
[image: cover]


[image: title page]


This eBook is copyright material and must not be copied, reproduced, transferred, distributed, leased, licensed or publicly performed or used in any way except as specifically permitted in writing by the publishers, as allowed under the terms and conditions under which it was purchased or as strictly permitted by applicable copyright law. Any unauthorised distribution or use of this text may be a direct infringement of the author’s and publisher’s rights and those responsible may be liable in law accordingly.

Version 1.0

Epub ISBN 9781407030708

www.randomhouse.co.uk



1 3 5 7 9 10 8 6 4 2

First published in 2011 by Ebury Press, an imprint of Ebury Publishing A Random House Group company

Copyright © Mark Thomas 2011

Mark Thomas has asserted his right to be identified as the author of this Work in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording or otherwise, without the prior permission of the copyright owner

The information in this book is believed to be correct as at 31st January 2011, but is not to be relied on in law and is subject to change. The author and publishers disclaim, as far as the law allows, any liability arising directly or indirectly from the use, or misuse, of any information contained in this book

The Random House Group Limited Reg. No. 954009

Addresses for companies within the Random House Group can be found at www.randomhouse.co.uk

A CIP catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library

ISBN 9780091927806

To buy books by your favourite authors and register for offers visit www.rbooks.co.uk


contents

Cover

Title Page

Copyright

Dedication

Map

Read this now!

PART ONE: THE FIRST RAMBLE

One of Many Reasons for the Fence

1 – As I Walked Out

2 – The Al Aqaba Village Green Preservation Society

3 – DIY

4 – Farming Today

5 – After-school Detentions

6 – Albert and the Lion Giraffe

PART TWO: THE SECOND RAMBLE

The Commute to Work

7 – If It Looks Like a Duck

8 – Anthony Perkins’s Shorter Cousin

9 – Settling In

10 – The Pope of Demographics

11 – My Comforting Staff

12 – Happy Birthday

13 – Mark in Wonderland

14 – Hard Travellin’

15 – The Tunnel of Human Shit

16 – Sinless and Casting

PART THREE: JERUSALEM AND THE FINAL DAYS

Odeh

17 – Our Man

18 – Sheikh Jarrah

19 – God’s Estate Agent

20 – The Tragic Roundabout

21 – All Smoke and No Mirrors

22 – The Man Who Drew the Barrier

23 – The Road to Beit Yatir

Epilogue

Acknowledgements

Appendix

Notes


To the four women who made this possible:
Jenny, Margaret, Nava and Susan.


[image: map]


read this now!

Epiphanies simply are not what they used to be. They used to involve being blinded by spiteful gods or screaming in overflowing bathtubs, but on my road to Jerusalem there was no great road-to-Damascus moment. When I decided to walk the length of the Israeli Barrier (the ‘Wall’), to use its concrete and wire as a route map across the West Bank, the dawning was slow and gradual. The light bulb that went on over my head was an environmentally friendly one, so there was a prolonged period of darkness eventually followed by a dim yellow light that appeared slightly sickly.

While the notion to hike the West Bank arrived gently and without fuss one afternoon in 2009 the transformation of the idea into an obsession was rapid and total. I even gave it a name: ‘Walking the Wall’. Time in the diary was set aside for ‘Walking the Wall’, my computer had a budget file for ‘Walking the Wall’, a map was stuck on the wall under the title ‘Walking the Wall’, but, most of all, I talked to a lot of people about ‘Walking the Wall’.

The first person whose advice I sought was a friend from teenage years called Tony. Talking to him first was essential, as he might live in Stoke Newington and have the usual worries about work and children but he regularly goes on holiday to North Korea. In fact, he recently took his fifteen-year-old son to the Mongolian plains for a month to live off yak butter, and hunt with eagles. With a track record like that, he was exactly the person to discuss walking in a territory under military occupation: if he had said that the idea was ludicrous I would simply have called the whole thing off.

Unsurprisingly, Tony approves as we chat over a Formica table in a Charing Cross Road deli. Wearing three days’ worth of stubble, he slouches over a cappuccino, skimming the froth off with a teaspoon and slurping chocolate powder.

‘How long is it?’ he asks.

‘The wall? Quite long.’

Tony fires a look through his glasses at me that suggested any serious traveller would know how long their journey was going to be.

‘Hundreds of miles,’ I stammer, ‘at least … but not silly hundreds.’

‘Not thousands, then.’

‘No, not thousands, no.’

‘That would be silly,’ he says wryly.

‘These hundreds are very reasonable.’

‘Walkable hundreds?’

‘Oh, very.’

Tony stirs his coffee, before mischievously asking, ‘Do you think you’ll find out how long it is before you go, or would you rather it was a surprise?’

Stung by my lack of knowledge, I found five simple facts that I wish I had known in the café. I commend these facts to you, and recommend that these are the ones you retain:

1) The Israeli Barrier already virtually encircles the West Bank; when finished it will surround the Palestinian territory and its population completely.

2) Currently 415 kilometres of the Wall’s planned 723 kilometres1 have been erected since the decision to build it was taken in 2002.

3) The length of the finished Barrier will be over twice as long as the boundary of the West Bank, which is only 315 kilometres long (some readers are currently thinking, ‘Why is the Barrier twice as long as the thing it is going round?’ The rest of you need to keep up. The answer is that the Barrier snakes in and out of the West Bank, all the while taking in Palestinian land. The West Bank has, in fact, lost nearly ten per cent of its land, which is now on the other side of the Wall – the Israeli side).

4) This is a simple and good fact to use: the route the Barrier takes is illegal. It was found to be illegal by the International Court of Justice in 2004. The ruling said: ‘The wall … and its associated regime are contrary to international law.’*

5) The last fact is that the boundary of the West Bank is called the Green Line.2 It is internationally recognised and forms the basis for the International Court of Justice’s ruling that the Barrier’s route, which crosses over the Green Line, is illegal. Israel has consistently refused to recognise the Line, although strangely it comes in handy for demarcating the extent of Israeli law and the start of military law in the Occupied Territories (the West Bank). Just remember that Green Line = boundary and you’ll be fine.

Just as I expected Tony to react sympathetically, some of my family, I suspected, might not. My mum lives in a bungalow in Bournemouth and has her thermostat set two degrees below care-home level. She is a devoted and wonderful woman who happens to read the Daily Mail and would have been happier if all the clothes I took had had nametags with the words, ‘Mark Thomas – Hostage’ sewn into them. By the time I left for the airport she had essentially written her television appeal for my release, and was looking forward to meeting Terry Waite.

Others (friends, colleagues and people who had been in the same room as a Muslim in the last ten years) managed to discuss the trip without mentioning the words ‘Al-Qaeda’, ‘gaffer tape’ and ‘diet of hummus for five years’. But no matter what their perspective, everyone I spoke to about ‘Walking the Wall’ did offer advice on the journey, usually concerning the walking aspect of it. A neighbour and geography teacher cheerily suggested, ‘White spirit to keep your feet hard,’ as we chatted in the street, and a friend I had travelled to India with and who sounds like a retired colonel said, ‘Two words. Double. Socking.’

‘What?’

‘That’s how they got to the Arctic. Double socking. Stops the rubbing.’

People wanted to be helpful and encouraging but usually had little, if any, practical knowledge of the West Bank, and so in the absence of that would give me hiking tips. That was until I met a complete stranger at the theatre one evening who, amazingly, turned out to know the head of the UN Human Rights team in Jerusalem. She had his phone number to hand and duly passed it on.

She also recommended blister plasters.

Some offered views on my personal motives for doing the walk, as it transpires that any forty-seven-year-old male whose behaviour deviates from the approved script is struggling with mortality and existentialism, apparently.

A friend called Nicky said, ‘I thought a midlife crisis normally involved sports cars or motorbikes?’

‘I can’t drive,’ I replied.

‘So it is a midlife crisis, then.’

Confused, I asked, ‘How can rambling be a midlife crisis?’

‘You’re at that age.’

‘I’m forty-seven years old.’

‘Exactly!’ she said in triumph.

Shortly before setting off, I bumped into fellow London comic Mark Steel, in the BBC canteen. Although the location sounds unpromising, I knew that if anyone could offer a political perspective it was he.

‘What have you got coming up then?’ said Mark, asking the perennial question comics ask of each other.

‘I’m going to write a book.’

‘Oh, yeah, on what?’

I told him and he laughed, spluttering in disbelief.

‘Why can’t you just write a joke?’ he blurted out, in his London twang. I grinned, powerless before his coming tirade. ‘Oh, no, you couldn’t write a joke …’ he started, red-faced with incredulity, ‘… because anyone could do that. You have to have a mission. You have to make it difficult. You have to do something that no one else would do. I’m going to walk to Afghanistan …’ he starts impersonating me, ‘I’m going to walk to Afghanistan but to make it interesting I’m going to do it with no shoes AND find Osama bin Laden. But not just that, ’cos anybody could do that, that is not enough of a mission, no, I’m going to find him, take him prisoner, build a cabaret club in the caves, get an entertainment licence from the Taliban, open a venue, then strap him to a chair and make him laugh. I will force Osama bin Laden to laugh, but not just laugh, I will make him laugh so hard his cock drops off and I will have defeated Al-Qaeda and only then will I be happy because I will have done something no one else has.’ He paused and looked at me, shaking his head. ‘Fucking hell!’ he finished. ‘Just write a joke, go on stage and do it!’

Others were even more brusque in their questioning.

‘Are you walking on both sides of the Barrier?’ asked a woman who worked for Amnesty International in the West Bank cataloguing human rights abuse, which in these globalised times is the nearest you can get to ‘a job for life’.

‘Yes, that’s the plan: to walk on both the Israeli and the Palestinian side.’ The idea was to walk the entire length of the Barrier, crossing back and forth between the two sides at checkpoints along the way. In this manner I hoped to experience as much of the Barrier’s effects and talk to as many of those involved as possible.

‘Good. You should see both sides. How long are you giving yourself to complete it?’

‘Six to eight weeks should be enough.’

With a brief, non-committal shrug she said, ‘It should be.’ She didn’t need to add the words: ‘… but you are utterly ignorant of the situation so this “six to eight weeks” is an arbitrary amount of time plucked at random: you could have used exactly the same amount of factually based analysis and arrived at the answer “Blancmange” and it would be just as valid …’ She didn’t need to and didn’t. Instead, she asked flatly, ‘Why are you doing it?’

Put that bluntly, I stammered jollily, ‘Well, well … for all sorts of reasons really … but I suppose I shall really find out when I get there.’

‘Huh,’ she had replied, in a manner suggesting that I could not be more stupid if I had replied, ‘Trifle.’

Why did I want to do it? Well, I love rambling, I am fascinated by Palestine and Israel, and I like doing normal things in abnormal situations. In my mind, nothing made more sense than Walking the Wall. Palestine compels the attention of everyone from Barack Obama and Desmond Tutu to bin Laden and back again. For me, though, it asks seemingly contradictory questions: how and when will a people be free; and yet what must a country do to protect itself from suicide bombers? I have sympathy with the Palestinian cause but despised the methods of the Second Intifada’s and, for a while, like many, I simply switched off about the whole issue. The war on Gaza in December 2008 changed that and with a reacquired curiosity I found myself wanting to find out more about the West Bank and, in particular, the ‘Wall’. Why was it put up in the first place? What does it do? How do people cope with it? And what is going to bring it down? The only real certainty I have is that, at some point, this wall will come down.

Although I refer to ‘Walking the Wall’, strictly speaking my walk would be a ‘ramble’. It’s a fantastically English word, full of playfulness. A ramble can be an aimless stroll or an organised route or both, as the word manages to both embrace and undermine seriousness at the same time. I could be talking or walking or both. And what could be more English than rambling, with the possible exception of an irrational hatred of the French, and a lust for the death penalty? Indeed, what could be more subversively English than rambling? In 1932, over 400 ramblers took part in a mass trespass in Derbyshire at Kinder Scout: in defiance of the police, they walked onto the moorland to ‘take action to open up the fine country at present denied us’. According to the Guardian, the walkers – mainly from Manchester – sang ‘The Red Flag’ and the Internationale on the way, trespassed on the land, fought the gamekeepers, had tea, and strictly observed a self-imposed no littering policy. Later that evening, five of them were arrested and the event went down as a milestone on the road to the ‘right to roam’, which was introduced legally in 2000. The story conjures images of the everyday and the extraordinary, of the dubbining of boots, Thermoses of hot tea and hundreds of people breaking the law to ‘open the fine country’. It is, for me at least, a perfect example of an event that defines Englishness, where hundreds of working people risked arrest in order to enjoy the view.

If one of the attractions was walking and the second was Palestine, the Wall was the third. I was in Berlin just after that wall came down, and was struck by how suddenly it fell: a structure that had seemed so impenetrable, so permanent, seemingly crumbled in a moment. Then there is Morocco’s ‘Berm’ (which, as everyone knows, is one of Inspector Clouseau’s best gags). But it is also a 2,700-kilometre-long military structure erected across Western Sahara by the Moroccan occupying army, in order to keep the 250,000 refugees living in the desert from reclaiming their homeland. I have stayed with Western Sahara’s native Sahrawi refugees in the Algerian desert and was gripped by their belief that one day they would get their homeland back.

Walls like these are an admission of the failure of politics: when the solution to a problem is to throw a wall around it, discourse has come to end and graffiti artists might as well scrawl upon the damned thing: ‘WORDS FAILED US’.

*

The Israeli authorities operate tight control of the Wall: after all, having gone to all the trouble to put it up, they are hardly going to piss off, leave the key in the door and an honesty box for any drinks out of the fridge, that would be tantamount to handing operational control over to English Heritage.

Along the Barrier there are a series of checkpoints to control movement in and out of the West Bank. The Israelis compel Palestinians to apply for permits, many of which are refused, if they want to leave the West Bank (Israelis, however, do not require permits to enter or leave the West Bank); and they must also show their ID card, which is green for West Bank Palestinians. Even car number plates are colour-coded: Israeli cars have yellow number plates and West Bank cars white and green. Nor are West Bank vehicles allowed past checkpoints: Palestinians predominantly cross on foot, getting transport to, and then from, the checkpoint.

Things happen by separation walls, for all this control, which do not happen elsewhere: people behave differently in these places. What seems impenetrable is nearly always more porous than imagined. The very structures built to keep people out become the havens of those most adept at getting in. These places become the frontline for different struggles, for better lives, for more money, a way out and more overtly political struggles, too. The area around these structures is often just plain fucking weird. Which of course is an added attraction.

All of this created in me a compulsion to Walk the Wall, although I would learn to explain this venture to friends more succinctly by asking, ‘What better way of understanding a conflict about land and identity could there be, than walking it [the Wall] and talking to people?’ But I also had a small confession that I would only mention in a whisper and only after checking the coast was clear. It was this: I want to find a really good walk.

I know, I know, I could have gone to Cumbria or got a train to Brighton and bounced along the wonderful chalk of the South Downs, but these places are well hiked and everyone expects the Lake District to be beautiful. Which is why it is so fucking dull. Anyone with any taste knows that predictability is the woodworm of joy. And joy was what I was after. The joy unlike any other in finding a good walk, is genuine bliss. It comes from a combination of the landscape, the route, the company and exposure to the elements that stays on the right side of exposure. Most of all, what makes a ‘perfect walk’ is losing yourself in a sense of freedom. The West Bank might be the last place a London comic might look for joy, but I was sure I would find it there. And I wondered if it was possible to have a ‘perfect walk’ along the Barrier? I also wondered if I was turning into a knob.

To organise the logistics of the trip, I assembled a team of people to work with me. First and foremost there would be a schedule. Inevitably a walk like this involves a huge amount of improvising, but I needed to know where I would need to be at the end of each day. If I didn’t have a schedule and keep to it, I would run out of time and money and if I didn’t reach the end of the Wall, nothing of the walk would count. ‘Walking the Wall’ means just that.

My long-term researcher, Susan McNicholas, would coordinate the entire ramble. ‘First you need to go to Jerusalem for a few days and talk to people, and see if they think the walk is possible,’ she had said.

Which is what I did. I talked to people at the UN, lawyers, Israeli and Palestinian campaigning groups opposed to the Wall, and Israeli and Palestinian fixers – journalists with good local knowledge and contacts who could help arrange interviews and meetings. Together we worked out the shopping list of things I would need. Firstly, translators – I speak very little Arabic and the nearest I have to any Hebrew is a smattering of north London Yiddish slang: enough to know the difference between a schmeckel and a schmairel but no more. Then there were the questions of where to stay, what places to avoid and who to try and interview.

Jamal Juma is the coordinator of a grassroots group called Stop the Wall, and he offered to help find translators and places to stay for the first part of the walk on the Palestinian side. Some of the time we would be staying in villages along the route, and some of the time staying ‘off the Wall’, in guest houses. This would sometimes mean getting a taxi in the morning and driving to the place I had finished walking the night before, picking up the route and starting again from there.

My Israeli fixer was a woman called Nava Mizrahi, an award-winning ex-journalist who now works with foreign film crews, sorting out interviews and logistical problems. She was brilliantly blunt: ‘I have never worked on a book before,’ she said. ‘But I am willing to try and make this work because I think you need someone to help you here. [And] If you only walk with the Palestinian activists then you will do the walk, yes, but you will miss a lot of what is going on.’

The final person was Phil Stebbing, a cameraman who came to film the walk. He had just finished covering the election campaign in Afghanistan, and was another award winner, although you wouldn’t have thought it to look at him. He looked like a retired drug dealer with a penchant for not shaving, and the remnants of a Mohican. Half the reason I took him with me was so that if we got stopped and strip-searched, they’d go to him first. I could tell you the things I like about him but we have a whole book ahead of us and that can wait.

Pooling our knowledge, we concluded that the best way to do the ramble and the interviews, and keep our families and bank accounts happy, was to split the walk into three rambles, each lasting eighteen days, returning to England in between them. The first ramble would start in the north-east, the second would finish in Jerusalem and the third would hopefully take me south of Hebron to the finish point at Beit Yatir.

With these rudimentary preparations done, the ramble was ready to commence. Any journey of this type is a quest for knowledge, which by its very nature is predicated upon a certain degree of ignorance. And so, fully equipped, I set off for the West Bank.

______

* ‘Legal Consequences of the Construction of a Wall in the Occupied Palestinian Territory’


PART ONE

THE FIRST RAMBLE



 

ONE OF MANY REASONS FOR THE FENCE

Sdei Trumot, an Israeli village just north of the West Bank. It has an air of suburban calm, or at least it would have but for the highway that runs through it. The homes have red-tiled roofs, high spreading palm trees in their gardens and hedgerows you could balance a spirit level on, but there is also an intermittent background din of someone driving somewhere else.

One of the buildings by the highway is the grocer’s: a long, single-storey affair with a front and side porch giving it the appearance of a homely warehouse. The words ‘car park’ would be too formal a description for the arrangement here; nonetheless, drivers can pull over, get coffee and pastries, and take a seat on the porch under flapping plastic bunting.

The porch has room enough for a serving hatch, a couple of tables and a public toilet. Between the porch and the highway lies a tiny flower bed, sprouting shrubs, cactus and a couple of small, long-leafed cordylines. The plants share the space with some fading hoardings advertising eggs, cheese and milk, amidst the more recognisable symbols of Nestlé and Coca-Cola. Throw in some telegraph poles and a spiky palm, and it’s just another piece of roadside clutter you’d drive past in an instant, a second’s worth of blurred view out of a side window.

In the middle of this clutter is a white stone about a metre and a half tall; it sits by a young pine. Few people would select this spot, opposite the toilet door, for a memorial stone but this is the spot that marks where Avner Mordechai was killed by a suicide bomber seven years ago. He was fifty-eight.

Dror is Avner’s son, and he runs the grocery shop on his own now. This morning he was up early, making the pastries that sit on the porch table, collecting flies as we chat.

‘It is the time of year for flies; most of the year it is fine, but not now,’ he says, as he shoos a small cloud off the pain au chocolat. Dror passes a photo I had seen earlier hanging inside the shop; a picture of his father taken at a family occasion.

‘My father was murdered in 2003.’

‘He looks the epitome of a hard-working man,’ I say, looking at the tired eyes of a man dressed in a suit that looks like it didn’t get worn that often.

‘He lived and worked here in this area since 1954. Where we are sitting is where he was blown out …’

The police believed the suicide bomber might have been waiting for more people to congregate at the bus stop opposite. It is understandable conjecture as, eight days earlier, a suicide bomber had killed seventeen people and wounded one hundred in an attack on the number 14A bus in Jaffa Road, in the centre of Jerusalem. However, regardless of what the bomber may have intended to do, what he had done was to detonate himself inside the store at 6.15 a.m. on 19 June 2003, killing Avner and destroying the shop completely.

Dror describes what greeted him as he came into work that morning: ‘I saw the crowd of people and the smoke. I was not allowed past the police line in case there was a second bomb. I felt scared. I didn’t know if my father was alive or dead.’ Dror was following the ambulance carrying his father to hospital when he heard on the radio that he had died.

When most Israelis are asked about the Barrier they give one answer – it is for security. For them the Barrier is a necessary evil, put up precisely because of what was happening to people like Avner. His death happened at the height of the Palestinian uprising, the Second Intifada, and 2003 saw twenty-five bomb attacks in Israel, which killed 142 people (figures that showed a decline from the previous year, when 220 died). The suicide bombs were detonated in hotels, shops, restaurants, ice cream parlours and a bar mitzvah but the most likely targets for these attacks were buses, bus stops and stations.

This is why Israelis call the Barrier the ‘Security Fence’. And most Israelis think it has worked; since the Barrier went up, suicide bombings have stopped.

But Dror expresses a curious lack of certainty when I ask if the Barrier makes Israel more secure. ‘The Fence is a border. Two countries, two people, and the Fence divides the two people.’

Before the shop, Dror’s father was a farmer, eating, drinking and working with Palestinians, ‘but the good relations we had with them before is over now. This attack made me frightened, scared for the future of the country.’

‘Would the Fence have made it safer for your father?’

‘If the Fence existed, then 50–50 … If they want to come to make an explosion they come; the Fence will make it harder but they will find a way.’

As we continue to speak, Dror gets up and shows me around the outside of the store. After the bombing, he set to, rebuilding the shop straight away. ‘I am the only son in the family and it took time for the state to help, and so I needed to get back to work to support everyone: wife, family, mother …’

‘When did you put the marker stone here?’

‘After we finished building, we put the stone there. It reads: “In memory of Avner Mordechai, killed by terrorists 19/6/2003”.’

‘Would you mind if I took a photo of you standing next to your father’s stone?’ I ask.

‘OK.’ He shrugs and places a hand on the stone. I realise that what I like about Dror is that he doesn’t have any profound words to offer the world. His experience has not led him to make great announcements on dignity or reconciliation or revenge; nor does he have to – he has a family to support. There is a hint of sadness to him but, in truth, it is outweighed by tiredness.
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chapter 1

AS I WALKED OUT

Walking to the edge of the flat roof, I stand, legs apart, hands on hips, looking through the hazy winter sunlight and to the distant hills. Two men, Palestinians, are standing behind me and together we survey the route we are to take. Slowly, I raise my arm and point to a spot on the horizon.

‘There,’ I declare with all the gravitas of an Old Testament prophet. ‘That is where we start our walk.’

‘Where?’ enquires a man called Fadhi, with a voice that sounds as if he is squinting.

‘There, where my finger points. That is where we will start.’

The wind blows lightly, and high, high above a black bird circles. Then a voice from behind says, ‘But that is Jordan.’

Fadhi pauses with the natural timing of man who has spoken at many meetings before he diplomatically suggests, ‘You can start in Jordan if you want, but it will take some time to arrange …’

The bird circles closer and I remain still, facing the hills, looking out to the valley and say one word. ‘Ish …’

‘I am sorry?’ says Fadhi.

I wobble my pointing finger, as if I’d always intended to be vague. ‘There … ish is where we will start.’

Fadhi is the Jordan Valley coordinator for the umbrella organisation Stop the Wall, who have agreed to help with translators and guides. He joins me in pointing and declaiming. ‘That is the no-man’s land, the border, we shall walk up to there … and see,’ he says, leaving the final words hanging in the air, surrounded by possibilities.

Jacob, the second Palestinian on the roof and our translator for the day, smokes and smiles.

‘Jacob farms this land,’ says Fadhi, ‘so he will be able to take you westward, right up to the Wall. What can the soldiers do? Tell him not to farm? We will see.’

The two of them debate where to start the walk, but I am distracted. From up here, the Barrier is some 400 metres in front of us, and it appears as a rather dull-looking, long fence, stretching across a plain before disappearing into the wonderfully crumpled geography of the Jordan river valley and the hills beyond.

The mundanity of this first impression of the Barrier is confounding. A line of wire mesh doesn’t fit into the image of ‘The Wall’; from my visual lexicon of walls that carve through countries, I expected romantic martyrdom, a dash of Expressionism, a nod at George Orwell and the odd soundtrack of David Bowie songs recorded in Berlin. I expected the Barrier itself to be more dramatic, more epic, perhaps. The last thing I expected was a long mesh fence in a flat muddy field. I am about to spend eight weeks walking alongside this Barrier and will come to see it dominate the land in the most dramatic ways but for now this could be Runcorn on the outskirts of an industrial estate, guarded by a sixty-year-old bloke with a dog and a Portakabin that smells of rolling tobacco and messy divorce.

This first day of any journey is full of emotions, but I wasn’t expecting disappointment to be one of them. I just don’t think I envisaged myself saying, ‘Well, it doesn’t look very oppressive.’ But one thing is sure: if the view from the roof is anything to go by, the walking should be easy. A nice flat plain, with no major rivers, mountains or fjords that we can see; just flat farming land, a slight incline and a main road to cross about halfway through. There are a few clouds in the sky but these are wispy specks that quickly get blown across to Jordan. The going appears to get a little hilly towards the end, but it doesn’t look hard. This is what you need on the first day: no big climbs, no real prospect of rain; no surprises.

*

Twenty minutes later I get a familiar feeling of worry and excitement as we cross the fields towards no-man’s land. Phil the cameraman, Jacob, Fadhi and I are trudging directly towards a mass of barbed wire covered in red signs. The writing on them is indecipherable at this distance, but red signs on barbed wire rarely say, ‘St Luke’s Church Fête this Saturday’; they’re generally more likely to read: ‘Blah blah Do not blah blah own risk blah blah death.’ (Later it transpires I am virtually fluent in red signs.)

Phil the cameraman is a good judge of the mood and his eyebrows signal his emotional well-being. They are currently half-raised, set to ‘Caution’.

‘Is it OK to be here?’ I ask Fadhi.

‘No,’ Fadhi says calmly. ‘We are not allowed.’

‘Not allowed,’ I repeat dully, as we keep walking.

‘Not allowed to be even here.’

But still we keep on towards the wire, doing the very thing we are not allowed to do.

‘Is it safe, though?’

Fadhi shrugs.

‘What will the authorities do if they find us here?’ I ask.

Fadhi mimes bringing a gun to his shoulder.

‘We might get shot?’

‘Perhaps,’ he says, cheerfully. ‘Who knows? … We shall see.’

It is hard to tell how serious he is because it sounds as if he is making a political point rather than expressing a genuine possibility. Phil’s eyebrows are now at DEFCON 1.

Fadhi continues: ‘If the soldiers ask you what you are doing, you must tell them you are writing a book about birds and flowers.’

‘Well, there might be a mention of birds and flowers, I suppose …’

‘Do not mention anything else. Birds and flowers, that is all. Do not tell them the truth.’

‘OK.’

‘If you want to walk the Wall, you have to be a very good liar.’ And with that Fadhi departs, leaving Phil, Jacob and me next to the barbed wire and the Barrier.

Standing in the corner of the field, we are exactly where we want to be. We about-turn and start walking.

We have begun. The walk to Jacob’s farm is a relatively short and simple one, but we’re distracted ten minutes in by the whining hum of an armoured vehicle on the Israeli side of the Barrier. It stops, sitting squatly behind the wire. Then it sounds a siren, an electronic honking sound, a warning squawk. It is an odd noise this whoop: a mixture of draconian disco and electro camp, but it saves the soldiers from having to get out of the vehicle and shout, ‘Fuck off’ in Hebrew, Arabic and English. It works, too, as we all are startled by it and possibly a little embarrassed by that.

‘We should move further from the Wall,’ says Jacob.

‘Is that what the noise meant?’

‘They do not want us so near.’

Jacob smiles, but I am slightly nervous. The path twists away from the wire, onto the farm’s dust tracks for a while, and the military departs. Ditches run by these tracks as we leave the Barrier behind us, crowded with the burnt stalks of reeds, their short, charred stems leaving black lines of soot on our trouser legs as we brush past. We circle around an Israeli settler farm3 planted with tall, date palm trees; cut through a grove of short trees where grapefruit-like pomelo fruit hang unripe and low; turn up a stony track and in front of us, once again, is the Barrier.

‘When do we get to your farm?’ I ask Jacob, as we stop for some water.

‘You are on it.’ Jacob grins, spreading his arms open then laughing his throaty laugh. His looks are rakish, his chin chiselled, his hair swept back; his natty roll-neck jumper, however, is tattered and frayed, but you can’t have everything: if Edward Fox was a Palestinian farmer, Jacob would give him a run for his money.

Right alongside the Barrier’s barbed wire is an old blue tractor, parked sideways on an incline.

‘Is this yours?’

‘Yes,’ he says, cocking his head playfully.

Hell, I think, even his parking is rakish.

Jacob’s rented farm stretches out over forty-five dunam (just over eleven acres) and slopes right up to the Barrier. His fields are covered in thin straight lines of plastic wrapping, under which plant life vies for space: leaves push out from under the edges and the tears in the material which reveal squashes, their stems twisting to fruition. He leads us across his land, past his greenhouses, calling out the names of vegetables and pointing: ‘Aubergine … cucumber … beans …’ until we reach the very edge of the Barrier, where he tells us, ‘Here we can walk right by the Wall.’

The Israeli use of the term ‘fence’ (eschewing the term ‘wall’ as an inaccurate and pro-Palestinian term) is somewhat disingenuous. True, actual concrete wall accounts for only about four per cent of the Barrier, but that does not make the rest a fence. In reality, and for the most part, it is a standardised configuration of fences, razor wire, ditches, roads and military patrols. It starts on the Palestinian side with six rolls of razor wire stacked three at the bottom, two in the middle and one topping it all off in a pyramid formation; this is normally about two metres high and uncoils along the ‘fence’. Next to the wire is a trench one to two metres deep: sometimes it is a ditch dug in the dirt, sometimes it is a concrete contraption. After the wire and the trench comes the sand path, enabling soldiers to see if anyone has come near the ‘fence’. Next to the sand path comes the actual bit of fencing; this is an electric fence with motion detectors and is about three to four metres high. There is then another sand track, making two in total, one on either side of the electric fence. Alongside the second sand track is an asphalt road, along which military vehicles drive. After this is another trench and finally the ‘fence’ is finished off with another pyramid of razor wire. The whole thing is constantly patrolled by soldiers and/or the border police in Humvees and armoured Land Rovers, and a series of communication watchtowers monitor just about the entire length with cameras and state-of-the-art spy equipment. From start to finish red signs adorn the ‘fence’ saying: ‘MORTAL DANGER: MILITARY ZONE. ANY PERSON WHO PASSES OR DAMAGES THE FENCE ENDANGERS HIS LIFE’ in English, Hebrew and Arabic.

A simple rule of thumb is if you can’t buy it in B&Q then it’s not a fence and if you can buy all of the above in a B&Q then you are probably in the Phnom Penh branch. To be accurate, it is a military barrier that has some fencing involved in the construction. But the word ‘fence’ suits a certain way of seeing the conflict here, because it reduces it to the idea of a neighbourhood dispute, a local tussle of equals; few neighbourhood disputes involve, however, one neighbour putting another under military occupation. (It is certainly not a neighbourhood dispute where I live and if it was, I’d imagine Lambeth Council would take extremely stern action on planning application grounds alone.)

As we walk next to the barbed-wire coils, occasionally peering through to the fence beyond, I catch sight of something that is quintessentially English – what appears to be a small trig point, about a metre high: a rectangular stone with a flat pyramid point protruding from the earth next to the Barrier. Moving closer, it starts to look as if the tip of Cleopatra’s Needle is growing out of the ground and that if we were to dig deep enough, we would find the remaining twenty metres, a plinth and some benches.

Pointing at it, I ask Jacob what it is.

‘What is that? I don’t know. I have never seen it before,’ says a genuinely bemused Jacob, whose expression also says, ‘Where the fuck did that come from?’

It seems odd that something so prominent to my eye has been missed entirely by Jacob; I wonder how anyone can have failed to spot this on their own land. Perhaps he doesn’t come this close to the Barrier normally; perhaps he is busy with other things.

‘Is it a milestone? It could be, couldn’t it?’ I say, opting for familiarity, milestones being a frequent feature of British rambles.

‘I don’t know.’

‘I wonder if it has anything written on it?’ I say as much to myself as to Jacob and Phil, as we arrive at it. With one hand resting on its top, I lean in to look at its four sides. There is writing.

‘It’s in Arabic, I think. Jacob, is this Arabic?’

‘Yes.’

Jacob and I are now both peering at the writing carved into the stone. The words have been worn slightly smooth by time and weather, but the stone is certainly not so ancient as to make it undecipherable: at maybe thirty or forty years old, for a milestone this would be a whippersnapper. Jacob peers to translate.

‘“Palestine. We are coming.”’

‘What?’

‘That is what is says: “Palestine. We are coming.”’ Jacob straightens up.

We are right next to the Barrier, which here follows the 1949 Armistice ‘Green Line’,4 the de facto border of the West Bank. Across the wire is Israel, and someone has stuck a plinth here reading, ‘Palestine. We are coming.’

‘Does it mean, “We are coming” as in the state of Palestine will soon exist: in effect, “Our state is becoming”? Or does it mean, “We are coming! Beware!” or “Charge!”?’

If it is the latter, you have to admit, it is a classy bit of gang graffiti.

‘“We are coming, Palestine is coming.”’ Jacob shrugs, indicating the former.

In my world, a stone like this would state a fact: the height above sea level, or the distance from a city. This one, with the formality and certainty of something literally set in stone, announces an event that has yet to happen; it is a declaration of intent. It is such an ordinary object, a fixture of the landscape that ceases to be seen: despite sitting right next to the Barrier, it seems to have drawn no attention from the Israeli military. It stands looking at them each day as they drive along in their armoured cars – staring them in the face, mocking them almost, if only they would look at it properly – and saying, ‘One day this will be ours.’

Perhaps we have stumbled upon a stonemason’s gag. If so, it would be the first time I have knowingly seen anything witty by a Mason.

We ramble on, past the translucent sheeting that covers the tubular greenhouses full of cucumbers and beans, stopping for tea made in a blackened kettle balanced over the flames between breeze blocks, then past demolished workers’ huts of flattened concrete sheets, lying like folded cardboard. We pass families in the fields, pass barns with no walls – just roofs stuck on stilts – until we emerge from the track onto the main artery road of the Jordan valley, the A90, by the Bisan checkpoint.

The Bisan checkpoint is primarily for vehicles, and is laid out like a series of toll booths, manned by heavily armed attendants. I should point out this is not a toll road, and no one asks for money (if they did you would be well advised to be sure you had the right change in advance).

The differently coloured car number plates indicate where the driver is from and we watch yellow plates pouring through the checkpoint from the Israeli side and roaring off down the A90, which heads south past Israeli settler farms and down to the Dead Sea.

Walking along the side of the road, a short distance from the checkpoint, Jacob lightly holds his hand up to my chest.

‘Wait,’ he says.

We have managed to stop right at the point where cars change gear and accelerate away, so we have to talk loudly, amid the roar of revving engines.

‘Is it always this busy?’ I ask.

Jacob shrugs and smiles. ‘Sometimes.’

Phil is lifting his camera to the checkpoint when Jacob says, ‘Try and keep the camera out of sight. They do not like people taking pictures of the checkpoint.’

‘OK, no problem,’ says Phil over the noise of the cars.

We cross the road and, one minute later, I find myself in front of a soldier, saying the words, ‘I am writing a book about birds and flowers.’

‘What is your name?’ asks the soldier.

I want to reply, ‘Is your teacher around? Or any other grownup?’ Israel has military service so its army is predominantly conscripts and this one is fresh-faced and hairless.

After I give my name, he asks, ‘Where are you from?’

I reply, ‘England,’ but I’m actually thinking, If this conversation goes on for much longer, it’s going to look like I am grooming him.

And when he asks, ‘Why are you here? What are you doing?’ I think, Just tell the truth, you have nothing to conceal.

Fortunately, the soldier knows as much about birds and flowers as I do. He hands us over to a private security company, who are also twelve-year-olds in wraparound shades.

‘Have you taken any pictures of the checkpoint? Because this is not allowed,’ asks one of them, who seems a pleasant enough chap.

‘Why is it not allowed?’ I ask.

‘Security,’ he says, on autopilot.

‘Well, I don’t think we did …’

‘We need to check, and look at your bags and passports.’

In a small cabin just to the side of the checkpoint, they run our bags through an X-ray machine and rummage through them by hand. Security drops my notebook in a plastic tray, along with my handkerchief, some keys, a pen, suncream, and then he stops, turning something over in his hand.

‘What is this?’

‘Kendal Mint Cake.’

‘What is that, exactly?’

‘It is the personification of Englishness enshrined in a mint and sugar-based confectionery item.’

‘Excuse me?’

‘An energy bar.’

‘OK.’ He slowly puts it onto the tray. I feel a bit sorry for him and I want to offer him some Kendal Mint Cake, but I don’t want to spoil his tea.

Outside is a shaded waiting area with seats, so I grab my notebook while Phil is being searched, and start scribbling ideas. Just as I was writing, the lad who searched my bag asks incredulously, ‘What are you doing?’

‘Writing.’

‘What are you writing?’

‘Thoughts about being here,’ I explain, though not in an overly friendly manner.

‘Writing about here? This place? It is not allowed!’ he replies quickly.

‘Why not?’

‘Security,’ he answers firmly and, again, automatically.

‘What security, exactly?’

‘Er …’ His answer is not so quick now. ‘You could be writing a report?’

‘I am. I am writing a book.’

‘A report for terrorists!’ he splutters.

‘And what would I be writing?’

‘You could tell them we have guns and … shoes.’

‘Shoes?’

‘You could give them information, yes,’ he says, exasperated.

‘Do you think your enemies don’t know you have shoes? What threat do you face from a terrorist who doesn’t know you have shoes?’ I knew I should stop but my frustration at being delayed by a group of kids on a whim was starting to get to me.‘Do you think Hezbollah are unaware that Israeli security has shoes?’

‘It is not allowed.’ But his eyes are wide behind his shades, and he knows he has said something foolish.

‘Is the fact that you have shoes a state secret? If Hezbollah find out about your shoes, how will it affect security?’ I liked the thought of a cloaked cleric reading a report: ‘Shoes! I thought so! The time has come,’ and, sweeping his cloak around him, he would cry: ‘To the Bunionator!’

The young soldier backs away to his cabin, and I feel I have bullied him.

An hour later, we walk away from the checkpoint. On our first morning, we have been detained and questioned, and we are only a third of the way to our evening’s destination. I have no idea if this ramble will work. As we traipse away, heading further into the West Bank, an army jeep passes us, heading the other way. It is the soldiers who stopped us earlier and, as it drives past, one of them shouts out of the open door, ‘Welcome to Israel!’

It is intended to be a sarcastic greeting but he seems oblivious to the fact that he is technically in the West Bank, the Israeli Occupied Territories of the West Bank. I shout one word at the roaring truck – ‘Israel-ish!’

But it is too late; I am not quick enough, and the jeep is through the checkpoint, heading to the military road and driving east along the fence, past a stone that looks like a trig point.




End of sample




    To search for additional titles please go to 

    
    http://search.overdrive.com.   


OEBPS/page-template.xpgt
 

   

   
	 
    

     
	 
    

     
	 
	 
    

     
	 
    

     
	 
	 
    

     
         
             
             
             
             
             
        
    

  

   
     
  





OEBPS/images/Fig-15.jpg





OEBPS/images/Fig-14.jpg





OEBPS/images/Fig-17.jpg





OEBPS/images/Fig-16.jpg





OEBPS/images/Fig-13.jpg





OEBPS/images/Fig-12.jpg
AUIONIL TITAY






OEBPS/images/Fig-7.jpg





OEBPS/images/Fig-8.jpg





OEBPS/images/Fig-5.jpg





OEBPS/images/Fig-6.jpg





OEBPS/images/Fig-11.jpg





OEBPS/images/Fig-9.jpg
QALQILYA /ALFEI MENASHE

ISRAEL

WEST BANK

N






OEBPS/images/Fig-10.jpg





OEBPS/images/Fig-26.jpg





OEBPS/images/MyCoverImage.jpg
i © Walking Israel’s
: )3 Barrier. For Fun.






OEBPS/images/Fig-25.jpg





OEBPS/images/Fig-3.jpg
ISRAEL AND THE WEST BANK

5 o
Ten\ WEST BANK

ISRAEL






OEBPS/images/Fig-22.jpg
MNVE L1SIM

)
% uy

jewey
NOISNILX3 13 8 WATVYSNuar






OEBPS/images/Fig-4.jpg





OEBPS/images/Fig-24.jpg





OEBPS/images/Fig-2.jpg
EXTREME

RAMBLING

MARK
THOMAS

?





OEBPS/images/Fig-23.jpg





OEBPS/images/Fig-19.jpg





OEBPS/images/Fig-18.jpg





OEBPS/images/Fig-21.jpg





OEBPS/images/Fig-20.jpg





