Our Witness in Palestine:
Helen Griffith and EAPPI

Helen Griffith (formerly Helen Crofts) was a member of Oxford Meeting for many years. She
and her husband Tony Sanger now live in South Wales and belong to Swansea Meeting.
Their interest in the Middle East led them to spend two years working in Lebanon at the
Quaker-founded Brummana High School (www.bhs.edu.lb). Helen is currently on a threemonth placement (December to March) with the Ecumenical Accompaniment Programme in
Palestine and Israel (EAPPI, www.quaker.org.uk/eappi). EAPPI’s aim is to monitor and report
violations of human rights and international humanitarian law, support Israeli and
Palestinian peace activists, offer protection by nonviolent presence and to undertake
advocacy work on return to the UK.
After training last year at Friends House and Woodbrooke, followed by training and
orientation in Jerusalem on arrival in early December, Helen has been on duty with her fourperson international team at the village of Jayyous on the West Bank. The notorious
separation barrier has separated the village from 80% of its excellent agricultural land,
leading to severe decline in productivity. Some farmers can’t get permits to work their land,
while those with permits must spend hours queuing at the gate and leave their land to fit in
with gate opening times. EAPPI work includes monitoring gate openings, joining in village
life, supporting peaceful action against the occupation, reporting on abuses of international
and humanitarian law, as well as looking for initiatives promoting positive contact between
Jews and Arabs.
Helen’s Letters
Helen has repeatedly said how she values being upheld in the thoughts and prayers of
Friends in Swansea and Oxford and we shall look forward to hearing from her in person on
her return. Meanwhile she has been sending regular reports by email describing her
experiences and impressions in vivid and often disturbing detail. They include Christmas at
Bethlehem and the sad stories of Hani Amir and Samir Younis, among many others.
Anyone who would like to read them in full can find them below, or on the Oxford Meeting
website (www.oxfordquakers.org/sites/default/files/helen.pdf). Alternatively I can forward
each new letter as it arrives to anyone who asks me and supplies an email address
(jpw1940@yahoo.co.uk).
John Whitley
19 January 2011
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Adventures in 2010
Tony and I are intending to walk from
Patterdale in the Lake District to Robin
Hood’s Bay on the east coast in
September and October. May I be
cheeky and try to use this to raise money
for my other venture this year? Please
sponsor us on this walk because-On December 8th I am going to the West Bank for 3 months. I am going with an
organisation called Ecumenical Accompaniment Programme in Palestine and
Israel. www.quaker.org.uk/eappi The aim of this programme is to monitor and
report violations of human rights and international humanitarian law, support
Israeli and Palestinian peace activists, offer protection by nonviolent presence
and to undertake advocacy work on return to the UK.
EAPPI is an initiative of the World Council of Churches and is financed by the
participating Churches. It puts 100 volunteers in the field each year. Roughly 6
teams of 4 are working at any one time. The current areas of work are
Jerusalem, Hebron, Bethlehem, Tulkarem, Yanoun and Jayyous. One volunteer
costs £14,000 to train, send and support. Last year the programme had a short
fall of £17000 and so I would like to raise some money to help this year.
I am going because, being a Quaker I have always wished to say I am a pacifist,
but I have never done anything to justify this claim. This is to remedy this.
Cheques can be made out to British Yearly Meeting with EAPPI written on the
back. This is the Quaker business meeting and is a registered charity so CAF
cheques are accepted. Please send to EAPPI, FREEPOST, Friends House 173
Euston Road, London NW1 2BJ. Or I am happy to forward contributions.
Please let me know if you would like to receive emails while I am in the field.
With many thanks

In peace and friendship

Helen
Helen Griffith Corner Farm House Pitton Rhossili Swansea SA3 1PH

Orwellian Nightmares Live On.

(David Mitchell 22 Nov 2010)

It was the look on the elderly woman’s face that told the story more eloquently than any words
could manage. Her house in Jayyous had been forcibly entered at 2am on Monday morning
(25/10/2010) by Israeli forces complete with dogs, and hiding their faces with balaclavas to retain
anonymity, her son Wajdi (27) arrested without explanation, and many of her belongings trashed.
Up to fifty soldiers took part, said her daughter Hind, who was also present in the house at the time
of the break-in. ‘My mother, who is quite frail as you can see, was also injured by the soldiers
pushing her’, she said, ‘and required hospital treatment before being discharged.’ The soldiers had
stayed between 2am and 5am, keeping the whole household up, and had systematically searched
from room to room leaving a trail of destruction and despair, including vandalising Wajdi’s
computer. (see photo)

The scene of our meeting was the open court
yard of their modest home in the heart of the
small agricultural village of Jayyous, in the
Qalqilya District of the West Bank, and my two
Ecumenical Accompanier colleagues and I were
re-living with the family the nightmare
happenings of that morning. The Israeli Army
had entered the village with stealth, so that
they had forced their way in before the family
were even aware of their presence. At the same
time, another two families in the village were
suffering a similar experience, in an operation
which is mirrored across the occupied Palestinian territories many times every week.
No word of explanation was offered, according to Hind, and they have no idea where Wajdi will be
held, or when they will see him again. Experiences of this kind lead the villagers to believe that he
will be held in an Israeli prison (contrary to International Humanitarian Law), perhaps without charge
and consequently without recourse to a defence. This is ‘legal’ under the military law which Israel
applies to the occupied Palestinian territories but not to its own citizens. It should be understood
that time spent in prison for Palestinians is not at all unusual and a substantial proportion of the
male population has been locked up at some time, usually for unspecified ‘threats to security’ which
are never explained and never prosecuted. According to the ‘Palestinian Monitor’ there are
currently in excess of seven thousand Palestinian prisoners being held in seventeen Israeli jails and
investigation centres scattered widely across Israel. Even if permitted, it is often extremely difficult
for families to visit their loved ones because of problems with travel and with the expense involved.
David Mitchell
Ecumenical Accompanier
Jayyous, 0Pt
22/11/2010

To South Wales Quakers

To Swansea Meeting

Letter 1 A

(30 November 2010)

On December 8th I am flying to Jerusalem. After three days training and orientation I will travel to
my placement, a village called Jayyous, in the West Bank. I shall meet David Mitchell and the rest of
the Jayyous team. I trained with David at Friends House and Woodbrooke last May so it is good to
have this personal contact. My team, 3 women, I man, a Brit, a Swiss, a Swede and an Austrian, will
then take over.
Jayyous is set on a ridge looking over Israel and towards the Mediterranean. It used to be very
prosperous and has large stone houses, a legacy of happier times. The land belonging to the village
is excellent agricultural land; this land is below the village. The separation barrier runs along the
base of the ridge, separating the village from 80% of its land. This has led to an enormous drop in
productivity. Some farmers cannot get permits to work their land. The ones with permits must
spend hours queuing at the gate and leave their land to fit in with gate opening times.
What will I be doing? Monitoring the gate opening, if the army does not arrive it seems that
international workers have contacts which can help. I shall be joining in village life. I shall support
peaceful action against the occupation. I shall report on abuses of international and humanitarian
law, for instance night time arrests by the army. I shall also look for initiatives which lead to positive
contact between Jews and Arabs, since this is the best way forward. I hope to support these
initiatives.
I will know more next time I write. Meanwhile, thank you again to those Friends who supported
Tony and me on our sponsored walk. We must have raised about £4000. Thank you also for the
encouragement I continue to receive and for your thoughts and prayers.
Helen

Jayyous

Letter 1
...

Tuesday 21 December 2010

Dear Friends with a capital F and a small f
Why do I do it? I do it so that I can look at myself in the mirror and say I did my best. Said
by Hanna Barag at the end of her talk on Machsom Watch. This was a most inspiring talk
which we had during our training in Jerusalem. Hanna is 75 years old, and tiny, but so strong
and wiry. At the end of her talk we clapped till our hands stung and I felt quite emotional.
Truly an inspiring side of Israel.
Machsom Watch was started 10 years ago. It is a group of women, mostly older women who
are free from family and job responsibilities, who visit check points, agricultural gates every
day of the year. There are 300 of them. They are powerful, well educated women and they
have a big impact on the soldiers. I imagine soldiers unhappy about the occupation are
pleased to see them, and others respect them. Hanna says things have improved in the last 10
years, less abusive behaviour and there will be other reasons for this, but Machsom Watch is
certainly one of them. Hanna and co also try to solve problems Palestinians have with
papers. Sometimes successfull, sometimes not.
And what about me? I think the 2 years Tony and I spent in Lebanon cannot be
overemphasised as valuable preparation for this experience. The very stones are the same,
white boulders in the fields and white blocks in the old houses. The style of architecture, the
vegetation, the food and above all the warm, generous welcome, all these are the same. I am
already benefiting from speaking some Arabic and hope to improve in the coming weeks.
So far I have attended the opening of the agricultural gates in Jayyous. We have 2, north and
south. We are lucky in that the earliest is now 7.30am. In the summer it is 5am! I have
witnessed the indignity of men queueing to have access to land their families have papers for
for many years and many occupations. What a nuisance foreign powers have been to the
ordinary people of this land. I watched a film called Palestian Blues which is a documentary
of the protests against the building of the separation barrier. Jayyous features in it and I was
moved. I have eaten supper with Sherif Omar, one of the leaders of the protest. I saw his
grief and fury as most of his land disappeared behind the separation barrier. Imagine that
happening to my Gower neighbours!
I have one hiccup. I can't get my email up on my laptop. I have to use the shared computer
in the sitting room, so I have written this very early in the morning. This will have to be
sorted. But I like the early morning. I hope sophistications like attached photos will come
before too long.
Thank you for your love and support. In Friendship Helen
A very happy Christmas to you in your snow bound island. Yesterday I ate lunch under a
lemon tree in a garden in Azzoun. It was 20degrees!
Day 2 of life in Jayyous is about to start. South Gate this morning.

Letter 2

Tuesday 28 December 2010

Dear Friends We have more than a week behind us and I think it is all going well. I have
my laptop but we are not entirely friends yet.
We have eaten generous meals at two houses and drunk tea in countless ones. Yasser Arafat
is spray painted on the walls, along with martyrs and also, occasionally Sadam Hussein! I am
also being told that this whole situation is Englands fault because of the Balfour Declaration.
I am becoming more Welsh by the minute. Shereef Omar, the most politically active and
aware farmer, comforted me by saying the strongest support now comes from the UK.
Shereef toured Britain to gather support to fight the separation barrier in 2004. He was then
punished by having a permit to go to his land refused for 7 months and 18 days. This view of
history is over simplified, but discussing it is beyond my Arabic and their English. Jayyous is
now quiet, but furiously objected when 80% of their land disappeared behind the separation
fence. Young men show us gunshot wounds in their feet and legs and many have been in
prison. I will be writing about this later.
Meanwhile I spent a night in Bethlehem and celebrated Christmas there. Many of my
Christmases have become a blur, but this one will always stand out, though I have to say not
for being the happiest. There is nothing like being with family. I have written a low brow
article about this for the Evening Post and I will send it to you when it is passed by the
London office. I didn't say in the article that I went into the Church of the Nativity on
Christmas morning and found it heaving with people. I managed to find a chair in the corner
of the area in front of the main altar and I had a Meeting for Worship there. It was peaceful
in spite of the crowd sounds. There was a massive queue to go under the altar area several
deep and snaking all round the vast church. This is where tradition says Jesus was born. I
saw a trickle of people cross the altar area and join the queue as it reached its goal. Human
nature never changes. By the time I left I saw that I would have had to wait two hours even
to get into the church if I had been any later.
Have we done anything of value yet? I had a rather blue day on Sunday thinking not, but that
was because of Qalqilya, which I have now done 3 times. This involves getting up at 3.15
and going by taxi to the Q crossing into Israel. From 4am to 6am we count the men and
women who go through. We have a neat little clicker machine for the men. On Sunday we
counted over 5 thousand. These are people who work in Israel and on Sunday many of them
go through and stay for the working week. This is because the economy in the West Bank is
in such bad shape. From my point of view I find it hard to stop this experience spoiling the
rest of the day, even though I try to sleep a little when I get back. The two cold hours at Q
seem like a bad dream.
But then on Monday 27th I had a good day. I found a soldier with excellent English at the
South Gate and we had a good conversation He said he is studying law and thinks the law
schools are very open to international opinion and that he himself is left wing. He said it is
always the small man who is hurt in conflicts. He was not able to say what he thought the
way forward might be. I am afraid another soldier then appeared who did not like to see us
talking.
Then on the way back I talked to Abdul Latif who was caring for small olive trees which he
has planted on land that he lost to the barrier, but the barrier has now been resited and a small
amount of land returned to Jayyous.
Must finish. Happy New Year Helen

Thu, 30 December, 2010 17:51:53

continuation of letter 2

Thursday 30 December 2010

Thursday I want to tell you about the rest of Monday. We took a tour round the area with
our contact Abed, who is a local taxi driver, with a degree in phychology and fluent English
and Hebrew. First we went to a school in a village called Isbat at Tabib. Here the whole
village, including the school has demolition order on it. This is because at some stage it was
declared agriculural land and therefore the buildings should not be there. Meanwhile a local
settlement grows and flourishes. The English teacher Tomador has experienced her house in
Qalqilya being demolished. She and her family were asleep when the bulldozers arrived and
they had to run out without any possessions. She particularly talked about the humiliation of
her husband being ordered to strip. She said her children had never seen their father naked
and all the neighbours were watching too. In this culture, where everyone is always covered
up the horror can be imagined. This was three years ago and the twelve year old boy started
to wet the bed and still does.
I'll skip the meetings in town halls. We met Hani Amir, who used to be wealthy. He sold
chickens to supermarkets and grew flowers. Then a settlement was built right on the
boundary of his garden. A barrier wall was built between his house and his chicken sheds
with a huge road, all of which is on his land. So he now sits there completely surrounded by
roads, building and this vast wall. Meanwhile his chicken sheds have been smashed, but he
refuses to move. It is his resistance. We sat with him and drank fruit juice and all we could
do was promise to tell his story.
I'll stop there, though there is one more horror story. This part of the West Bank has been
overrun by settlements.
As for me I'm fine. I think it is healthy that for once the main focus of my life is not me. I
don't think I've told you about my team. We are Cynthia Gunn, 68 grew up in Austalia but
long time resident in Switzerland. Me. Elin 27 Swedish and Christoph 26 Austria. We get
on very well and have plenty of good cooks.
Many thanks for your very welcome messages. Love and a Happy New Year Helen

Hani Amir
Hani Amir has his eyes closed. This is not surprising.
When he opens them and looks around at the place
where he has lived all his life he must feel despair.
Let me explain.

Hani Amir used to be a prosperous man. “I had 5
thousand chickens “he said “and I sold them to
supermarkets and I grew flowers also”

But then about six years ago settlers’ houses were built right up
to the boundary of his garden on one side.
House with settlers houses to the right

Wall across the garden too high to paint to the top
A military road backed by a high security wall was built across his land on the other side. His farm is now the
other side of the wall and his chicken sheds have been vandalised.
“My farm used to be 5 minutes away” says Hani,” but now it is a long journey. Hani is so afraid of settler
violence that he stays awake all night praying and sleeps in the day. He and his wife and seven children refuse
to move, though the glass has been shot out of their windows and they dare not go in their garden.
This is one small account of a family’s pain and outrage. All we could do was promise to tell their story.
I work for QPSW as an Ecumenical Accompanier serving on the World Council of Churches’ Ecumenical Accompaniment Programme
in Palestine and Israel [EAPPI]. The views contained herein are personal to me and do not necessarily reflect those of my employer
QPSW or the WCC. If you would like to publish the information contained here [including posting it on a web site],please first contact
Teresa Parker teresap@quaker.org.uk or the EAPPi Communications Officer eappi-co@jrol.com for permission. Thank you.

Christmas at Bethlehem

(5 Jan 2011)

‘Oh little town of Bethlehem, how still we see thee lie’ we sing, and I want to say: not anymore it doesn’t.
Let me tell you why.
I travelled to Bethlehem along much the same route as Joseph and Mary, only in a service [shared mini
bus] not by donkey. But I looked out of the window and imagined a little donkey climbing up the steep
hills, mountains almost, but rising like rolling hills. Bethlehem turns out to be a hilltop town and today it
is huge, covering several hills and swallowing up nearby towns. So much for the little, but it is the still
that I really want to talk about.
There was a room for me at the Bethlehem Inn, but as I walked out of the front of the Inn there smack in
my face was the Wall built by the Israeli government to separate Israel from the West Bank. The Wall
severely restricts the freedom of the people of Bethlehem. Pictures are much better at showing the
enormity of this structure, its bulk, its height, its length. It is covered by graffiti, much of giving powerful
messages. Most shops near the Wall have closed or relocated. I spoke to Mike owner of the Wall Shop
and he said “My customers are on the other side of the Wall. Several Christian families depend on this
shop and trade has dropped off badly.”
Saddened by this I went into the Old Town to find Christmas and find it I did. The huge Manger Square
has the Church of the Nativity at one end and the Mosque of Omar at the other. The Square was so
packed with people that I was full of admiration for the authorities managing the event. Scout troops,
dozens and dozens of them, passed playing loudly on brass instruments, massive drums and bagpipes.
Tartan was also present in abundance, a Scot having started Scouts in Palestine. And of course it was a
great opportunity to carry the Palestinian flag proudly aloft at the head of each troop. A noisy, joyous
occasion. The Scouts certainly flourish here and Afaf , a Christian, said with quiet satisfaction: “There
are Moslems in the Scouts as well as Christians.”
An international service at the Lutheran Christmas Church gave the Christmas message. We sang ‘O
come all ye faithful’ in Arabic, German and English simultaneously! Actually I thought it sounded
brilliant! An elderly Palestinian woman in front of me was in tears. I can only guess at the troubles she
has lived through and the happiness this occasion brought.
I am going to give the final word to an ordinary Palestinian I talked to while we waited outside the
Church of the Nativity for the priests to parade past. Tony lives at Beit Sahour, or Shepherds Fields. He
agrees he may be descended from one of THE shepherds. Tony is unaffected by the occupation because
he is a receptionist at the Caritas Hospital. Tony said “I am not political. I think it better to be quiet. But
I want peace. I want peace for the children. I want peace for the world”
Amen
I work for Quaker Peace and Service as an Ecumenical Accompanier serving on the World Council of
Churches’Ecumenical Accompaniment Programme in Palestine and Israel[EAPPI] The views contained herein are
personal to me and do not necessarily reflect those of QPSW or the WCC. If you would like to publish the
information contained here, or distribute it further, please first contact the EAPPI Communications Officer eappico@jrol.con for permission.

Letter 3

6 January 2011

I had an unexpected New Years Eve. I had had an email from my friend Liz Standish to say that her
nephew was playing with the newly formed Palestinian National Orchestra. The nearest concert to
Jayyous was at Ramallah on 31st December. Cynthia did not need much persuading to join me and off
we went by taxi, it being a Friday when most transport comes to a halt.
I was very pleased to be there, because I found we were taking part in what was a very emotional
occasion for the Palestinians. This was the first series of concerts by Palestinians since 1948. The
programme said “Today an orchestra, tomorrow a state” We started with their national anthem and it
sounded far better than God save the Queen, but then most things do. There was not a spare seat in the
large and glamorous Cultural Palace. In fact there were people sitting on the stairs in the auditorium.
Health and safety is not big in this part of the world. It was interesting to see a more prosperous,
successful section of Palestinian society. I felt as if I was in Beirut. I expect there are more opportunities
in a large town than there are in Jayyous. Interestingly, most of the seats were free.
So what have I been up to? We continue to monitor the agricultural gates and there are no problems
normally. However on Sunday afternoon the north gate was closed suddenly and it remained closed the
next day. We made various phone calls to ask why but without result. The soldiers told us someone had
tried to cut the fence and had started a fire, but they were not allowed to say where. By the next day
the soldiers said stones had been thrown at soldiers in Jayyous, but we know there were no soldiers in
the village so it all has to go down as rumour.
However this leads me on to my feelings about Jayyous. In one sense it is an easy placement. The
Jerusalem team has already had three house demolitions. Horrible, but dramatic and reportable.
Jayyous has deep problems. I am becoming aware of the exhaustion caused by the stress of having land
behind the fence - the constant need to renew permits. The anxiety, will my permit be renewed? The
daily humiliation of inspection at the gates, even one’s lunch examined by young soldiers. And the deep
fear that all this struggle to maintain the farms is useless because the land is earmarked for settlements
which have been built on the edge of the land.
There is a further problem which we keep coming across and that is the depth of unemployment. The
economy on the West Bank is so strangled by check points and fences and rules and regulations that it is
very weak and many graduates cannot find employment. Young men without these qualifications are
also unemployed. Abu Azzam, our landlord and a farmer could employ more workers, but he cannot get
permits for them.
It is frightening to see young men standing around. Their anger and frustration is dangerous. The waste
of their potential is heart breaking. A young man in Qalqilya yesterday said to me in a pleading voice “I
want to study in Britain”. I shall never complain about anything in my life again.
Time to stop and see if I can add some photos.

Me and Yasser Arafat on the main street. Note the pockets in my jacket which contain passport,
indentity card, list of phone nos, purse, emergency 300shekels. Notebook and pencil, 2 phones only I of
mine has died, camera. I don’t think I shall be able to live without it.
This is all you’re getting because if I add another it will probably all go wrong.
Thinking of you all
Helen

14 January 2011 Letter 4
Dear Friends
There has been a gap since I last wrote. I have had a cold and then 3 days off in Jerusalem, but now I’m
back, though tomorrow I go to Yanoun on a placement visit.
All last week the IDF {Israeli Defence Force] has been sending jeeps through the village during the
afternoon and evening. The effect on the lads loafing about in the street is electric. Youths leap over
high walls as if the walls were not there. Rocks start to thud on the pavement, ready for the next jeep.
However older men have appeared and put a stop to stone throwing. Just as well since the penalty is up
to 20 years in prison for stone throwing. There seems to be no reason for these incursions except to
humiliate
Here is another sad story. These photographs were taken on Dec 27th. On the right is a smiling Sahyra
Younis with her two eldest grandchildren. Her son, Samir, has started to build his family a new house on
his family’s land. It’s the breeze block structure on the left, standing by his mother’s house. Then came
a demolition order on the new house. Samir had not been able to get planning permission. Samir
stopped building and lived with his wife and three children in one room in the new house.

On Wednesday 11th January the new house was demolished and 13 people now live in Sahyra’s house.
My team went to visit the family, but I had left for Jerusalem. In Britain we would say “Illegal building of
course it should go, otherwise chaos would reign.” But listen to this quote from an UN report
Restricting Space The Planning Regime Applied by Israel in Area C of the West Bank.
“Palestinian construction in approximately 70%of Area C is almost completely prohibited. In the
remaining 30%, a range of restrictions make it extremely difficult for a Palestinian to obtain a building
permit. In this context Palestinians wishing to build must do so illegally and live with the risk that their
structures may be demolished by the Israeli Civil Authority. “
I’ve been too lazy and too protected to pay much attention to UN writings in my life. Suddenly they
have real meaning.
I must stop for now.

With warm good wishes to you all Helen

Letter 5 21st January

(The village of Yanoun needs international presence to survive)

I had two nights at Yanoun. It is a tiny village with only 7 families. It is at the head of a beautiful valley
with hills rising up in rocky steps, and you’ve guessed it, settlement houses peering over the ridges. Six
years ago young settlers forced the families out of their houses at gunpoint and the families fled to the
nearest town, Aqraba. This is a sad echo of the fate of thousands of Palestinian villages in the late 40’s
and early 50’s. Fortunately for the people of Yanoun there was public outrage and the villagers were
able to return, but they need an international presence in the village at all times. When we are all in
Jerusalem next week the Jayyous house will simply be closed, but in Yanoun a team from Project Hope
Nablus will move in.
Life in Yanoun is very simple. Wheat, sheep feed and olive trees cover the valley floor. Each evening
fires are lit in containers outside and when the smoke has died down these are carried indoors. We
called on the mayor Rashid, and found him and his family in the barn under their house. Pigeons and
rabbits were in cages round the walls. We sat round the fire and drank hot sheeps milk. Delicious. We
were all wearing outdoor coats. The rooms in the house have mattresses round the walls which turn
into beds at night. The village has a school with 9 students and 6 teachers, not all full time. As with
most Palestinian communities, they hope their children will go to university.
I returned to Jayyous on Tuesday. On Wednesday we had a call from B’tsalem to say the IDF was in Izzat
at Tabib to protect settlers who were celebrating Plant a tree on Palestinian Land Day. We taxied there
to find the army had gone and there were no settlers, so we had coffee at a local house instead. What
an anti climax, but how good there was no incident.
A quiet week on the whole. I’ve visited some new contacts and been painfully overfed by some old
friends. There is a cultural difference here. We think overeating is bad, Jayyouses think the more food
the better and a guest with a big appetite is much enjoyed. Tony, I fear, will be thought sadly thin.
I must finish here. Tony is arriving on Sunday and we shall spend the week in Jerusalem and Haifa,
before returning here.
With best wishes to you all
Helen

Letter 6 30th January 11
First I must correct some Inaccurate reporting in my last letter. I referred to thousands of Palestinian
villages being abandoned or destroyed and it wasn’t thousands, it was hundreds. I think the figure is in
the upper 500,s. Of course the people displaced was way up in the hundred thousands.
This last week has been spent with the rest of Group 38 on our mid term gathering in Jerusalem and
Haifa. Also, most important, Tony came to join us. This has been wonderful for me and I feel very lucky,
for only about half a dozen people had visitors, they were all welcome to join in as they wished.
The purpose of this week is partly relaxation and partly experiences which will be very useful for us
when we do our advocacy in our home countries. We started on Monday with guidance on how to give
talks which will lead to some action towards ending the occupation. The afternoon was spent at the
Holocaust Memorial Museum. This was a shattering experience. It left me understanding the cry of
‘Never again’. It is terrible to think that these unspeakable crimes were committed by educated people,
for I always hope that education will help save us from ourselves. Does it explain Israeli treatment of
the Palestinians? To some extent I think, but it does not excuse many of the brutal consequences of the
occupation.
On Tuesday morning we spent an hour and a half with Jude Muxworthy, Vice Consul [ political] at the
British Consulate General in Jerusalem This was an entirely new experience for me. Past the huge
metal vehicle barriers and then through security. There were two stages to this, but right at the end we
went into a glass compartment which would not open until were were all in and in which we were in
fact imprisoned. Of course it was all very tactful and we had the smug feeling that we had the right
documents in our pockets and were approved people. Alas for those who are not.
I enjoyed talking to Jude enormously. It was very informal and she turned out to be very well informed,
in fact I think she would be a good EAPPI! Jude spends two days a week travelling in the West Bank and
has visited all our placements. She receives all the questions on Israel/Palestine that are sent to MPs
and the MP can then speak with authority. She hosts visitors and recently took William Hague to meet
three Palestinian political activists. She impressed on me the importance of writing letters and that the
volume of letters counts. Alas my days of being lazy must come to an end. I can hardly believe this as I
write it, but she has funded a course for Palestinians to be trained in non violent resistance. A first
course has just finished in Bethlehem and another is planned in the north.
The afternoon was quite different. We went to a settlement, Efrat, and met with a settler who
explained his life to us and why he thinks it is a right and proper one. We were warned not to be too
challenging because the Jerusalem office wants to go on using him. His name is Bob Lang and he grew
up in the US. He was at pains to explain that Efrat is built on government land, but it is part of the
proposed swap revealed in Wikileaks, so that leads to a question. I appreciated that we need to listen to
all points of view.
Interestingly I heard two opposing statements on one day. Jude Muxworthy “ The settlements are the
problem. Without the settlements there would be no wall and a solution would be possible”

Bob Lang ”The settlements are bridges, Jews and Palestinians living side by side.”
On Wednesday we went to Sderot and met my favourite people yet. These were Roni Keidar and Eric
Yellin who are involved in an organisation called Other Voice. There are organisations which try to help
Palestinians in difficulty, like Machsom Watch and B’tsalem, but these people are different because they
have a vision of a different future and are working to try and make it happen. Other Voice arranges
contact between Israelis and Palestinians in Gaza. I should have said Sderot has had the most rockets
land on it because it is so close to the border and all the houses have safe rooms. Sometimes the
contact is limited to phoning, but they have arranged seminars and managed to get permits for some
Gazans to attend. Then Eric took us to a hill overlooking Gaza which is where the media camp at times
of excitement. It was moving to be able to look into Gaza and I sent it good wishes.
The two days in Haifa were mostly fun, but work included a talk by New Profile, an Israeli organisation
which supports those refusing to do military service and also tries to make Israelis aware of their military
society, which quickly becomes accepted as normal. For instance I am now quite used to guns on the
street in peaceful towns. We had a very lovely 5 hours in Acre. It is such a privilege to be able to
explore these places.
So now we are back in Jayyous. Tony is with us for 2 days and then he and I have 3 days to travel
together and then I shall be back at work. Tony leaves early next Saturday. I shall then only have about
4 weeks left.
Greetings to you all
Helen

•
•

Letter 7 12.02.11
There’s been a long silence for which I apologise. I have landed myself with
the problem of what to say and what to miss out. I start with the dramatic
high point. Tony and I have been on the receiving end of tear gas. The army
came into the village on Sunday 30th January at about 9pm and we had a
telephone call asking us to be present. So off we went, me with considerable
apprehension. We found them down a side street in a house; 3 jeeps were in
the street with blinding headlights on. Soldiers were in a doorway and behind
steps leading up to a front door, for the top of the street was filled with youths
armed with rocks. We approached the soldiers and Elin spoke to them. I had
wondered how I would react in this sort of situation and I have to report that I
hated it and was scared stiff. We then retreated down a street at right angles,
to my relief, and presently the jeeps roared up the street and off down the
main street. Rocks were crashing off the sides of the vehicles.
The soldiers were down the main street, where they went into another house.
We thought we were monitoring the situation from safe distance, we could
only see one soldier. There were boys on the other side of the street and 3
or 4 of them would run down the street and throw a stone. I must have
been watching the boys, there was a loud bang and I saw a vicious red
spark in front on me. I felt a slight blow on my right leg. The next thing I
knew I had run down the street at right angles to the main street and,
looking back, I could see the gas billowing up into the air. I could feel
something strange on my face, to the right of my eye, but fortunately not in
it. I left it alone and by next morning it had virtually disappeared. Tony was
unscathed, except that his coat made us choke when we got in the car the
next morning.
To continue with the army, I accompanied the Hebron team on a
demonstration at Beit Omar on Sat 11th Feb. This is the area where a young
man was killed while working in the fields three weeks ago. The first
demonstration after the death was huge and ended in rubber bullets and
tear gas. On Saturday we were protesting against the expansion of a
settlement. I was very relieved to see several media cars and a TV van. We
marched up a hill and round the contours to the fence enclosing the

settlement. We were led by an Egyptian flag for they said” Today Egypt
leads and tomorrow Palestine will follow.” It was a small, but vigorous
demonstration and the Palestinians certainly had their say. Sure enough
soldiers behaved well in front of the media. After a while the soldiers
declared the area a closed military zone, but by that time we were ready to
go.
So let me end with something very inspiring to cheer us up. On Thursday I
went to Jenin with my colleagues to the Freedom Theatre in the camp. This
was started by a man called Juliano Mer Khamis, who has built on work
begun by his mother. We watched an excellent performance of a version of
Alice in Wonderland. This tells the story of a girl forced into an
engagement by her parents and she escapes and follows the rabbit to
wonderland. The performance raises issues of equality and personal
freedom, which can be difficult in the camp. There was a packed audience
of school children.
Juliano explained his philosophy to us. He believes that the occupation has
entered the bones of the Palestinians and they need to regain confidence
and self respect. There is a drama school and the standard is so high the
work would be acclaimed anywhere. They also use drama therapy to help
young people come to terms with some of the dreadful things that happen.
For instance one young man is traumatized by the death of his younger
sister, who was shot on their balcony by soldiers in the street looking for
him. I think I was particularly moved because I have worked in this area
myself in my teaching career, though never as deeply, acting for enjoyment
and to develop skills.
So now I must finish. What a lot I have missed out. I shall share more with you
as the weeks go on.
Greetings and love to you all
Helen

Letter 8 24th February
Working in another country is a strange experience in more ways than one. But I notice that time seems
to flow at a difference speeds. I’ve worked abroad for a year and for two years and now for three
months. In each case there seemed to be a long period of learning and then hardly any middle space
before we were adjusting to coming home. Of course with only three months this has been particularly
true.
This week we have had the next team staying with us and we have been trying to make the change over
as efficient as possible so that the work continues and most importantly that they can see the
possibilities. It is a good time for me to reflect on what I have learnt in the last three months.
I have learnt to see soldiers as people caught in a machine that is not of their making and is often not
what they like or would choose. They vary of course, like all human beings, but I have met many who
dislike the present set up, but feel powerless. I have learnt to walk up to an armed man and question
him. My safety then is due to the discipline of the Israeli army. I have been very relieved not to have
had any dealings with settlers. These can be dangerous. Two of our teams, one in Yanoun and one in
Hebron have been very upset at the shooting dead of a young man in their area. Both were working in
their fields and it is likely that their murderers will get away with their crime. Palestinians have stopped
the suicide bombers. It is time for Israel to control the right wing settlers.
Most of all I have come to realise the deadening, corroding effect of the occupation on the spirit of the
Palestinian people. It is particularly hard for the men. In this culture they are the sole providers of all
material needs and for protection. They are powerless to stop the army coming into their houses in the
early hours of the morning. Often all family members are ordered outside and young boys of 14 or so
singled out for abuse and maybe taken away into Israeli prisons for a while. I understand now what
‘Accompaniers’ means in the title Ecumenical Accompaniers Programme in Israel and Palestine. It
means saying to the Palestinians ‘This is not normal. Don’t get used to it. It is sick and we will work
with you to get it changed’ It means showing the people that they are not forgotten by the
international community, that what happens to them is important.
It is difficult to be optimistic. A viable Palestinian State has all but disappeared, eaten away by
settlements and land stolen by endless laws and by the siting of the separation barrier. The economy is
strangled by laws denying Palestinians right to markets and freedom of movement. This is a very special
society, which still has the values of hospitality to strangers and support of each other. They still laugh
and smile and have time to talk, all things we have lost in the West. Change will come, nothing lasts
forever as the rosette on the Bethlehem wall reminds us. We can only hope and pray for wise and
creative men and women to appear to fashion a fair and just peace. I have a lump in my throat as I write
this. I have seen such cruelty. I have enjoyed such warmth and friendliness. I go home to my peaceful
community and my family, but I will never forget that these things are a blessing, and should never be
taken for granted.
Greetings and love to you all

Helen

Wednesday, 6 April 2011
On Thursday 10th February 8 EAs from Jayyous and Tulkarem went to Jenin to visit the Freedom
Theatre. We were met by Juliano and his wife, Jenny, Samia the public relations officer and a
couple of actors. First we watched a selection of clips about the work done by Juliano and his
team in the Jenin theatre. We then watched Alice in Wonderland, together with a packed
audience of excited school children. Just after the play started Juliano called 'Freeze' and the
lights came on and one or two children were calmed and reassured. The experience was too
powerful for some at first. The play then continued. I go to the theatre in London as often as I
can and I thought this production would have been acclaimed anywhere.
After the performance we discussed what we had seen with Juliano and Samia. I asked Juliano if
he was not attacked by the immans when they preach in the mosques. He said the theatre had
caused a lot of controversy. It had been burnt down once, but he thought now they were
accepted.
We were invited to lunch. Juliano, Jenny and several actors all prepared a dish and we sat down
to a spread of salads, humous, egg and breads. The baby, I think called Jay appeared and joined
in lunch and I took the above photograph of the family.
Now Juliano is dead. Shot outside the theatre on Monday April 4th. This is such a loss, to Jenny
of course who is pregnant with twin boys. She faces raising three little boys without their
father. But the Palestinians have lost such a visionary leader. I particularly remember Juliano
saying the occupation has entered the bones of the Palestinians and that the work of the
theatre is to help rebuild confidence and self esteem. Juliano inspired and empowered his
students and we can only hope that the strength will be found to continue his work.
I am sure we will always remember Juliano. So much of our time as EAs is spent learning about
hardships and injustices faced by the Palestinians. This visit was a wonderful balance, so
hopeful and positive. Muslims, Jews and Christians working together. May the work continue.
Enshallah.

