmother's house. It never occurred to me that a young man spending so much
            time outside his shop must not have much work. Then one day he began speaking about hujra (emigration). My grandmother tried to tell him all the bad things about the United States, she being the only member of the family who had
            travelled there to visit her son. 'It's not as you think, gold in the streets ready to be picked,' she said. She would boast:
            'I crossed the Atlantic four times, I should know.'

         
         
         
         
         When Zariefeh died none of her seven children were around except Ameen. He had been sent for at the last minute and managed
            to arrive from the Gulf before she let go. But he was so sentimental and sad that the only way he could endure her passing
            was by drinking heavily. By the time she gave up the ghost he was so inebriated that he had to be carried to her funeral.
            With Um Ameen's death the eldest member of our extended family was gone, a venerable, strong woman who spent the last few
            years of her life unwell, with her complexion becoming darker and darker, and her eyes losing their spark as the cancer consumed
            her liver. She was the last of the women in our family to wear the thob, the traditional dress, colourfully embroidered, with the head turban festooned with Ottoman coins.

         
         
         
         
         After his mother's death Ameen could no longer motivate himself to return to his job in the Gulf. He decided to emigrate to
            the United States like his brothers. I remember my grandmother saying that with him gone none of our many close relatives
            would be left behind. She tried her best to dissuade him from emigrating to the extent of warning him sternly that his wife,
            who had a dark complexion, would be taken for a woman of colour, 'and they don't treat such people well in America,' adding
            'they follow them in the streets and mock them and sometimes they even shoot them.' The way she put it made me wonder how
            on earth Ameen could consider emigrating when he would be risking the life of his wife.

         
         
         
         
         These warnings didn't work. The couple emigrated anyway. Once in the US they worked day and night and made good money. Their
            children learned to speak English like American kids on television with that slur and intonation that made them sound foreign
            to their parents, not at all like the kids they had given birth to in Ramallah. When their parents addressed them in Arabic
            they refused to answer. They pleaded with them not to embarrass them before their friends. The children adjusted all too well
            to American society. But not their parents, who finished their days in dark rooms, silent and depressed, thinking only of
            the homeland to which the state of Israel would not allow them to return. None of the seven children, and their forty descendants,
            of Abu Ameen, who created Harrasha, were left in Ramallah. Of Saleem's descendants, my brother, Samer, and I are the only
            two still living here.
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         In the spring of 2003, many years after I first discovered Harrasha, I decided to take my nephew, Aziz, Samer's ten-year-old son, to show him his ancestor's qasr and to have him sit on the a'rsh.

         
         
         
         
         The Second Intifada, which began in September 2000, had led to an increase in internal migration into Ramallah from other
            West Bank cities such as Nablus and Jenin, where Israeli policies had made life unbearable. The city became one of the few
            in the West Bank with a mixed population of Christians and Muslims originating from the various regions of Palestine. It also
            became the unnamed capital of the Palestinian Authority, housing the seat of the Palestinian Legislative Council, the executive
            offices of the President of the Palestinian Authority and the High Court of Justice. But all these developments came at a
            price. As the city's population expanded more land was needed for housing. The wild and beautiful hills surrounding it began
            to be invaded, not only by the Jewish settlements which were being established all around its wide periphery, but also by
            the insatiable appetite of the city's inhabitants for expansion and growth.

         
         
         
         
         The Palestinian police, established after the Oslo Accords, built its headquarters behind the Anglican school close to the
            starting point of my walks in the hills. This hexagonal structure was topped by a dome painted lemon yellow emulating the
            now unreachable Dome of the Rock in Jerusalem, twelve kilometres away. Its discordant profile continued to dominate this part
            of the hills until the early years of the Intifada, when it was demolished by a one-ton bomb dropped by an Israeli F16 fighter
            jet.

         
         
         
         
         Aziz and I walked around the bombed-out police station to get to Harrasha. He was excited about the prospect of seeing the qasr and the a'rsh about which I had long spoken to him, so we walked as fast as possible, taking the most direct route to get to it. When we
            arrived we found the qasr intact but some dull-witted stone thief must have tried to excavate the a'rsh, perhaps to take it to his garden or sell it. He had not realized that it was carved out of such a massive rock that it was
            impossible to remove. But in the course of his ill-conceived attempt he had managed to topple Abu Ameen's a'rsh on its side, rendering it unusable.

         
         
         
         
         Aziz was disappointed. The a'rsh had been desecrated and displaced, becoming just another of the many rocks dispersed over the side of the hill. It was impossible
            to explain to my nephew how it had looked in its former glory standing straight, its large base buried in the earth. Or how
            good it felt to sit on it. It was now robbed of that magic which I had tried to describe when I convinced him to take the
            long risky trip with me through the hills.

         
         
         
         
         We visited the qasr, using the spiral stairs to go up and stand on top looking out at the hills. But this was no compensation. Aziz had set his
            mind on sitting in the a'rsh as I had promised. We tried to return to Ramallah using a different route, hoping to find something exciting on the way that
            would compensate for the disappointment and take his mind off it. We ended up by the demolished police station, which Aziz
            said he was curious to inspect. We trudged slowly through a field speckled with the carcasses of destroyed cars, garbage,
            rubble, mangled metal, aluminium, pieces of yellow concrete, glass and parts of bombs and spent bullets, the detritus of years
            of neglect, dashed hopes, resistance and war.

         
         
         
         
         Aziz wanted to run ahead in the ruts made by Israeli tanks that had come to inspect the bombed-out area. I walked one terrace
            below. I was continuing my search for the old path amidst the transformed hill when I heard him calling. I lifted my head
            and saw that he was holding up a long thick tube made of metal. 'What is this?' he asked. It didn't immediately occur to me
            that Aziz had picked up part of an unexploded missile. He stood there with the sun shining behind him, waiting for my answer.
            A moment of panic seized me and I felt myself going numb, deadened by the dreadful prospect of seeing my nephew explode before
            my eyes. Slowly but emphatically I said: 'Keep holding it. Do not throw it,' and I began moving steadily towards him. He must
            have heard the dread in my voice for he froze on the spot. When I got to him I eased the object from his hands, held on to
            it and told him to run. My heart was pounding but I was ecstatic to see my nephew escape a lethal explosion. Slowly I placed
            the object on the ground and whispered a quiet prayer.
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         Sometimes when I wake up early and look from my house at the hills, I imagine Abu Ameen standing in the morning on the roof
            of his qasr deep in the hills. He is drowned in the mist which has filled the valley and obliterated the folds of the hills, smoothing
            them out. Around him I can see how it has settled in every nook and crevice of the valley, creating numerous steamy lakes
            in the dry, baked hills. He remains standing in this transformed landscape, following the sun's ascent in the sky, observing
            it suck up the mist, empty the nocturnal lakes and return the undulating hills to their usual parched state.

         
         
         
         
         If someone were looking for Abu Ameen from afar he would not at first be able to make him out. Then as the mist began to lift
            and the sun grew stronger, a luminous figure would start to emerge. The wisps of vapour surrounding him would light up with
            the sun. Iridescent sparks would illuminate his body, giving him wings with which he could soar over the valleys, an ephemeral
            figure like a wild fowl or a pale god of the hills.

         
         
         
         
         I have often wondered about Abu Ameen as I stand in the early morning looking over the countryside. What would he have said
            had he seen the state it was now in? Would his spirit be brimming with anger at all of us for allowing them to be destroyed
            and usurped, or would he just be enjoying one extended sarha as his spirit roamed freely over the land, without borders as it had once been?
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