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Thank you Jinba, my dear,

The weatherman said it would rain in the south on 
Thursday. It didn’t. An autumn breeze caressed the South 
Hebron Hills swaying down towards the Arad Valley and 
Judean desert, into the sleepy morning mists. We, too, 
were there. Ehud and I and our friend Muhammad, native 
of the area, who led us to Jinba. We went to see the new 
barriers that had just gone up, blocking the only road left 
open to Jinba, and to listen to its people. Had we not gone 
to see roadblocks, only the striking beauty of the place 
would catch our breath. But the searing pain was there, 
too, as well as the dissonance between the two.

We walked down the road to Jinba through Bir al Eid. 
This is a dirt track which the Jinba inhabitants paid to 
have opened in 1989 (120,000 shekels) on the western 
side, shorter than the eastern track that crosses the cave-
dweller area near Yatta, the regional urban center. Both 
are rough dirt roads which only tractors can travel.

On the ’short road’, the tractor could travel for two hours, 
and on the ‘long road’ it would take five hours to reach 
Yatta – to buy food for the family and livestock, run 
errands, or get a doctor, God forbid.
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But the ’short road’ has long been blocked so that the 
people who built it may not use it, while two Jewish 
colonies have settled on stolen land. The Yaacov outpost 
and Havat Yair outpost are far enough from the road but 
not far enough from blindness, brute force and dominance.

Ten days ago, the ‘long road’ was blocked, too.

When we arrived at Jinba, this is what Musa Jibrin told 
us:

“A month-and-a-half ago they closed here. The army 
bulldozer came and closed the road at some points with 
dirt piles, but some days later they came back and opened 
the barriers about 3 meters wide so we could get through 
with tractors. Then, ten days ago,” Musa carries on in 
fluent Hebrew, “they closed again, even more. More than 
ten barriers.” Musa visualizes these barriers in order to 
give us the exact number. “Dirt piles over a meter-and-a-
half high. No tractor can cross. We’re totally cut off from 
Yatta now. The water problem is the worst” says Musa.

“We have enough water for another two months. From 
our ten open wells. We have another ten wells but the 
army blocked them over the years. In 1987 a central water 
cistern was blocked. Lately, we appealed to the DCO in 
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Hebron to let us clean it up, not even rebuild one. We were 
told the Antiquities Department would have to be brought 
here to give their okay. Were they brought here? No way. 
And they don’t intend to, either.

“Halawa and Markaz (villages further east of Jinba, on 
the blocked route) have only four wells and their water 
has run out, and they can no longer get water by the EU’s 
water tankers, the way they did before the blocking. They 
come to ask us for water. Now they haven’t any, and we 
still have a little, so we give them. They will have water 
for another few days, and we have water for another 
month, not two. We’re becoming equal.”

So simple, I think to myself and remember a phrase Lao 
Tze wrote in 600 BCE:

“…They lived together in freedom, giving and taking 
without realizing they were ‘generous’… For this, their 
deeds were not acclaimed. They did not make history.”

We sit in Musa’s cave all the while. While Musa spoke, his 
wife served us flat bread, white cheese and olive oil in a 
dish. She shared whatever they had with us, no apologies 
nor complaints.
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At the same time, through the cave opening we saw the 
army Hummer speeding towards four youngsters from 
Yatta who had tried their luck to get into Israel, looking 
for work. They will no longer cross today.

Musa continues his description of the latest blocking 
process: “A week ago I went over to the soldier operating 
the bulldozer. I asked him: “Why are you blocking us?” 
He said, “So Palestinian workers without permits will not 
cross into Israel, nor terrorists.” So why not block your 
own area? Why do you close us in and don’t let us live? I 
asked. He said, “Ask the bosses. I’m not the commander 
here.”

“I don’t need to ask the bosses”, Musa tells us, his face 
very clear. “I know. They want the land without the 
people.”

“You see,” Musa continues, “before the Israelis, there were 
the Jordanians here. They did lots of bad things to people. 
And before them were the British, and the Turks before 
that. And now the Israelis. later there will be a Palestinian 
government. But it will fall, too. Governments fall. 
Governments whose intentions are not pure, don’t last. 
But I don’t belong to governments. I belong to the land. 
They will not move me from here, because I belong to the 
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land.” Musa said this lightly, with an ease of things that 
are obvious and self-evident. There was not a bit of pomp 
in his confident voice. Only a kind of simple inner truth 
which he felt he could share with us. In my mind I heard 
the familiar echo of occupiers and settlers and colonists 
who say, “We shall not be moved, for the land belongs 
to us.” A sudden tightness closed in on my heart that had 
felt open and light with Musa’s words. And suddenly, that 
little difference opened wide and spread itself before my 
heart like the Arad Valley and the Judean desert lying 
there in front of me, huge and open, lazy and simple as the 
noon sun of an autumn day, one of many, a day that will 
be here tomorrow, too, and was here yesterday. This was 
the simple knowledge of the difference between “I shall 
not be moved from here, for I belong to the land”, and “I 
will not be moved from here for the land belongs to me.”

Erella
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The Bambi and the goat

The people of Tuba and Mr’aier al-Abid have been living 
in their caves for many years now. Their fathers and fore-
fathers lived there before them and saw the passing of 
many great and small powers.

They were there before the Turks sucked them dry, before 
the British bargained at their expense, before the 
Jordanians brought them down, they were even there 
before the Israelis occupied them. They were certainly 
there before the people from Maon began to torment small 
children as they made their way to the primary school in 
the nearby village of al-Tuwani, a twenty minutes walk 
from their caves.

At first, there were the caves, the village of al-Tuwani and 
a road that led to Yatta, the district town. Then came the 
settlement of Maon and the way to al-Tuwani and Yatta 
was no longer simple. Then the “Hills Youth” bandits 
settled in the small wood between the settlement of Maon 
and al-Tuwani, and established there the so-called ‘Maon 
farm’. For the cave dwellers, the way to al-Tuwani and 
Yatta became almost impassible now, very dangerous. And 
later on, the  settlers from Maon constructed their chicken 



7

coops precisely on this pathway between the caves and 
the way to al-Tuwani and Yatta, and not because this was 
the only place where they could raise chickens.

No one prevented them from blocking the road and cutting 
the cave dwellers off from their main source of livelihood. 
The protests of those known as left wing activists piled up 
on the desk of the officer on duty, only to be categorized 
as riots, and whoever dared to accompany the children 
along the road (usually foreign volunteers) would find 
themselves in ‘Soroka’ hospital in Be›er Sheva,  or at 
best, subduing their anger, humiliation and helplessness 
and bandaging their own injuries.

The children were forced to take a detour to get to school 
in al-Tuwani. A four hours walk (two hours each way), 
it was stony and unpaved, leading up the mountain and 
down into a valley that became impassable in winter. 
When things became untenable and a bruised and weary 
echo about children›s rights somehow sounded in the 
corridors of decision-makers, a Parliament committee 
decision was made that the children would take the short 
road to school accompanied by the military.

Ever since, a military jeep has accompanied the children, 
and they – endure curses, intimidation and blows. The 
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jeep only accompanies them until the other side the wood, 
distances of about 200 meters from the chicken coops 
(beware and be warned) and the children have to pass the 
coops alone.

Harassment along the fence of coops has its own rules. It 
sometimes happens every day and sometimes at intervals. 

Last Passover, the internationals living in al-Tuwani who 
regularly accompany the children to school, reported a 
rise in the level of harassment.

Ehud and I decided to go to Tuba and hear for ourselves 
from the children and their parents.

It was a Thursday, mid-Passover holidays, 2009, 10:00 in 
the morning. A hot spring morning  in south Hebron hills. 
We parked the car next to the house of a friend, Hafez. A 
few steps away, at the Eastern edge of the village, there is 
a crossroad.

The road to the right is the long way to Tuba and the road 
to the left is the short way.

A night in ‘Soroka’ hospital did not appeal to me so I 
considered the possibilities: short way, long way, short 
way, long way. I asked Ehud what he thought but he said 
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it was my decision.

The ’long way’ was my final decision.

After twenty or thirty paces I began to feel as if my feet 
were rising fast above the ground, barely touching it as 
each step usually requires. Something like the desire to 
run rather than walk, or even to fly. When I noticed this, I 
stopped. I felt as if I were running away like a thief caught 
in the act. I didn›t want to give in to this fear.

«We›ll take the short way» I said to Ehud. Around we 
turned to go back to the crossroad and walk in the direction 
of the coops.

We were immediately drawn into a thick wood. Thorns 
and dry leaves covered the ground, rustling with each 
step. This noise seemed deafening to me. I noticed that 
I was calculating my steps in order to lessen the rustling. 
In a minute I›ll stop walking and start crawling, I thought 
to myself. I noticed that I was stooping and that I was 
starting to get mad with Ehud for making so much noise 
that the settlers would hear us.  When I could hear my heart 
beating, I stopped.  I admitted that I was as frightened as 
a mouse. I was angry with myself for being afraid of the 
settlers, of their violence and aggression.  I refused to run 
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away but neither did I want to get hurt. Looking for a way 
out of two bad possibilities, I found myself crawling to 
my hidden arms store and taking an M16. Now if they 
come to attack, I can fire back and protect my right to 
walk on this land, no less a right than the right they take 
to rob its farmers, trampling them and their children 
underfoot. A duplication of ‘Hast thou killed and also 
taken possession?’

When my rage was spent, I stopped.

Now I am like them, went shamefully through my mind. I 
was overwhelmed by the sense of the plundered plunderer, 
the righteous victim, who has the right to everything 
because, after all, he is a righteous victim. I was alarmed 
to discover that my range of choices was very limited: 
either fight or flight.

As I breathed into my fear in an attempt to bring some 
light into the dense darkness of my consciousness, a Zen 
story came to my mind, one of the many waiting their 
hour in the library of my heart:

A long time ago, in Korea there was a cruel general who 
would attack villages, take them by surprise and devastate 
men, women, children and property.  People from one of 
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the villages heard that the cruel general was to surprise 
them the following day. Dropping everything they were 
doing, they escaped into the mountains. And the general 
came.

As usual, he sent his army into the village to kill. 
Trembling with fear, they returned to tell him that not a 
single person remained in the village except for an elderly 
monk sitting at the entrance to his tiny monastery at the 
edge of the village. Furious that they had not brought the 
monk›s head to him (there being no other alternative) the 
general entered the village himself and went straight to 
the monastery.

«Do you know who I am?» He asked the monk, standing 
in front of him, his sword drawn and pointed at his victim. 
Without waiting for an answer, the general continued: «I 
am someone who could kill you in a blink of an eye.» The 
monk stood up, looked straight into the general›s eyes and 
answered: «And do you know who I am? I am someone 
you could kill in ablink of an eye.»

The general froze. For the first time in his life, he saw 
someone standing in front of him.

He sheathed his sword, bowed, fell to his knees and wept.
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The cruel general never attacked again and the land was 
freed of terror

«I see that I am giving them a great deal of power,» I said 
to Ehud.

The M16 suddenly disappeared. The mouse went on its 
way. Even the thief vanished in the warm morning air. We 
were still standing in the wood. I fully returned to myself, 
breathed in, lifted my head and felt as present in the world 
as I usually did. I heard my heart clearly and confidently 
wishing them that one day their eyes would open and they 
would see…

Confidently I stepped out of the wood towards the 
coops  near Tuba.

Not one of the settlers from ‘Maon Farm’ or from Maon 
settlement was outside that day – Thursday, mid-Passover 
, April  2009.

In his cave, Omar told us: «The children don›t want to go 
to school. They are afraid. The settlers hide among the 
coops. The children don›t see them. The soldiers don›t see 
them either because they are inside their jeep in the wood. 
And when the children reach the narrow path near the 
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coops, where they have to pass through, that›s when the 
settlers jump on them, sometimes with words, sometimes 
with stones, sometimes with blows.»

We promised Omar we›d try and talk to the brigade 
commander. Maybe he would instruct the soldiers to 
accompany the children up to the coops…

As we left the cave and were parting from our hosts, I 
noticed a cage on my left of about 2X2 meters, inside 
which was a month old bambi (fawn). I hadn›t noticed 
it when we entered. An inveterate lover of bambis since 
childhood, I fell upon it with hugs and kisses, telling 
Omer›s son that bambis can›t bear to be caged for a long 
time, they die.

Smiling at me, he said: «We know. We found it in the field 
without its mother. It still needs milk and sucks from our 
goat. When it doesn›t need milk anymore, we›ll set it free. 
It can only live if it›s free.

The word «free» echoed between us, and we stood there 
for a long moment, looking at the bambi and at one 
another. We both knew that the bambi was not the only 
one who needed freedom to live.

Erella
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The sixth lesson

Again I am going away to write. Not to Wadi Ram this 
time. Another place.  But, this time too, like before going 
to Wadi Ram, afraid I might not be able to write, my mind 
surrendered to its anxiety and a thick mist closed in as if 
there wasn’t something asking to be written through me. 
As if nothing has ever happened in the world. 

And, like last time, a cosmic event attracts my attention, 
removing the web of fear from my eyes. My mind at once 
becomes lucid, sees transparently. 

A volcano erupts in Iceland. A cloud of volcanic ash 
spreads out. Airports are unable to function, the media 
reports worldwide turmoil and something shifting between 
surprise, amazement, and complaint accompanies public 
discussion, as if the periodic eruption of a volcano was 
unnatural. As if this was not part of world order. A mistake, 
a blunder, the nerve of it, how could this happen, it isn’t 
normal, a gross disruption of universal harmony. 

A familiar pain becomes clearer in my transparent 
watching heart. 

How world order is turned upside down – natural 
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phenomena are considered unnatural, cosmic disorder, 
a part of cosmic order, is considered a severe betrayal 
of human beings by nature, whereas war, occupation, 
discrimination and other spoiled fruits of human blindness 
that are in Man’s power to determine, are considered the 
order of all time, the essence of cosmic harmony. 

Precisely for this reason, the chaste sounds of Salem’s 
children with all the screeching of strings and beginners’ 
dissonance sounded like the most harmonious melody 
I’d ever heard. The children of Salem Village near 
Nablus were born into the Israeli occupation.  As were 
their parents. And those whose parents’ parents, or their 
parents, if still alive, can also tell stories from Jordanian 
rule, and the British occupation, and even something from 
the period of the Turkish occupation, a childhood memory 
among the oldest of all. 

In the shadow of the long history of occupation the 
children of Salem know Israeli occupation. They grow up 
in its shadow as if it has always been and will always be 
there. As if trust in human beings is an unusual gesture 
and violence is a sublime educational value without which 
you are a sucker. And I, who have been visiting this place 
with my friends for eight years now, see, understand, and 
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my hands are tied. 

About two years ago, Dafna asked me if an old piano 
she’d come across would be of use in Salem. Something 
in the connection between the word “piano” and Salem 
stirred the strings of my heart. My wild imagination 
betrayed me yet again – before my eyes I saw a full 
length movie in which the children of Salem were playing 
joyfully together and healing. I shared this mad dream 
with Ehud. We began looking for a partner for this vision 
of an orchestra.

Jbair, born in the village, is a trained musician and 
intuitive healer. He is younger than the occupation. He 
spent his childhood in the first Intifada, his adolescence in 
the days of Oslo. The second Intifada found him studying 
at the music academy at the University of El-Najah in 
Nablus. Curfews, arrests, roadblocks, shooting, soldiers 
in the streets and houses, the fatal severance of the village 
from Nablus its main life-line, humiliations at the barriers 
closing off the village, beatings, funerals - none of this 
succeeded in shaking his belief in the spirit of man. 

“I don’t want virtuosos”, he said, when we began thinking 
about fulfilling the dream, “I want children whose hearts 
will be broadened by music”. 
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We started looking for financial support that would enable 
us to begin. For two years we cast our bread upon the 
waters, no-one picked it up from the shore. “I have to 
control my visions”, I would scold myself, distressed by 
the vain hopes my dreams had rooted in Jbair’s heart. 
Dear Ehud would gather up my frustrations and again take 
action. A few months ago, a young woman picked up the 
“bread”.   In issues of the heart, no place is apparently too 
distant. The longed for money arrived from Australia. The 
plans that Jbair had prepared in advance were waiting for 
the money like ripe fruit waits for the hand of the picker. 

On Friday, the 9th April, 2010, we were in Salem visiting 
Yasmin, a young blind woman, whose father was murdered 
six years ago by a settler from the settlement of Itamar. 
We had got her a computer with special software for the 
blind and brought a technician from Israel to install it. 
Tired and overwhelmed emotionally, we were preparing 
to go home. “The children are having a music lesson right 
now, why don’t you come over” said Jbair when we called 
just to say hello? Eleven children (half of the group) were 
playing. It was only their sixth lesson.  They play in a 
room at the Village Council building. Two violins, an oud, 
two tablas, a drum, three guitars and two organs.
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I stayed a long time.  My eyes wept what my heart could 
not contain. They were playing. Beginners’ mistakes and 
screeches combined with a symphony of joy shining on 
their faces. A sensitive loving and talented teacher led 
them with the modest wisdom of a true healer. We couldn’t 
tear ourselves away. I could have stayed there for eternity. 
A moment of victory. Love conquers all I wanted to tell 
them. But I was silent. They asked us to sing something. 
I was able to manage the simple sounds of the song “We 
have come to you in peace”. I managed to sing the words 
in Arabic. 

The taxi driver who was to take us to the military 
checkpoint at the entrance to the village hoots with the 
characteristic impatience of taxi drivers. 

We part.

My eyes meet Jbair’s eyes. 

“Sometimes dreams do come true” I whisper in Arabic. 
Jbair gives me his wise modest smile and the pre-dusk sun 
blinds his tears too. 

Erella



We are a small group of Israeli and Palestinian individuals 
working in partnership. We have been active since 2002 
in two large villages on the eastern outskirts of Nablus 
(Salem and Deir Al-Hattab), and in several smaller 
villages in South Hebron Hills (Susiya, Umm Al-Kheir, 
Umm Faqra, and others in the region of Massafar Yatta), 
an area located at the southernmost edge of the West Bank.

At the foundation of our work is the cultivation of 
personal friendships between Israelis and Palestinians, 
as a way to counteract the separation policy perpetrated 
by both the Israeli government and the Palestinian 
Authority. The main challenge facing Villages Group 
activists is to seek and diversify options for personal 
and communal development, against the background of 
an oppressive occupation regime - already lasting nearly 
two generations. Meeting this challenge involves deep 
personal and committed relationships patiently nurtured 
over time with a lot of creativity. In these relationships we 
strive for equality and mutuality, in the midst of a brutal 
and asymmetric reality. 
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