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…I believe that most Americans do not love as we do.   
It is not for any inherent deficiency or superiority in them.   
They live in the safe, shallow parts  
that rarely push human emotions  
into the depths where we dwell.   
I see your confusion.   
Consider fear.   
For us, fear comes where terror comes to others  
because we are anesthetized  
to the guns constantly pointed at us.   
And the terror we have known  
is something few Westerners ever will.   
Israeli occupation exposes us very young  
to the extremes of our own emotions, 
until we cannot feel  
except in the extreme. 
 
   Susan Abulhawa 
   Mornings in Jenin 



Introduction
May 6, 2014
In March 2014, the founders of Gratiis Productions, Denis Butkus and myself, set off on 
a research trip to Palestine.  The goal of the trip was to initiate contact with artists living 
under occupation and to hear stories first hand from the people living under extreme 
circumstances. From these interactions, we plan to develop stories in the forms of film 
and theater for a Western and an American audience. 
The result of the trip was a deep and profound experience that changed the very 
fundamentals of our collective artistic approach and set us on a path of discovery.  
Returning to New York City, we no longer felt comfortable with our own status quo and 
found ourselves living in two worlds: the one we left and the one we carried home with 
us.  
Like children eager to learn everything there is to know about the struggles of the 
Palestinian people, the multiple occupations they live under and the effect on the Israeli 
people as occupiers, we have started to reach out to the many people who devote their 
lives to shaping the Holy Land into whatever future they feel is just and right, from 
exploring the Palestinian Right of Return to examining the Zionist movement of forming 
the one Jewish State.  Many times, stories converge and it is possible to talk to an 
American Jew and a Palestinian who share the same vision of one secular state.  Often, 
stories diverge and we witness the core of conflict.  
We hope that through our exploration, and the newness of our understanding, Gratiis 
Productions will be able to tell stories that meet on a common human level.  Though we 
may not agree with "normalizing" politically, we certainly believe in "normalizing" 
humanly.  Within each of us rests the truth of our nature, one that is universally 
recognizable and resolutely human.  This truth is expressed through many common 
activities: from sharing a meal with family to pursuing knowledge and education.  The 
exploration of these basic human expressions within the context of conflict while 
working with artists/activists, forms the basis of our future work.  
I believe that truth is best expressed through art.  In societies that prize wealth and 
convolute facts for personal or corporate reasons, one can always turn to other outlets 
to understand and gain knowledge about the world in which we live.  Gratiis Productions 
is working toward becoming a bastion of truth, an outlet for artistic expression and a 
purveyor of education using entertainment as our medium.  We envision a world full of 
connected communities awakened and motivated to create social change. 
Nicholas Turner
Executive Producer, Gratiis Productions
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Travel Diary
March 19, 2014
Off the coast of Nova Scotia
10:06pm
After a flight delay of over 4 hours, we are underway and have 7hrs 45 mins till Tel Aviv.  
3 minis of red wine and 4 Advil make up my math for the night.  As I sit with my eyes 
closed and Bon Iver playing through my ear buds, I go over possible conversations I am 
able to have in Arabic.  I practice the mingling of English and Arabic words as I am 
determined to use as much as I can over these next 9 days.  I hope to come back with 
some new vocab and a deeper understanding of how to use the language properly to 
communicate.  
I am ecstatic to see my DP (what I call Denis).  It's been less than 2 months but seems 
an eternity that I have slaved away in the NY winter and he basked in the Abu Dhabi 
sunshine.  He has now been to Beirut and made contact with artists there as well as 
with other Arab expats who live in the UAE.  It is finally time for us to craft our vision, 
methodology and find some damn money so that we can do this for real.  
The woman next to me is kind enough to nudge me a few moments after I tilted the brim 
of my hat down over my eyes.  "Hey.  Do you want another bottle of wine?"  Of course I 
do!
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March 20, 2014
Yafa, Old City
The warm sea air greets my pale, winterized 
skin as I step out of the Ben Gurion airport and 
onto Middle Eastern land.  A short train ride 
and a 50 shekel taxi and i arrive at  Beit Israel.  
This guest house (booked by DB, another 
name for Denis) is part of a congregation of 
Jews that believe that the Messiah has 
returned (Jews for Jesus).  It was quiet, simple 
and clean and with only a hint of fanaticism.  

Running on adrenaline and determined to stay 
awake until a proper bed time, we walk the old 
Arab port city of Yafa. Once, it was the city and 
Tel-Aviv was nothing more than a collection of British tents and Jewish European 
refugees.  Now, it is the arts district of Tel-Aviv.  From the sea wall, up the hill, through a 
park and down to the port, one sees cafes, galleries, and the famous Jaffa flea market 
(where, if you are patient and know what to look for, you can still find some hidden 
gems).  Vibrant graffiti covers the mud and stone walls of the port buildings and any 
open space of solid fencing that surrounds the back yards of the old homes that still 
look out toward the Mediterranean Sea.  There is a mix of Arabs and Israelis that own 
shops and restaurants side by side.  Seeking the first chance to use my rudimentary 
Arabic, I am disappointed to discover most Palestinians are speaking Hebrew.  Even 
when I hear the occasional Arabic, I can tell that the native speakers prefer to converse 
in the adopted tongue.  
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Port of Yafa

Graffiti that adorns the walls of the old buildings in Yafa 




At night, we see a presentation of Ali Baba and 1001 Arabian Nights performed for a 
group of teenagers at the Hebrew/Palestinian Theater located in the old Saraya 
(Ottoman government building).  It is a "mis-inheritance of theatrical traditions" 
according to DB.  I have to agree.  The 6 performers onstage are shouting and clowning 
their lines to the kids, missing cues and flubbing lines.  To me, it feels like the Disney 
version of a story that is soaked in blood and loss.  As a theater that proclaims to 
embrace the spirit of both cultures, I find their portrayal of Arabs to be grossly 
stereotyped.  Arab men are shown as brutes or bumbling weaklings, the women as 
objects for marriage or nagging wenches.  There is no humanity in their characters, no 
true emotion.  I look around at these impressionable Israeli youths, who act like any 
teenager forced to watch a poor performance at 8:30pm on a Thursday night:  The ones 
that are not sleeping seem disinterested and unengaged with any of the characters 
beyond the young brunette, who stirs a few post pubescent fantasies.  What about 
telling a genuine version of the story?  What if they had humanized the plight of Ali Baba 
and made the characters vivid, real and recognizable as models of today's human 
conditions?  What if they had created a narrative that had these kids thinking about the 
world they grew up in, the conflict and confusion surrounding the guardianship of these 
lands and the cross cultural navigation that is required to co-exist and build a solution to 
decades of violence and human rights abuse?  
This theater is not attempting to do any of this.  We suspect that they are Israeli 
government sponsored, and to create a more humanistic performance would run 
contrary to the Israeli vision of land ownership and the Jewish State.   
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March 21, 2014
Hotel Ararat, Bethlehem - Occupied Palestine
We take the train this morning from Tel-Aviv to 
Jerusalem.  This route follows the old Ottoman 
trail, which winds its way through beautiful dells, 
surrounded by rocky hills terraced long ago for 
agriculture and pasturing.  Tall, Mediterranean 
pines stand above olive groves that line the 
small stream coming down from Jerusalem.  We 
hire a taxi to take us to the Bethlehem 
checkpoint and prepare our minds and bodies 
for the symbolic crossing into an occupied land.  
We walk around the parameter of a ten foot chain fence topped with spirals of barbed 
wire that winds out from the 30 foot concrete wall adorned with watch towers.  A path 
littered with cigarette butts leads us into a metal corrugated shed-like building with one 
metal turnstile placed within a steel wall.  The place is empty save for one young female 
guard in a glass booth.  The inside of this room is a maze of metal corrals and locking 
gates reminiscent of a slaughter house.  She points us through the metal gate and we 
exit the shed into a courtyard.  Behind more fencing, in a square, cage-like space, about 
15 Arab men wait (presumably to enter Israel), smoking hand-rolled cigarettes and 
remaining very quiet.  No one checks our documents as we go through one last turnstile 
and walk a narrow path against the separation barrier down to where taxis wait.  The 
border crossing into occupied Palestine hits DB hard.  Even though it is very much like 
walking into Nogales, Mexico from Arizona, this crossing leaves a deep sense of 
tension, fear and control.  In my fashion, I take it all in but remove any immediate 
emotional reaction.  I'm sure I'll process it later.
Our taxi takes us along the edge of a steep hill and descends down into a small valley, 
where the Hotel Ararat sits on a busy intersection.  We dump our stuff off in our small 
but newly remolded room and wander back up the hill to Manger Square and the heart 
of the little town of Bethlehem.  We pass shopfronts full of religious souvenirs and local 
made crafts: from woven textiles to olive wood nativity carvings.  Parades of European 
tourists pour out of buses on their pilgrimage to this Christian holy site.  We see the 
"Stars and Bucks" cafe and "Star Bucks", both with slightly different logos and no 
frapacinos.  Every vendor shouts hello and welcome, asking us into their shop.  I 
promise Ali that I will return, and I do to buy 3 keffiyehs from him.  We eat an amazing 
falafel and hummus lunch just off the square and then file into the Church of the Nativity 
behind a gaggle of pale Latvians.  Tourists and pilgrims who marched up the hill with us 
from their air conditioned tour buses fill every corner and the nave of the church.  They  
form a long queue to place their hand on a bare patch of earth where the Christians say 
is the exact location of Jesus's birth.  After being told to remove my hat by the man who 
is constantly shushing people, I had enough.  I feel very little emotion for the place, 
even though it is a part of the earliest stories I remember being told as a child.  
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Surrounded by the gaudiness of both Catholic and Orthodox adornment, it is difficult to 
imagine the little stable in which a woman gave birth on a chilly spring night.  Where is 
the humility in this space?  How does this church reflect the emotion of the story of 
Christ's birth?  This feeling of complete hypocrisy causes me to turn and walk away, as I 
did many years ago during a Thanksgiving Mass.  Where is the truth in the construction 
of the Christian faith?  Why do religions worldwide spend so much money and devotion 
to physical spaces whose authenticity is dubious at best?
Walking back down the hill, I am struck by how much trash litters the streets and the 
empty lots that line the road.  A small house with an olive and lemon tree guarding the 
entrance is surrounded by rusted out old Volkswagen Beetles.  A culture that condones 
the throwing of trash anywhere, that doesn't tend to the earth as they once did,  must 
feel disconnected from it.  It is a glaring sign of frustration and rings of the loss of hope.  
Obviously, there are questions of poverty and occupation here.  But, as in New York 
City, one can understand who feels that they belong versus who feels kept, by how 
clean a neighborhood is maintained.  Where is the message to respect the land that the 
Palestinians fight so hard to keep?  At what time did it get to be this bad and this 
accepted?  How does a community begin to change the feelings and habits surrounding 
their habitat?  I imagine the quality of pride within people and how different this land 
could be viewed if their garden was tended as well as their neighbors on the other side 
of the wall.  Trash will follow us along our journey and I note each time there is an 
abundance and each time there is the absence of refuse.  I begin to understand 
garbage as a reflection of a community's mental health that is tied closely to the concept 
of hope.
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DB on the hunt for a latte Inside the courtyard of the Church of 
the Nativity



March 22, 2014
Aida Refugee Camp, Bethlehem & Al Rowwad Theater and Community Center
www.alrowwad.org

Just outside of Bethlehem, along the 30 foot concrete fence that separates Palestinian 
Bethlehem from Israeli Jerusalem, sits one of the oldest refugee camps...Camp Aida.  
Our taxi drops us off right in front of Al Rowwad Theater complex where Amira greets 
us.  She is 27 and has been working at Al Rowwad since she left university 5 years ago.  
Her plans of working for a large company and making lots of money has been overtaken 
by her belief in the quality of work and the necessity of Al Rowwad in the Aida 
community.  
The Al Rowwad mission is to create and maintain a Beautiful Resistance to the ugliness 
of occupation.  This concept is integrated into each of their programs, shifting the focus 
constantly between the brutality of the apartheid state and the beauty that still exists 
within the hearts, minds and creative expression of the Palestinian people.  Their vision:

An empowered Palestinian Society on educational and 
artistic level, free of violence, respectful of human rights and 
values (with special focus on children and women) based on 
the spirit of social entrepreneurship and innovation in self-
expression and respect of human values.
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Al Rowwad runs a theater in the basement, a music studio, library, classrooms, 
photography center, a children's radio station and a women's fitness and skill training 
studio.  This building stands right on the edge of the camp, holding a prominent position 
above the crooked streets of thin-walled, one room huts that replaced the tents in the 
1950s and more permanent, although crumbling, apartment houses.  
Amira introduces us to Al Rowwad through a couple of documentaries the center has 
produced.  Dr. Abdulfattah Abusrour, the director, is currently in the US directing a play 
(The Diary of Ann Frank of all things), and as the PR person and Dr. Abusrour's right 
hand, she knows the center's story in her heart.  She learned to dance and perform at 
this center as a young girl as has most of the 20 person staff that currently runs the 
center. 
In the early afternoon sun, Amira takes us into the camp for 
a tour.  Graffiti adorns almost all the walls within the camp.  
Trash is strewn everywhere and there is a sense of 
restlessness clinging to the air.  It feels as if the residents 
are ready to pack up and head home at a moment's notice, 
though their family homes have long since been 
demolished by Israeli settlers.  Stuck between a world 
taken away from them and a future undefined, the children 
roam the streets playing IDF (Israeli Army) vs Refugees.  
Some have the guns and some have the rocks, and they 
clash in the streets with each other until the blue gate on 
top of the hill opens and the real IDF enters the camp.  At 
this point, kids as young as 5 take up stones and taunt the 
soldiers, who return this gesture with tear gas, sound 
bombs and rubber bullets.  This is a very dangerous game 
that children are playing.  I think back on the Tel Aviv train 
platform on Friday afternoon that held hundreds of young 
kids, both boys and girls with pink polished nails holding 
onto the handles of their assault rifles slung around their 
necks.  The Israeli soldiers are all fresh out of high school 
and these Palestinian youth know nothing of a world 
without occupiers raiding their homes, gassing their streets 
and shooting at them.  Becoming a martyr is a comment 
made offhandedly, almost mentioned as the most probable 
course of their short lives.  
We wander down the street and see where Dr. Abusrour was born and raised.  It is a 
tiny concrete structure that was never meant to become permanent.  The doors were 
broken by the IDF on a recent night patrol.  During these patrols, the Israeli Army 
knocks on doors, enter homes and check papers.  When a door is not opened, they 
assume that someone or something is hiding within the structure and they break in.  
Used now as an Al Rowwad storage space, the broken door let in months of rain and 
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ruined most of the Theater's items kept inside.  Down the 
street is their guest house.  That too, has been infested with 
mold from the very wet winter.  As Amira points out each 
structure that is connected with Al Rowwad, she also tells 
the story of the future of each building:  One will become a 
studio; the guest house will be fixed up and updated; the 
hole in the ground next to Dr. Abusrour's birth home will be 
glassed over and house the camp's museum; and on and 
on.  At each mention of defeat there is a comment on the 

future.  This ideal is spread throughout their philosophy.  Each hardship is endured with 
the hope of a free future.  With each raid, the people of Aida camp become more 
determined and more fearless with their actions.
We stroll down a small street overhanging with citrus trees 
and kept clean by the residents.  This is Amira's favorite 
block and it indeed feels removed from the tension as the 
sweet air, filled with the smell of fruit and jasmine, embraces 
us with a sense of peace that is too quickly shattered as we 
draw closer to the wall and a blackened watch tower.  The 
fact that Amira mentions her love of this street enforces her 
belief in recognizing beauty whenever possible as a way of 
fighting the occupation.  This is a mission she curated when 
she ran the photography program at the center, reminding 
the kids to take photos that reflect beauty as well as the ugly 
realities of their occupation.
This camp is a prison.  The solid concrete wall looms 30 feet 
overhead.  The blackened tower was set afire by children not 
too long ago and at its base is a large hole that was created 
just yesterday.  From street level, the hole appears to glow 
blue with the empty sky behind it, a portal into free lands 
where kids live without threat, go to regular school and enjoy 
open, empty green spaces.  It was the Palestinian Authority 
that discovered their digging and stopped them.  This action 
led to a patrol of IDF, tear gas and rubber bullets, all while 
we were strolling around the center of Bethlehem, not 2 km 
away.  
Along one wall are the portraits of prisoners that have 
languished in Israeli custody for over 20 years and are 
supposed to be released in accordance with the current state of peace talks.  One in 
particular has been listed to be released twice only to be taken off the lists at the last 
minute.  There are ex-prisoners (Amira's brother for one) who have been set free only to 
be denied access to his home in the West Bank.  His choice is between Gaza and 
Sweden.  Neither location is ideal, but at least Gaza is closer to his home.  
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The road along the wall leads gently up to a big blue metal 
gate.  Though closed at the moment, it is wide and tall 
enough for jeeps and tanks to pass through if necessary.  
This is the entry point for the IDF.  On many tours, Amira 
will be talking about this gate while standing underneath the 
giant key arch.  This symbol of the old iron key represents 
the continued hopes of the refugees.  The keys to the old 
family homes, long since occupied or demolished, are now 
passed down the generations as they wait to return to their 
land.  Amira's back will be turned away from the gate as 
she tells the story of this road and the decades of conflicts 
that have taken place here only to have her audience's 
eyes grow wide at the sight of the gate opening and a 
patrol emerging.  For now, it remains closed and we head 
away.
At the base of the  wall, there is an outdoor theater that the 
Israelis deem to be illegal.  It has been destroyed several 

times by the IDF and rebuilt in a matter of days by the residents.  Here they hold 
dances, performances, weddings and project films against the wall.  This is the spot 
where they hosted a visit by Pope Benedict (and recently Pope Francis).  It is a point of 
pride for Al Rowwad and a space of great symbology and hope.  The theater artist in 
Denis certainly is deeply affected by this as we both begin to imagine a Theater Gratiis 
production taking place here.  One of our values is held in the power of space as 
reflective of the work being performed.  The symbolism of this outdoor theater that 
ruffles so many Israeli feathers has become solidified in the minds of the Aida Camp 
residents and their pride for this space grows stronger each time it is rebuilt.  


Across the street, we gain access to a 3 story apartment building where we climb to the 
roof.  The stairs are crumbling and often without a railing.  A  second floor home, where 
a tear gas canister landed yesterday, still remains open to the cleansing breeze.  From 
the top, you can look over the wall and see a wide expanse of green space and olive 
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groves where Dr. Abusrour and his friends used to play as children before there was a 
wall or a fence.  Beyond that are the outskirts of Jerusalem and the Jewish settlements 
that have been built up over the years.  It is not even a half kilometer away.  Looking 
North, the wall curves and winds on and on, dotted with sniper towers and brutishly 
imposing on what would be a very impressive and beautiful view of this verdant, lush 
land.  


We return to the center along the road dividing Aida Camp and Beit Jala and a wall that 
encloses a convent.  All along this wall is the artwork of the children of Aida Camp and a 
monument plaque commemorating a martyr killed during the second intifada.  The nuns 
have constantly denied consent to use the wall as art space, which Al Rowwad chooses 
to ignore.  Yet another example of what I feel is unchristian behavior.  These people 
suffer every day, removed from their family homes and under constant stress of patrols 
and raids, and these Christian women turn their backs on them, leaving them to their 
own fate without succor, comfort or assistance.  
Back at the center, Amira opens up about her experience growing up during the second 
intifada.  Every day, rockets would whistle through the air.  Gas, bullets, snipers and 
curfews were a regular part of life and the obstacles that required navigating in order 
just to go to school and back.  The Palestinians are very proud of their education and 
place school as a top priority within the family, just after food, water and shelter.  
Parents will sacrifice their lives, working as hard as possible in order to afford quality 
schooling for their children.  
Due to this belief and their drive for education, Palestinians are desired all over the 
Middle East as white collar workers in career fields from banking and business to 
engineering and medicine.  
Amira developed such a strong case of nerve disorder from the paralyzing fear and 
daily stress, that doctors were worried that she would lose the use of her legs.  After 
much medication and the end of the intifada, she recovered and eventually went to 
Birzeit University in Ramallah.  
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Though the children today in Aida camp don't experience the stress of all out war, they 
certainly are aware of the everyday dangers and the intrusion of the IDF into their lives.  
Al Rowwad provides a safe place for them to release this stress and find creative ways 
to express their complicated emotions.  From traditional dance to theater training, 
music, photography and video, along with an internet broadcasted radio station, they 
have developed beautiful works of art.  Their photos line every hallway within the center, 
some so profound through their image and technical quality, that they could hang in the 
galleries of Chelsea.  These children are learning both how to release the negative 
emotions within them and the power of art to heal, inspire and generate hope and 
courage.  
Women too, are learning basic trade skills that will allow them to create handmade 
goods to sell, as well as giving them a creative outlet.  There is also the first fitness 
program for refugee women in any camp within Palestine.  I can only imagine how this 
group of women - the stress of maintaining the home and raising their children, the 
weight of fear and uncertainty upon their shoulders - must benefit from exercise.  We 
take our gym memberships for granted in the States, often complaining about going as 
we would rather eat chocolate and watch Netflix.  
We gather by an Al Rowwad van in the late afternoon.  A group of young men who work 
at the center are taking a group of girls to perform a Dubke (traditional Palestinian 
dance) in a neighboring village.  Amira is annoyed because they are over two hours 
late.  Three young men, all employees, and all former students, pile into the front seat 
and we take off.  Two blocks away, on the road 
that parallels the wall, the muffler falls off.  As they 
jerry rig it back together, an acrid smell begins to 
fill the van and our eyes begin to sting and noses 
start running.  Even with all the windows up, the 
effects of lingering tear gas is powerful enough to 
reach us.  Little kids and teenagers begin to pour 
out from the side streets to this intersection.  
Tension is thick in the air as the realization that the 
IDF are here begins to sweep the crowd.  With the 
muffler tacked back into place, we drive a few 
meters and see the patrol coming down the road 
from the big blue gate.  Our driver takes a sharp 
turn to the right, as the gas becomes thicker, now choking us 
slightly.  One of the boys yells "motherfuckers" and I can't agree 
more.  Two more sharp turns and we are out on the main road, 
where there is not a hint of the chaos that is percolating behind 
us.  Cars speed past, people walk and buy coffee, and we are 
shuttled down the road and dropped off at the bus station.  They 
wish us good luck and head off to support the dance 
performance and then return to their homes within the besieged 
Aida Camp.
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  *  *  *  *  *
Denis and I pile into a service taxi headed for Ramallah.  What would take us no more 
that 30 mins to drive if going through Jerusalem, takes us well over an hour as the 
driver winds his way south on back roads and then north.  We fortunately fly through an 
un-manned checkpoint.  It is this checkpoint that is used to seal off the southern part of 
Palestine (Bethlehem & Hebron) and prevent travel North (Ramallah, Jericho, Nablus).  
Amira has been stuck here many times before, trying to return to her exams at Birzeit  
University.  In one story, her tears born of frustration actually work on an Israeli soldier, 
and she is the only one allowed to cross.  How many moments like this exist compared 
to moments of brutality?    
This checkpoint marks the boundary between a Palestinian "controlled" territory and the 
roads used by illegal Israeli settlers that live in one of the numerous settlements within 
the 1967 green line.  Tension is high in the taxi as the billboards display both Arabic and 
Hebrew.  License plates are mixed here as we drive roads that run along rock strewn 
terraced valleys and a landscape of great beauty.  
As we draw near to Ramallah, with no incidents beyond a few traffic congestions, we 
spot a group of Israeli soldiers posted behind and on top of a barrier made of crushed 
automobiles.  I see one with his eye focused through the scope of his sniper rifle and his 
finger on the trigger.  I immediately realize that he has someone in sight as a target and 
wait for the pop of the gun.  Fortunately, this sound never comes and we pull into 
Ramallah proper, all of us in the service taxi breathing sighs of relief and cracking a few 
smiles at our good fortune.  
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A resident of Aida Camp watches through the window Bethlehem on the right, Israel on the left



March 22 & 23, 2014
Ramallah, Occupied West Bank
On the surface, Ramallah appears to be a normal city, bustling with people walking 
along the streets that connect to two main roundabouts in the center of town.  Men in 
suits bravely weave between taxis, women in hijabs walk very slowly, their arms laden 
with shopping bags and the sound of several languages in the air.  Like most cities with 
foreign embassies, there is a distinct multi-national feeling.  


We are dropped off on a narrow street congested with fruit sellers hawking piles of 
sweet smelling strawberries from wooden carts.  The only Palestinian to take advantage 
of us during our entire trip was the cab driver who tried to charge us 50 shekels to get to 
our hotel.  We thought we got a deal as we settled on 30 and he drove us up over a hill 
dotted with mansions and lush gardens and down into a valley that 
stretched back towards Jerusalem.  Come to find out, where we 
picked up the taxi was only 5 blocks from hotel.  Oh well.  Our fault 
for not being more prepared and taking the time to find out where 
we were.  
Our nerves still shot from escaping Aida Camp in the face of the 
IDF,  internalizing the tension of our fellow passengers and seeing 
that sniper pointing his gun into an Arab village, we hightailed it to 
a BBQ joint a few blocks away, ordered two Taybehs, sucked them 
down and promptly ordered two more followed by a spread of food 
and a shisha for DB and half a pack of Montanas for me.  
  *  *  *  *  *
We get up in the morning and set off to explore Ramallah and the heart of governmental 
Palestine (at least in the West Bank).  We stroll up the hill and past the KFC to Yasser 
Arafat's tomb.  The temporary resting place of the engineer turned national leader was 
built with stark white marble and glass.  Guarded by two soldiers in full dress uniform, it 
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DB calming his nerves 
with a shisha



is powerful in its simplicity.  The entire complex is 
built so that it can eventually be moved to Jerusalem 
on the day the State of Palestine exists freely and 
they can claim part of that city for their capital.  With 
our constant suspicion of people, reinforced every 
day just by living in New York City, we are again 
shocked at the friendliness and humor of the people 
here.  Looking for the entrance to the tomb, I ask a 
guard in his jeep parked in front of the Presidential 
compound.  He is nothing but smiles and warmth as 
he directs us around the corner from where we came.  
At the tomb, a few people mill about with their 
children.  Some are merely curious but some seem to 
be very deeply moved.  This is the start of our 
uncovering the passion and love the Palestinian 
people have for Arafat, and the size of his persona 
that lingers in their hearts.  As explained to me by a 
frustrated Palestinian later on, "at least we had a 
leader, someone who cared deeply about the people.  
Not the dogs we have now that take the money from 
America and keep part while giving the rest to their 
friends."   

We walk up hills and through parks.  We eat 
shawarma in a soft, warm flour wrap.  We have 
afternoon beers and I take a nap.  We drink foamy, 
delicious cappuccinos at Cafe La Paix and write 
about the previous day.  During several hours of chain 
smoking in the cafe, I hear Arabic, English, French 
and Russian.  I keep returning to a thought - is this  
what urban Palestine would look like if it were free?  
Where is the Ramallah international airport?  Where 
is the border that isn't controlled by the Israelis?  As 
normal as this city feels, there still lingers an 
underlying energy of dissent and fear.  How could you 
not be reminded each day of your occupation?  When 
the smog rolls out, you can see Jerusalem and the 
serpentine line of the Wall below Ramallah.  Then, 
there is the strong presence of the PA and their 
failures to maintain Arafat's legacy and vision for the 
people.  The president is quietly mocked and his PA 
guard accused of working closely with the Israelis.  
Nothing is spoken too loudly here, but looking back 
on the day spent in Ramallah after I was educated 
further up North, I can think back and feel the     
contempt and frustration, even as foreign diplomats 
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scurry about in an official manner.  The problem is that this "normal" urban life feels 
make-believe.  Until the day when the Palestinians self govern with open borders, no 
amount of small country embassies will matter, for nothing can be done without Israel's 
consent.  
The day ends with my handing over a wad of cash for the 3 day use of a Chevy 4 door 
that we plan on taking up north to Jenin.  
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March 24, 2014
Jenin Refugee Camp
Jenin, Occupied West Bank
After giving Alaa' Al Asbah 500 shekels cash for the 
use of a Chevy 4 door (model that we've never heard 
of), we load our bags into the trunk and set off along 
the narrow, curving Palestinian highways.  The road 
north takes us through small one-street villages as it 
climbs up into the mountains.  We pass many a 
bedouin riding donkeys and herding their sheep.  
Each village is a one road town until we hit Nablus.  
Tucked between two towering ridges, this is a vibrant 
place with a central market filled with fruit and 
vegetable vendors.  Aside from Ramallah, Nablus too 
is a center for education with An Najah University at its 
heart.  The air is again sweet with the fragrance of 
strawberries and we feel good about our direction.
We pass through many quarries tucked in narrow 
valleys, climb a wild grass and rock strewn ridge and 
then descend into the village of Jenin.  This 60 
kilometer journey took us nearly 3 hours, but, we are 
thankful, none of the Israeli checkpoints were in use 
on this trip.  
In the West Bank, there are around 500 checkpoints manned by Israeli soldiers, 
restricting the movement of the 2.4 million Palestinian inhabitants.  Often, this affects 
their ability to get to work, school, places of worship and visiting family.  The entire point 
of these checkpoints is to restrict access of the Palestinians on roads primarily used for 
illegal Israeli settlers.  This route between Ramallah and Jenin is not one of the most 
heavily travelled, but with universities located in Jenin and Nablus and work 
opportunities in the larger towns, it remains very important for the local population.  
There are not many roads in The West Bank, so if one closes, the ability to navigate 
becomes nearly impossible.  This form of control is just one part of a larger program to 
intimidate, terrorize and restrict the freedoms of West Bank Palestinians.  
We hang a left at the main round-a-bout and make our way up the hill to the refugee 
camp.  The same night that we were visiting Aida, Israeli soldiers swarmed this camp 
and killed a suspected "terrorist" along with two other young men.  The emotions are 
running high and tension is most certainly in the air.  
Pulling into The Freedom Theater is a great relief.  I successfully navigated the way 
north without incident.  We arrived just in time for lunch: fresh bread and warm soup.  
We meet Jonathan, the managing director, and his wife Johanna, who runs the PR for 
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the theater.  Jonathan is Jewish and was born in 
Sweden.  He procured his Israeli citizenship and 
served in the army (a story he doesn't like to tell but 
one that I must hear at some point).  His journey that 
took him to help create the Freedom Theater is a 
chapter of his life that he skips over and arrives at the 
current situation.  This seems to be common in 
Palestine.  Thought is always given to the past, but 
the present is far more pressing and drastic.  
He explains the three forms of occupation that the 
people of Jenin Refugee Camp, and the greater 
Palestinian population, are under.  First, there is the 
occupation of Israel.  Of all the land that was granted 
the Palestinian people in the 1967 Oslo accord, they 
control only 18%.  This 18% is made of small islands 
of communities that are broken apart by security 
walls, road checkpoints and Israeli settlements.  
Israel can effectively cut off each community from 
one another since they have control of the roads and 
have constructed many army bases within 
Palestinian territory.  They enter their towns and 
camps whenever they feel like it, breaking down 
doors in the middle of the night, questioning children 
without parental supervision and often causing great 
harm and death through the use of tear gas, rubber 
bullets and live ammunition.  They seldom give a 
reason for their raids and the irregular frequency of 
them keeps the population on edge and fearful.  

The second occupation is that of the Palestinian Authority.  Since the murder of Yasser 
Arafat, Palestine has lacked a great leader.  Instead, the men who took power are 
perceived as thieves and grifters, creating a small circle of wealthy elite by syphoning 
off money given by the US and other forms of monetary aid.  The US alone gives 
Palestine over $600 million a year (a small fraction of the 3.4 billion we give Israel in 
military aid) for the use of building infrastructure and housing.  The control of this money 
is in the hands of just a few, and these men have become incredibly wealthy.  There is 
also great suspicion the the PA works with the Israeli government in order to provide 
information regarding suspected "terrorists" that Israel wants to capture or kill.  In fact, 
when the children of Aida camp first set fire to the watchtower and punched the hole in 
the wall, it was the PA that responded first with the IDF not far behind.  When a 
Palestinian sees the PA army, they don't feel proud nor do they feel safe.  They have 
come to equate them one and the same with the Israelis.  
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The third occupation is the occupation of the self.  Living under such extreme stress and 
fear and devoid of full personal freedom has created a cancer in the hearts and minds 
of many Palestinians.  They no longer feel able to create a free and just life within a 
country of their own, though their connection to this land goes back over forty 
generations and hundreds of years.  Further, within the camps, the people have grown 
accustomed to hand-outs and aid given by the UN and other charitable organizations.  
They have forgotten how to provide, think and live for themselves.  This dependency on 
aid is particularly troubling, as it teaches subsequent generations that their situation is 
hopeless and dependent only on foreign charity.  
It is within this third occupation that the Freedom Theater operates.  The theater has an 
intensive, three year acting program in which students attend full time for ten months 
out of the year.  Along with their studies, they also perform in the plays (3-4 per season) 
as well as participate with other programs such as the Freedom Bus and opportunities 
to travel abroad.  Within the theater, they have a scene and prop building shop, full 
state-of-the-art lighting and sound, as well as a rehearsal studio and ample backstage 
storage.  They run photography and video programs that teach the children and 
residents of Jenin the use of digital equipment, editing software and the creation of 
image based narrative.  They have produced many documentaries as well as short 
films.  They have a small film theater with couches and a projector used for 
presentations and screenings. 
Most of the managing staff live onsite and the rest of the production crew come from the 
camp and are trained in set design, prop making, costuming, lighting, sound and stage 
management.  Our initial impression is that the Freedom Theater is on the verge of 
going big.  Their production value, passion and vision are all combining to take their 
creative force to the next level and enter a global platform. 
After lunch, we head down the road to visit Dr. Asir at 
Cinema Jenin.  Dr. Asir was born in Jenin and 
eventually left to study medicine in Egypt and 
practice medicine in Washington DC.  His father, 
along with other members of the community, created 
Cinema Jenin in 1950, then under Jordanian 
occupation.  It  quickly became a central part of the 
town and a focal point for its inhabitants.  Then, the 6 
day war happened and suddenly Jenin was under 
Israeli occupation.  Access to Arab films via Aaman 
was cut off, but the cinema continued showing 
American Westerns and whatever could be smuggled 
in from Egypt.  The uprising and subsequent 
repression in the 1970s closed the cinema for good.  
For several decades the building sat empty and fell 
into disrepair.  
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A few years ago, a German filmmaker came to town and fell in love with the theater.  He 
managed to contact the owners, who are now the sons of the men who initially created 
the theater.  Recruiting the help of Dr. Asir, they were able to gain permission to restore 
Cinema Jenin with a large financial grant from Germany in the sum of one million 
dollars.  Restored, refurbished and brought up to date (including a sound system 
donated by Roger Waters from Pink Floyd), the cinema opened up once again, along 
with a neighboring guesthouse.   

Today, the cinema is run by Dr. Asir, who admittedly 
knows nothing of running this type of business.  His 
passion far exceeds any deficiency he may have.  
Under his guidance, they have built an outdoor 
theater with stage in their garden that can seat up to 
1,500 people as well as a cafe stocked with ice 
cream and shisha pipes.  I can only imagine the 
pleasure of sitting on a warm summer night, smoking 
mint shisha and watching films under the stars.  He 
has also created acting and dance programs as well 
as dedicating his facility to the screening of 

Palestinian made movies first, then Arab films and American films.  They even have the 
ability to project and view 3D.  Unfortunately, the community still requires time in order 
to embrace this cultural center as it once had.  The occupations have left deep distrust 
and a more controlled conservative view of life and propriety.  
Today, we often forget about the power of film and the act of viewing film with your 
community in a world devoid of telephones, internet and home entertainment systems.  
It was an event and a catalyst for discussion and a form of education along with being 
entertaining and relaxing.  This idea is what needs to be infused once again into the 
Jenin community and communities around the globe
  *  *  *  *  *  
We return to the Freedom Theater just as the sun is setting and the evening call to 
prayer sounds out from the minaret just a few blocks away.  We smoke a few cigarettes 

while waiting to be picked up by the family that has agreed to host 
us for a night.  We are staying in the home of Kamaal's mother.  
Kamaal is an actor with the company, a young man with a 
newborn baby and a natural, entertaining and funny way of telling 
the tragic stories of a life spent within the camp.  
After winding our way through the narrow alleys, we step through 
a wooden door set in an old stone wall.  The next wood door 
bears the Hebrew marks of the Israeli army.  I try to decipher what 
it could mean.  I suspect a date and time that this house was 
checked.  Inside, we are greeted by Kamaal's mother, her young 
daughter and her nephew.  She welcomes us profusely, as is the 
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genuine custom of the Palestinian people.  I am a little wide-eyed and wired - all my 
senses tuned up high.  
Her home is the size of my NY apartment (perhaps a little bigger).  The cement walls 
are crumbling and the paint on them seems to have been applied many, many years 
ago.  Above our heads are two photos: One of her grandfather and one of Yasser Arafat.  
There is a main room with 4 rectangular mats on the ground: two along the main wall, 
one coming off to create an "L" and one against the opposing wall.  This is the furniture.  
Three steps lead up to another door to our right that exits into the building and other 
apartments above.  There are two rooms off the back.  One is a proper bedroom and 
one room dedicated to the computer that sits in the corner of the back of the house and 
piles of clothing, blankets and bedding.  A kitchen, toilet and shower room complete this 
humble home.  
We are escorted into the computer room, where there are two 
young men listening to hip hop and scrolling through 
Facebook.  They are Muhammad and Muhammad aka "Ouli" 
and "Maa'".  Introductions are made, we are welcomed yet 
again into the home along with the exchange of cigarettes.  
They seat us in plastic chairs and I say a few sentences, 
exhausting my grasp of the Arabic language and the 5 few 
months I have been studying it.  There is not much English 
spoken and I know that I am in for a long night of 
communicating with my small amount of Arabic, hand 
gestures, charades and other means of getting a point across.  
 

We all turn our attention to the computer, where the 
Facebook news feed is full of dead, bleeding bodies, 
young men posing with assault rifles and youtube 
videos of the most recent funeral procession.  They 
explain to us that the entire camp is mourning the 
death of Hamza Abu al-Hija and two other young men 
who were killed in a shootout with the IDF two days 
before we arrived.  According to almost everything 
online that I could find, he was an accused member 
of Hamas who was plotting violence against the 
Israeli people and was smuggling Iranian arms into 

Gaza.  He is labeled a terrorist and this is how he will be known outside the walls of the 
West Bank.  However, within the camp and everywhere else we heard his name, he 
was touted as a martyr for the cause of freedom.  In fact, we heard of this event while 
visiting Al Rowwad.  All throughout Palestine, Hamza is remembered as a freedom 
fighter and now as a martyr.  This is a moment when the two worlds come crashing 
down on me.  One man, known by two different labels depending on what side of the 
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line you stand.  Not one person in Palestine would call him a terrorist or his actions 
terrorism.  They are all fighting against oppression and for freedom.
    _________________________
I would like to clarify that Hamza was not fighting for religious reasons, nor was he 
fighting to create an Islamic state in the lands of Palestine.  Though basing his faith in 
Allah (Arabic for God and used interchangeably by Muslims, Christians and Arab Jews), 
he was a political fighter - giving his life to the possibility of freedom and return to stolen 
land for himself, his family and his people.  Here, in the west, terrorism is equated 
equally with Islamic extremists.  It is quite different in Palestine.  These young men are 
no more terrorists than George Washington, or Nelson Mandela or Malcolm X, or any 
other person who has taken up arms against an oppressor and fought his way towards 
the hope of freedom.  Palestinians have been living in a state of religious tolerance and 
freedom for longer than most places on this earth.  Here, there have been Christians 
since Christ, Muslims since the death of the Prophet and long before both, Jewish 
tribes.  They have all lived together in relative peace and respect for each other's 
beliefs.  We didn't talk to a single person who expressed a desire for Islamic law to be a 
part of a free Palestine.  In fact, people took care to explain that they were not at all like 
the Muslim Brotherhood in Egypt and were fighting a political and humanitarian battle.  
The most common political goal is the creation of a One Secular Palestinian State, 
where all can live democratically where the bonds of racism and apartheid will finally be 
broken (as opposed to the Two-State solution that would maintain a system of 
segregation).  
    _________________________
The other two young men that were killed (along with 14 wounded) were not affiliated 
with Hamas or the armed resistance.  Killing is arbitrary.  This event is considered a win 
for the Israelis and a tragedy for the Palestinians.  The weight of this event still hangs 
heavy in the air during our stay and was the main topic of conversation, often resulting 
in silence and heads hung low in sadness and contemplation.  
Over the course of the next few hours, young men of the camp come in out out of this 
small room.  Chairs would be shifted around, ashtrays tipped over, and much rough 
housing and playing around.  There is a deep and loving connection between these 
men and physical acts of affection are staunchly a part of the culture.  Love is 
expressed between men anywhere from kisses on the cheek to a slap on the back of a 
neck.  Cigarettes were proffered and offered all around.  Not a moment went by where I 
didn't have a smoke between my fingers.  A tray of coffee would appear, followed by 
sweet tea, more coffee and so on.  At one point, Maa' pulled out a joint, lit it and started 
passing it around.  At this stage in my life, weed is not my friend, and working hard to 
communicate and learn from these boys required my wits to be about me.  Denis, on 
the other hand, got rip roaring high with them, so as to not refuse their hospitality.  
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So, here were were, in the heart of a Palestinian refugee 
camp, getting stoned with a mix of young men, some of 
whom take up arms against the Israelis and some who 
believe in the cultural revolution.  Two ways to fight the 
occupying force.  Guns for the Israelis and theater for the 
self.  
Within this mix of young men was a boy of 16.  
Hamouday is a cousin of the family and comes from a 
village not far from Ramallah.  He was enthralled with us 
being there.  His stares would become lengthy and a 
little unsettling.  But, as the night went on, I began to 
realize that he inhabits a very difficult position within the 
family.  Not yet a man, older than his years, his role was 
regulated to fetching for his older cousins (coffee, tea, 
snacks, etc...) and helping out Kamaal's mother.  Oh, did 

          I mention that he chain smoked through all of this?  What 
it must be like to be trapped with enough life experience to know you are living deep 
within violent conflict but without the age required to do anything about it.  Hamouday 
left school after the 9th grade and now spends his days around the camp, eliciting the 
pleasure and attention of his older relatives.  Every time a joint was pulled out (this 
occurred 3 times and several 5 minute trips out into the camp), he was kicked out of the 
room, as if marijuana was the one thing that he shouldn't experience.  I'm thinking, "let 
the kid have a hit.  I was smoking weed by 16 and I lived with much less daily stress 
than he does."  He is sweet, kind, inquisitive and at a place in his life where he will be 
forced to make some very difficult decisions.  What is he to do with his life situation?  
Will he pick up a gun and train with the resistance force?  Will he join the theater?  Will 
he do neither and wait out his time smoking rolled cigarettes and waiting on his 
cousins?  I could sense the impending life transition that was speeding towards him, 
and I know that he knew it too.  
Eventually dinner is announced and we are ushered back out into the main room where 
a spread of food is laid out on the floor.  There is hummus, lebneh, bologna, olive oil, 
bread and tomatoes.  A bottle of coke is produced, along with a stack of small plastic 
cups. Although it appears that smoking weed is okay, drinking alcohol would be haram 
(forbidden).  I would kill for a beer by now and my brain is straining under the weight of 
communication and my body is taking the brunt of the effort and starting to fatigue.  
Kamaal joins us for dinner, along with his little boy (10 months old).  Most of the young 
men stay in the computer room as we eat and the traffic between the front door and the 
back room continues with a progression of young men coming and going and always 
with something funny to say that would make everyone in the room laugh.  Though I am 
hardly fluent, I know enough of the language and of human expression, to understand 
the importance of self deprecating humor.  When your freedoms are taken away, and 
you face a seemingly impossible and immovable situation, making fun of yourself for the 
sake of others allows humor to diffuse the seriousness and chip away at the fear the 
Israelis have created in the West Bank.  This is how you live.  At the very least, you 
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must find ways to enjoy your time on earth, even in less than acceptable circumstances.  
There must be beauty in the resistance.  
After dinner, there is another round of coffee and we settle in against the wall and share 
stories.  We talk about our life in New York and our hopes for our fledgling production 
company as they talk about resistance, daily life in the camp, encounters with the Israeli 
army, Hamza and the future of Palestine and its people.  I hear everything from 
hopelessness to acceptance of a two state solution to the belief in a one state, the State 
of Palestine, where people would be free and representation would be fair.  In all of 
these solutions, not once is mentioned the eradication of the Israelis from the land.  
They envision a Palestine that is inclusive as it once was.  People would be free to 
worship how they want, live how they want and pursue opportunities open to all as in a 
free society.  However, this requires the returning of stolen land, the destruction of the 
Wall and the willingness of Israelis to accept their actions and start the process of 
making amends for their crimes.  
The hour is getting late and people start shuffling off to bed.  Kamaal heads upstairs to 
his home since he has to get up early in the morning for his job as a sanitation worker 
for the UN.  Denis, on a headful of weed, wraps himself in a blanket and rolls over 
towards the door and falls asleep.  Kamaal's mother preps the door with strips of rags to 
fill the gaps so (as she explains matter-of-fact) snakes and mice cannot get in while we 
all sleep on the floor.  I remain awake, talking with her and Hamouday as her other son 
Saleem spends his late night hours on the computer chatting with girls from around the 
world.  A great deal of teasing is directed at him from his mother.  Binat, Binat!  (Girls, 
Girls!)  He is chatting with up to 13 girls at the same time, but his love, as he explains, 
lives in Morocco.  I joke and ask if he has one in Brazil and his eyes light up and he 
says, "Yes!  Of course I do!"  
    _________________________
I start to think about the reality that this younger generation has available to them.  Until 
recently, the ability to reach out beyond the camp, beyond the physical borders of 
Palestine and Israel would have been near impossible.  The translucent nature of our 
global boundaries is going to create some very interesting situations and give the 
people, especially people living under oppression, more options for sharing stories and 
information as well as discovering truth.  It is no longer impossible to get the stories and 
personal accounts from behind security walls.  No longer do kids feel isolated from the 
world and Saleem proves through his flirtations with a global population of girls who are 
just as interested in talking with him while he sits in this bare room surrounded by 
overflowing ashtrays and empty soda cups while the rest of his family either sleeps or 
sits quietly listening for the sounds of Israeli jeeps approaching the camp.  
We have already seen the power of social media at work in Egypt, Tunisia, Libya and 
Yemen.  It is used to disperse information, the quick formation of protests, and a way to 
stay a step ahead of their oppressors.  Social Media is also used as a means to share 
stories, music and personal reflections.  It is the medium for modern day revolutionary 
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artistic expression.  You can import music and film from all over the world and the proof 
of the internet's effectiveness is in the rise of Arab rap and hip hop over the last ten 
years as a form of protest and expression based on the music that came out of the poor 
black neighborhoods of New York and Los Angeles - which in turn came from a mixture 
of the Blues and Jazz - which originated from slave songs.  Today, the Palestinians and 
their Arab brothers and sisters facing human rights violations and state control, carry the 
torch of popular resistance music and have embraced not only its sound but its meaning 
as well.
Can we begin to picture what the world will look like in only ten short years?  Maybe 
even five?  We are all moving rapidly through space and time but nothing moves faster 
than the click of a button.  I sat on the floor, nursing my sixth or seventh coffee thinking 
about the inevitable change that will descend upon this land.  Without knowing what that 
change will be, my instinct told me that it would usher in a time of freedom and 
exploration for a people that have always been ruled by others - from the Ottomans to 
the Israelis.  Countries such as Israel will no longer be able to contain the stories of their 
actions and the conditions in which the Palestinians of the West Bank and Gaza live.  
You wouldn't believe this the way they invade your privacy in their airports and 
checkpoints, but it is inevitable that the full story will begin to gain traction in the years to 
come.  
Thus, the point of Gratiis Productions.  I realize that the work Denis and I are drawn to 
do in Palestine will be focused on creating story that can be distributed as widely as 
possible to the American people in order to balance the lopsided story told through 
Israeli influence within our government and in Hollywood.  Everyone should get fair 
treatment through the exposure of truthful stories.  Even with all the research and study 
I did before traveling to Palestine, I would never have known the truth of the situation 
nor understood what it means to live under such conditions unless I experienced it 
myself.  I see a great need in our country to tell these stories in a way that will help to 
uncover truth and educate the American people.  We see this as a path toward 
resolution of the conflict.  Money talks, but the support of the American people can be a 
very powerful force for swift resolution.  
    _________________________
Finally, no longer able to keep my eyes open and my mind destroyed by the exhaustion 
caused by hours of translating, learning and straining to communicate, I succumb to 
sleep.  Before I do, I ask Kamaal's mother whether she ever sleeps and she replies, 
"No.  Not really.  I lie and listen to the sounds outside my window and wait for the arrival 
of the Israelis."  The occupation continues, even in sleep.  This is the point and purpose 
- to never allow a moment of peace, a moment when you can forget your situation and 
your place in the world.  Occupation follows the Palestinians day and night, step for 
step, during every important moment in a person's life.  There is no escape from the 
possibility of a raid, a military strike or a murder.  There is no peace for a mother of 
seven, who prays for a better day for her children, a day bearing opportunities and 
peace.  
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March 25th, 2014
Jenin Refugee Camp and the Road to Jericho.

We wake early to a house and camp already full of 
life.  Kamaal comes bursting in through the front door 
with his bright blue UN vest on and a plastic bag of 
bread.  His mother brings out a jar of olive oil and a 
bag of zaatar (dried mixed herbs, mostly thyme).  
She sits, lights a cigarette and begins to pour oil over 
a disc of fresh baked bread, takes another one and 
rubs the two together.  She then sprinkles them both 
with zaatar and sets them on a platter.  She repeats 
this action many times, building a mountain of pita to 
be put in the oven to warm.  The rest of her sons 
awaken and head straight for the computer to check 
on the outside world.  A neighbor comes down from 
upstairs to visit.  She too is in her mid 40s and has 7 
children.  She knows a little English from watching 
American films and I'm actually amazed by the 
amount she knows.  I can't imagine watching Arab 
films and figuring out what words mean and how to 
use them, but she has done just that with English 
(arguably a more difficult language to learn).  

We eat breakfast and drink sweet tea scented with spices.  After, the cigarette rolling 
commences once again.  All throughout the night before, Kamaal's mother sat with a tin 
of tobacco, a box of cigarette sleeves and a hand roller that cranks out the finished 
smoke.  She makes one and flicks it toward anyone in the room, and you would smoke 
one after the other, all the while a small pile would grow at your feet.  Hamouday crawls 
under a blanket and lights his second smoke of the morning across from me, apparently 
at ease with a full day ahead of him with nothing specific to fill it with.  With no school 
and no work, I wonder what he will do, but my sleepy brain lacks the Arab vocabulary to 
ask.  
The morning conversation turns to the topic of the Israeli Jaish (army), as it seems to do 
at least once an hour.  The visiting neighbor repeats a sentiment that I have heard 
before on this trip but after the experience of staying in this 
home for a night, it takes on a deeper meaning.  She tells 
me that if one of her sons were to die today fighting the  
Israelis, she would be crushed.  However, she tells me that 
she would be equally sad for an Israeli woman to lose her 
son.  So what is the sense of the conflict?  As in most of 
the world, armed conflict and wars are fought mostly by 
children at the direction of a generation that feels these 
lives to be dispensable for a cause that has hardened in 
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their hearts.  Perhaps the greatest victims in armed conflict are the women, the ones 
who gave birth to these young men and women and are expected to watch passively as 
they get injured or die.  Through all this, they work diligently to keep a semblance of a 
home together, full of food, coffee and safety.  
The hours tick by and we begin to get antsy just sitting around.  Life in a refugee camp 
is not filled with much to do other than wait if you don't have a job or go to school.  Time 
isn't punctuated with tasks to be completed, rather it stretches out in a long line 
interrupted by army invasions, calls to prayer, rallies and the sporadic comings and 
goings of energetic youth.  
I explain that we need to get back to the theater to meet some more people.  We give 
our goodbyes along with profuse shukran (thank you) and afwan (you're welcome).  The 
mounting emotions regarding the last 16 hours are welling up within me as I do my best 
to suppress them for a later time.  Hamouday acts as our guide and takes us back 
through the camp's maze to the theater.  A quick goodbye to him in the theater courtyard 
and he is off, back to a life that I still couldn't fully understand.  What would he do for the 
rest of his day?  How would he negotiate the complexities of his society and the 
nebulous position he retains as a sixteen year old?  
Throwing our bags back into our rental car is a relief.  This car acts as a catalyst of 
stress while navigating the West Bank and also as a symbol of our freedom to move 
and the ability to escape the overwhelming power of the experience we are firmly 
entrenched within.  
We walk down to the center of town, chain smoking Winston Blues and talking about the 
previous night.  It is obvious to both of us that we don't fully understand the nature of the 
experience we just had and that it will take some time and distance to make heads or 
tails of it and learn how it would help shape our collective artistic goal.  
We pop back into Cinema Jenin to see Dr. Asir and share with him an idea that sprung 
into existence during the morning.  I had asked both Kamaal's mother and her friend, 
both lovers of film (proven through the constant sound of their 24 inch tv tuned to 
stations broadcasting Indian and American films), if they ever went to attend the cinema 
to watch film on the big screen.  They insisted that they didn't have time and never went.  
I brought this up to Johanna and she explained that along with their responsibilities at 
home, in a conservative community like Jenin, it would be inappropriate for women and 
men to mix within a dark theater.  This idea never crossed my mind.  She had 
suggested that perhaps Cinema Jenin offer films earlier in the day before children came 
home from school and that they be only for women. We pass this idea on to Dr. Asir and 
his face lights up and exclaims, "See!  You are already helping me!"  His wife, who is on 
the arduous journey to Italy (having to go through Jordan, even though she carries an 
American passport), knows several women in the camp and could be the catalyst for 
this idea to flourish, as it would require a woman to talk with other women.  
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    _________________________
I am reminded that part of producing is to connect ideas to people, even if they are not 
our own.  It is a role that I can see as having a great impact on a culture that struggles 
to maintain a larger picture in the face of the daily effort to live a "normal" life under 
occupation.  Plus, we have a greater freedom of movement and can build relationships 
with communities, not just in the West Bank, but also in Israel and the United States.  I 
am reminded of my Social Entrepreneurship professor who said that his only job was to 
connect dots in order for the entire mechanism to function.  He didn't need to know 
anything about farming in order to start a business that provided farm shares to low 
income families in Harlem.  He just needed to know people that were the experts and 
connect them together.  I too can fulfill this role as we approach the Israel/Palestinian 
conflict and occupation with fresh eyes and our seeking out of artists and activists.  We 
can assist in putting the pieces together to create a unified artistic front, perhaps one of 
the few roles an outsider can offer that could potentially have a deep impact.  
    _________________________
We return to the Freedom Theater, have a quick lunch and participate in a farewell 
celebration for Lars - a Swedish engineer who has has come to volunteer for two weeks 
to evaluate the theater's electrical system and put together a proposal and schematic to 
improve the poorly and hastily constructed grid.  He is so moved by the experience that 
he is planning on returning as early as May to begin the work and stay longer.  This is 
the power of both the Palestinian hospitality and the need for institutions such as the 
Freedom Theater to thrive and improve their artistic products.  As much as he is 
impacted by his stay, so too are the people of the theater.  
There is a woman who is in charge of the meals and hospitality for the workers and 
visitors to the Freedom Theater, and she is obviously enamored with Lars.  She keeps 
asking who would cook for him when he returned to Sweden and he was explaining 
through translation how he was divorced and had to cook for himself.  She insisted that 
he return and she would cook for him every day.  She also tells the story of how she 
divorced her husband and how he then he took ill.  Now she has to take care of him and 
work to provide for her family.  I don't know what to make of this, as she tells the story 
with mixed humor and frustration.  I wonder how much of a choice it was for her to take 
care of him or if this was just a ploy for him to return to her care.  Either way, there is 
this strong sense that men require a woman to provide for them.  In this more traditional 
value system, the man is still expected to bring home money and the woman is to take 
care of the household, but the women certainly do not see this as a subservient 
position.  Rather, it is a noble job, though a job thrust upon them by their parents, and 
one that is required to be done properly or men would starve and die, since they cannot 
even figure out how to make a pot of coffee.
All throughout our travels, we encounter a deep pride for one's work.  Whether you run 
a small coffee stand in the Old City of Jerusalem, drive a taxi, serve in a restaurant, or  
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keep a household together, the Palestinian people we encounter perform their tasks 
with pride and attention to detail that is unrivaled.  Everywhere we ate, sat, slept and 
visited was deeply clean and lovingly arranged.  I believe this to come from both a 
strong connection to the purity of God and in the belief of welcoming people and the 
pleasure of hospitality.     

After lunch, we meet with a young woman who 
is training in the acting program.  She has just 
returned from several days traveling with the 
Freedom Bus, a yearly program run by the 
theater that takes performance on the road 
throughout the West Bank and participates in 
acts of peaceful rebellion, such as building 
schools and organizing communities around 
performance.  This young woman studied at the 
University in Nablus, went on to work for 
performance groups in Jordan and eventually 
returned to Jenin where she ran the Freedom 

Bus program, learned stage management and now has decided to complete her 
education through studying the art of performance.  She is animated and full of life 
(good traits for an actor) as she explains the nervousness she gets undertaking acting 
and being on the stage rather than running the show from the shadows.  This is exactly 
the kind of person who is of the younger generation that will go on to fill roles of 
leadership in the ongoing struggle for freedom.  Full of passion and a deep desire to 
learn all aspects of theater, I am sure she will go on to have an instrumental role in the 
growth and expansion of the Freedom Theater.  
She tells us the story of how the Freedom Bus group was attempting to build a school in 
a Bedouin village near Hebron.  The Israelis came and stopped them, as it is not in the 
interest of the Israelis to have an educated Palestinian population nor permanent 
structure within what they view as their land.  The army knocked the foundation down 
and dispersed the group with tear gas.  True to the nature of their work, the performers 
returned at night and constructed a quick structure out of mud brick and a wooden floor 
in just a few hours.  As the sun rose in southern Palestine, a building emerged from the 
night to the surprise of the Israeli army.  
    _________________________
This cultural revolution is made up of these stories:  The rebuilding of the outdoor 
theater in Aida camp, the resistance to an occupying force through the construction of 
educational and performance spaces, the refurbishment of Cinema Jenin, and the 
teaching of traditional dance, theater performance, photography and video production.  
The children of Palestine (which make up 60 percent of the population) are beginning to 
learn how to express their feelings through artistic means, and the understanding of the 
powerful tool, the internet, is inherent in that generations global view.  The art they 
produce can travel the world, even if they as people are not allowed to do so. 
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    _________________________
We say our goodbyes and wish Jonathan and Johanna good luck, as they are to leave 
the next day for a week in Sweden in order for Johanna and her children to get their 
next 90 day travel visa.  We climb back into our little Chevy and head South and East 
on the road to Jericho.  
Within an hour, the landscape transforms from green to brown as we descend into the 
Judean Desert.  We navigate our first manned checkpoint from Zone A to Zone C.
    _________________________
During the 1990s, the West Bank, with a total area of 5,500 square kilometers, was 
divided (apart from East Jerusalem) into three zones, named A, B and C, all of which 
were meant to be handed over to the Palestinian Authority’s full control by 1998. The 
Palestinians received control of Zone A, the population centers in the major cities, and 
later of Zone B, the smaller towns and villages.
But Zone C, which constitutes more than 61 percent of the area of the West Bank and 
contains most of the natural resources (most crucially water aquifers) still remains under 
full Israeli control, prone to exploitation and settlement. This region is the only 
contiguous part of the West Bank, and hundreds of isolated residential areas that make 
up Zones A and B are embedded within it. (Ali Jarbawi, The NYTimes "Plan B for 
Palestine: Zone C" November 22, 2013)
    _________________________
The car is halted fifty yards from the booths and 
roadblocks and we wait our turn to approach the 
soldiers alone in a "dead" zone.  We approach, and 
one young guard barks immediately, "min ween 
inte?!" (Where are you from).  I pretend that I don't 
understand Arabic and speak calmly in English while 
handing over our passports. The soldiers seem to flip 
a mental switch and ask where we are from.  "Ahh, 
Americans."  "Yes," we say, and they hand back our 
passports and wave us on.  I say, "have a good day," 
and they seem taken aback by the politeness and 
wish us the same.  
My senses are going at full speed.  I light another 
Winston and settle into the road.  Even though we 
didn't expect any trouble at checkpoints, it is still very 
unsettling for us, growing up in America with the 
inalienable right to the freedom of the road and the 
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cultural fantasy surrounding car travel in our country.  Plus, seeing so many assault 
rifles in our faces is also still very strange and foreign to us.
The road continues to drop in elevation until we see markers along the road announcing 
sea level and then the subsequent 100 meter drops as we eventually arrive on the floor 
of the desert proper.  The sun is warm and bright as we turn south along highway 90 
towards Jericho and the King Hussein bridge that connects to the Kingdom of Jordan.  
Out of the window on our right are sand colored cliffs that are pock marked with caves.  
This is the land in which the Dead Sea Scrolls were found and many a shepherd  and 
traveller over the millennia have sheltered here from the sun and flash floods.  For the 
first time, I can imagine Jesus walking this route as the landscape looks exactly as my 
childhood imagination had conjured during bible school and my Catholic education.  I 
spot my first camels tied up to posts outside a pop-up Bedouin shanty village.  Like life 
in any desert, it is much harder and less accommodating than what we have 
experienced in Bethlehem, Jenin and Ramallah.  The difference is how close this desert 
is to the verdant hills and mountains we just arrived from.  In the US, you have to travel 
a great deal to see the deserts of Arizona, New Mexico, Colorado, Utah and California, 
and once you are there, the immensity swallows you.  Here, you can look up past the 
sandstone cliffs and see the sparkling red roofs of illegal Jewish settlements connected 
to the smoothly paved Israeli highways that are just a few kilometers from Jerusalem 
and then the rich farmland that stretches all the way to the Mediterranean Sea.  
  *  *  *  *  *


We pull off the highway north of the King Hussein Bridge and enter back into a 
Palestinian Authority controlled island of land that is Jericho.  We locate an Arab owned 
resort just 5 minutes north of town.  We feel a little bit like assholes as we drop our 
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luggage down in our suite, peel off the clothes we have been wearing for the last two 
days and take a plunge into the large pool between downing bottles of Taybeh and 
scooping hummus with soft pita.  As I sit under the warm, desert sun, I can't help but 
think of this luxury that the family we just left may never experience.  This resort is 
cheesy by American standards, with the loud Arab pop blaring from underneath the life 
guard tower, where a very tanned young man sits - his only charge being us - the bow 
tie wearing servers standing about and the empty plastic pool slides, but to us it feels 
like heaven on earth.  
    _________________________
Again, thinking of the privilege that I was born into: a middle class American family in a 
time of American prosperity with all the advantages of being raised a white man in a free 
country.  One doesn't need millions of dollars to feel the relativeness of wealth while 
traveling the West Bank.  I am reminded of what the Roosevelts would teach their kids: 
with great wealth comes great responsibility.  I wish more Americans could shape their 
world view by traveling to see how the many billions of the world live outside the shores 
of the USA.  We squabble over money constantly in the US, but the little amounts that 
get us mad are a fortune to these people living displaced and under occupation.  I had 
felt this before while traveling Ecuador in the 90s and it is amazing how quickly I forgot 
about those just struggling to make it through each day and raise a healthy family under 
dire circumstances.  
Rather than thinking about conflict, such as the Palestinian plight, as a far away, 
intellectual issue without need of immediate resolution, what if the American people saw 
that this Apartheid and others around the world were a responsibility?  What if our 
citizens felt that they must do what they could to find a path towards peace and halt the 
aggressive actions of occupying forces?  How quickly could we find resolution if the 
weight of the American voting population was behind peace?  The world would be a 
better place if we were awakened from our online, movie streaming slumber rather than 
trusting our military aggression to represent our global interests in the values of freedom 
we hold so dear.  What if we took it upon ourselves to show the world that we believe in 
freedom for everyone?  Is it that we fear so much that we cannot allow others to live the 
way we do?  If so, who has given us this fear?  These young men in the Jenin camp are 
not terrorists, and yet a vast majority of Americans would think they are and then would 
make the quick leap to Islamic Jihad.
    _________________________
After our dip and a quick nap, we head into town to find some food.  By this time in our 
trip, it is immediately relaxing to find ourselves surrounded by Arab culture, in a town 
that is genuinely Palestinian and removed from the Israeli occupation (as much as it can 
be).  We park our car in the town center, next to a small square ringed by palms and a 
water fountain bubbling under the star-filled sky.  The streets are packed with people, 
and produce vendors are still doing a lively trade well past the setting sun.  We meander 
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down the side streets looking for an ATM that evidently does not exist and make our 
way back down the main road to find dinner.  
At the Lemon Cafe, almost all the outdoor tables are packed with families and a silent 
Arab film is being projected on a large screen in the sizable courtyard.  I always feel 
good in places that celebrate outdoor eating and gathering.  The fresh baked bread 
arrives, chewy and smoky.  We dip into our hummus and Arab Salad (chopped tomato, 
cucumber and onion in a vinaigrette) and pile fresh tabouleh on our bread and take 
satisfying mouthfuls followed by swallows of fresh mint limonata.  The experience of the 
previous night is fading slightly and the road weariness starts to take hold.  Denis 
smokes a water pipe and I crush Montana after Montana until my ashtray is full. 
Back at the hotel, we click on an American film with Arab subtitles and fall into a deep 
and restless sleep. 
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March 26, 2014
Jericho - Dead Sea - Ramallah - Jerusalem
We get an early start to the day that is interrupted by my sleep hangover and the need 
to nap another hour after breakfast.  I know Denis is antsy to get going, but I am grumpy 
and my head is filled with cotton.  The sounds of this desert oasis are deeply 
comforting, and as the doves, insects and palms are the same in Arizona, I am whisked 
back in time to my daily naps taken upon my bed in the heat of the Southwest 
afternoons.  
I rouse myself, shower, pack and we head back to our car and the road ahead of us. 
Our first stop will be the Dead Sea.  We pull out of the resort, head through the narrow 
roads of Jericho and head southeast under a bright sun.  The sandstone hills around us 
are pocked with caves and the little vegetation that grows here clings sporadically to the 
rocky surface.  In just 20 minutes, we turn onto the Dead Sea Highway, and the smell of 
salt and moisture hit our noses as we pass Israeli gas stations with camels tied to rocks 
out front chewing slowly.  Tour bus after tour bus zoom past us, heading back to 
Jerusalem, carrying hundreds of tourists who will never experience the West Bank as 
we just have.  Feeling separated from the typical tourist experience, Denis and I 
navigate the highway in silence as we struggle with our displacement.

Beneath the cliffs where they found the Dead Sea 
Scrolls, we turn off and head down a road that 
connects several beach resorts.  We specifically 
choose not to stay on the sea since all the resorts are 
Israeli owned and occupy illegal settlement land.  We 
pull into Bikini Beach, which seems to be the least 
expensive and has a few cars sporting the green 
Palestinian license plate in the parking lot.  
Conscious of our position of being American we 
travel as locals and are determined to go only to the 
places that Palestinians would be allowed to go.  

The Beach resort is an experience in micro segregation, as there is a commingling of 
fat, middle aged Israelis smoking cigarettes on the clubhouse porch, while Palestinian 
men laden with plastic bags of food and drink head down to the beach.  I notice that 
they avoid the changing rooms that are connected to the pool house.  As Americans, we 
go where we please, and I was stopped (not being with Denis at the time) from entering 
the pool area.  To which, I respond in my American English, "I am heading to the 
changing room."  Taken aback by my English and my American sense of self, the guard 
lets me by.  It is always a pleasure to look like the locals, as I am rarely treated as a 
tourist, and sometimes I get to experience the segregation first hand.  
Changed and ready to take a soak, we head down a long, orange staircase (the 
attention to detail much overlooked as the plants surrounding the wooden stairs were all 
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stained with the bright orange paint).  Standing on the 
wooden deck above the shore of the Dead Sea, I look 
across the still water onto Jordan and the Jordanian 
Desert that stretches out as far as my eyes can see.  
I am the first into the water.  The sea floor is squishy 
and inky like walking in a lake.  It takes a while to 
walk out where the water is up to my waist.  I sit down 
and lie back and the water lifts me back up to the 
surface.  It is an aquatic feeling unlike any other.  My 
whole body floats well out of the water.  It is possible 
to sit in a perfect Indian Leg position and have your 
navel above the crest of the sea.  The water leaves 
an oily film on your skin like you just rubbed yourself 
down with baby oil.  I mimic the older Palestinian man 
on the shore who was wiggling around on his back in 
a mud hole.  I pull out chunks of dark grey mud and 
begin to rub it all over my exposed skin.  I let it bake 
to me before going back out to soak it off of me.  After 
dipping under an exposed pipe pouring brackish 
water into the sea, the weight pounding my shoulders 
like a shiatsu massage, I feel revived and baby soft.  



It doesn't take long for the relaxing nature of the Dead Sea to give way to the stress of 
the impending drive to Ramallah and navigating the checkpoint into Jerusalem.  We 
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shower as two young Israelis brave the blue pool.  There are no Israelis in the Sea and 
no Palestinians in the pool.  You don't need signs to recognize a system of segregation.  
Relieved to be putting this weird mix of culture and repression behind me, I focus on the 
road as it heads straight up from the depth below sea level, back to zero and then up 
through small villages into Ramallah (meaning Mountain of God).  It doesn't take more 
than a half hour for the scenery to change drastically along with the dropping of the 
temperature.  
We navigate the round-about where just a few days ago, Israeli snipers were positioned 
with their guns, and I begin to feel the squeeze of the ruleless, crowded road.  I take a 
deep breath and stick to my line of sight.  I keep the car in an unwavering direct path 
forward, allowing all the locals to weave around me, some even taking to the sidewalk 
to gain a car length. We attempt to take a shortcut across town and end up in the 
narrow alleys that branch off from the main squares.  At one point, everything is at a 
standstill as two cars attempt to navigate out of a parking spot.  My panicky thought was 
to just leave the car there in the middle of the road, and tell our guy where to pick it up.  
But, as always happens in Palestine, cars began to move again and there we are, 
scooting around Yasser Arafat Circle and down the hill to where we began this road trip.  
It is nearing 3pm and we still have to make our way to and through the Qalandia  
checkpoint that separates Ramallah from Jerusalem.  Rather than walk all our stuff back 
up the hill and find a bus that would take us, we opt for a taxi arranged through the 
hotel.  Our driver navigates us back through the maze of alleys that we just emerged 
from and out the back end of Ramallah.  I begin to feel the squeeze of panic and stress 
as we draw closer to the check point.  I have read too many horror stories about the 
difficulties and the scrutiny the military may choose to give you.  When we first crossed 
into the West Bank, we met an American coming out of the Bethlahem checkpoint who  
expressed to us how time consuming and invasive it is to cross back into Israel. 

Now that I understand fully how much I blend in, and 
thankful that I am traveling with Denis, who couldn't be 
seen as anything but white, I put a prayer out to the 
universe for speedy passage back across the wall.  To 
freely cross back over into the State of Israel  feels 
strange and almost a betrayal of the friends we have 
made so far within the West Bank.  It is such an alien 
sensation to be allowed to do something that others are 
not.  
As it happens, the checkpoint is deserted.  After a panic 
filled moment where I am stuck in a locking turnstile, 
we put our bags through an X-ray machine, walk 
through a metal detector and hold up our passports to 
the young soldiers on the other side of a glass booth.  
They just wave us on and that is that.  We walk down a 
metal corridor and exit into the Jerusalem sunshine.  A 
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large bus sits idling, waiting to fill before taking us to the city center and close to the 
Damascus Gate of the Old City.    
Denis has had experience navigating a souq before, but this is my first time.  Once 
inside the gate, the road branches off in three directions like Neptune's Trident.  We 
take the right hand path and plunge into the congested sea of merchants, tourists and 
locals.  The shops are a mix of standard tourist trade to selling underwear and socks.  
The narrow alleyway is full of the aroma of the spice merchants: cardamom, cumin, 
paprika, anise.  I take us down another offshoot path that turns out to be the butchers' 
row.  Displays of entire skinned goat heads with their eyeballs intact, greet us with 
lipless smiles.  Denis turns a slight shade whiter as we push on through the meat 
market.  
I cannot imagine a life spent selling wares in this place day after day.  It is both Port 
Authority/Penn Station and farmers market rolled into one giant maze of alleys and 
stalls.  There is a cheerfulness to the merchants that was not evident in the touristy Arab 
sections of Jaffa.  It is clear that these people feel a deep connection to this ancient 
place and the fearless right to exist within it.  
From the balcony of the Lutheran Guesthouse, we are able to see all the sights and 
points of conflict within the Old City.  Straight ahead is the Church of the Holy Sepulcher 
and to our right is the Temple Mount with the Dome of the Rock gleaming in the setting 
sun.  We watch Orthodox Jews traverse the roof walkways above the souq we just 
exited, allowing them space from the crowds and a hidden route in between living and 
cultural centers that are on the fringe of the souq and the Jewish Quarter proper.  


    _________________________
I can't help but wonder about the diverse views regarding this city.  Below, Arab 
merchants sell their goods to tourists and locals alike, as they have been doing for 
hundreds of years.  They are fully entrenched in the heart of the city and participate in a 
vibrant and lively exchange.  Above them walk Orthodox Jews, avoiding interaction and 
going from one Jewish enclave to another.  What are their visions of this city?  They 
seemingly participate only in Jewish activity, from what little I observe.  
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It is this separation that makes me nervous.  It is reminiscent of New York in the fact that 
the Jewish community has created an autonomous and separate way of living - from the 
isolation of their neighborhoods to separate transportation, grocery stores, etc...  
However, being New York, they still participate within the city life and interact with 
people from all over the world.  Plus, New York is the New World and Jerusalem is the 
ancient land of many people.  
My gut tells me that this world is heading for a more integrated society that will blend 
races, traditions, languages, food, housing and government.  The younger generation 
that is raised with the internet from day one, already views the world more fluidly than 
previous generations, where borders could contain people, their thoughts and 
expression.  I have a hard time believing that the generation that is now coming into 
their adulthood from their teens, will tolerate or accept the staunch divisions that the 
post WWI and subsequent generations have created all over the world.  Conflict, these 
days, is based in the freeing nature of communication and information.  From the Arab 
Spring to the popular change in Myanmar to the birth of new African nations, we are 
watching a rapidly and dramatically changing world - all events we once thought 
impossible.  
I stare at the Dome of the Rock, which the Islamic tradition claims is the spot where 
Mohammad ascended into heaven and the Jews believe is the entrance to the Holiest 
of Holies.  With my beliefs tumbling in my head, I am agitated that so much conflict, 
death and hostility is centered around a piece of rock.  Have we not begun to shed the 
antiquated beliefs in specific holy locations and embrace the allegories our faiths tell us 
through story?  What does it matter where Jesus was buried or where the head rabbi 
can communicate with God or where the Prophet rose to heaven?  Isn't it more 
important, if you are a believer, to have a personal relationship with your god and your 
community?  Isn't true faith within our hearts and not contained in an old foundation 
stone?  Have any of the prophets commanded humans to worship places?  Does the 
Bible, the Quran or the Talmud tell us to kill and occupy land for the sake of our souls, or 
is this a construction of mankind?  Who is to say that in one specific place you can feel 
closer to God rather than anywhere you choose to open your heart and explore your 
beliefs?  
This fight comes down to control, which is the age old battle religious groups wage on 
the human population.  Does any person know any more about the mysteries of life than 
another?  Why are some required to believe that only one among them can talk to God 
directly or that by not eating certain foods, you will be pure enough to find eternal bliss?  
The great fear is for people to explore and think for themselves.  I hope that a world 
unshackled from conservative control of people's faith is a possibility in my life.  I put my 
faith and trust in the generations that are to come, who view and inhabit a smaller world 
and that our evolution leads us toward peace and the celebration of diversity. 
    _________________________
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Frustrated and anxious to explore Jerusalem, we find some hummus, meat, bread and 
beer to satiate ourselves for the evening.  We dine in a stone house built over 400 years 
ago.  If the stones could talk...





�39

The Western Wall

The Western Wall



March 27, 2014
Jerusalem, Old City
We wake early for a chance to enter the Temple 
Mount, open to tourists only a few hours per day.  
Walking through the Jewish Quarter, we descend a 
set of old stone steps, pass though a metal detector 
positioned at the entrance of the large square that sits 
below the retaining wall.  Here, we get our first view 
of the Western Wall and the long covered wooden 
ramp that ascends up and connects into the top part 
of the wall.  It's early in the morning, but there are 
hundreds of men and some women milling about in 
front of the wall and the devout are already deep 
within prayer that rocks their bodies back and forth 
against the ancient wall.  We spend a few moments 
taking in this image of devotion and then turn back 
towards the very long queue lined up in front of yet 
another security checkpoint that marks the entrance 
to the mount proper.
The sun is already hot and there is little shade as we 
wait our turn in this long line.  People from all over the 
world mingle patiently for their chance to see this 
small space that is the heart of so much strife.  A sign 
warns Jewish people that it is forbidden, according to 
Torah Law, for them to enter the Temple Mount.  We 
are all Christians, Agnostics, Atheists, Spiritualists, 
Humanists, and a myriad of other beliefs, waiting to 
see what all the hype is about.  
Once through Israeli security, we hike up the ramp 
and exit into a beautiful and spacious square that 
contains the Al Aqsa Mosque, ancient colonnades, 
trees, grass, old sections of columns and arches and 
the Dome.  The striking difference between this scene 
of serenity and the rest of Jerusalem cuts deep within 
us.  Muslims mill about in groups, or sit quietly eating 
an early lunch under the shade of thin pine trees.  
Tourists intermingle, snapping photos and talking 
loudly.  I choose to remain quiet and walk slowly.  I 
ascend another set of stairs that leads to the Dome of 
The Rock, with the gold dome gleaming and the blue 
porcelain tiles glimmering in the sunlight.  It is a 
building of immense beauty but other than this, I am 
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unable to sense a spiritual connection to this place.  It is, after all, just a rock to me.  It is 
absurd that this rock should cause so much death and violence.  The stubborn traditions 
of the older generation that are no longer willing to change and, because they fear 
transformation, cling to their beliefs as the impending end to their lives draws closer, 
keep this space filled with tension.    
Through one colonnade, the Mount of Olives rises up to its pinnacle where the Hebrew 
University Tower stands sentinel over the Old City.  We slowly circumvent the Dome 
once and then our time is up.  Caretakers of the Temple Mount announce that visiting 
hours are over and we are escorted through a small door that leads back into the 
winding maze of the Old City.  


  *  *  *  *  *
We grab a coffee in the quiet of the garden at the Austrian Guest House before heading 
back out to walk the Via Delarosa and up to the Church of the Holy Sepulcher.  At the 
third station of the cross, we are caught up in a 
procession of European Christian pilgrims carrying a 
wooden cross and singing.  The third monotheistic 
religion to claim rights to this city feels different from 
Islam and Judaism, as they loudly make their way up 
the narrow alleys of the souq, proclaiming their 
devotion and creating a spectacle.  The christian faith 
is rarely reserved and quiet, and their need for icons 
and trinkets are made plain through the christian gift 
shops that surround each station of the cross.  This is 
the religion of capitalists.  
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We skirt around the procession at the next station and head up toward the church.  The 
entrance is located in a small square packed with tour groups, each one headed by a 
guide holding an extended antenna with colored ribbon tied to the end.  Making their 
way around these large groups are families trying to navigate the crowd without losing 
any of their children, and independent tourists such as ourselves.  I take a deep breath 
and plunge into the nave. 

The first thing one sees within the church is the stone of 
unction, where it is said Jesus' body was washed after it 
was taken down off the cross.  Christians kneel and place 
hands or kiss the stone under a string of decorative frosted 
glass lamps.  The church is made up of many smaller 
chapels that represent the final stations of the cross: the 
nailing of Jesus to the cross; the actual crucifixion; the 
stone; and finally the grave where they placed his body.  
Standing in the church, I feel no connection to the stories I 
was raised on.  How could all of this have happened within 
a few meters? Wasn't the grave further outside the city 
where they rolled a boulder in front of the entrance, its size 
and weight proof of Jesus' resurrection?  

The church contains a smaller battle within the faith as to who is allowed the privilege to 
maintain and run the holy site.  The Orthodox haggle with the Franciscans and both turn 
on the smaller sub sects like the Armenians.  We wander through the relatively bare and 
humble structure (compared to St. Peter's in Rome) with scented oils and candles 
burning in every crevice.  Tour guides holler their stories to be heard by the paying 
customers and everyone shoves and jostles for positions close to each station.  
This chaos is nowhere near reflective of the stories I know from the New Testament.  
This couldn't be what Jesus had in mind as he preached of love, devotion and service to 
others.  There is no stronger example of the dysfunction of organized religion.  To this 
day, the church is cared for by a Muslim family as a neutral party with no vested interest 
in the honors associated with the guardianship of the church.  Priests in black cassocks 
sit in side rooms with one eye out their doorways as the processions of pilgrims and 
gawkers mill about.  There is an air of superiority and suspicion and I ask myself where 
is the humbleness required in the act of faith?  
Claustrophobia kicks in and I escape back out to the sunlight, but not after laying a 
couple of simple wooden rosaries on the Stone of Unction to send off to my parents.  I 
understand that even if I do not believe, there are ways for those who do to access their 
faith through connections to real or symbolized objects.  I am happy to participate in this 
ritual if it brings joy to my parents, for that is the real act of faith and love - putting one's 
ideas aside to serve the beliefs of others.  I am who I am today in most part to the 
teachings of the New Testament.  I believe in love and service.  These are my morals 
and I understand this much clearer as an adult than when I was a teenager.  I still have 
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a problem with the structure of faith as it is dictated to people from other humans who 
claim a higher position in the race toward heaven.  


  *  *  *  *  *
As evening descends over Jerusalem, we head outside the old city in search of regular 
lives lived further away from these religious symbols.  First, we go into the Jerusalem 
City Center.  Walking down cobbled streets shining with glass-fronted boutiques and 
cafes spilling chairs and tables out into the lingering sunshine.  I feel as if I were 
wandering the old stone streets of Eastern Europe.  Not five minutes away from the Old 
City, there exists a replicated sensation of Europe.  In one small square, an Israeli plugs 
in his acoustic guitar and starts into very poor renditions of American classic rock songs.  
Further down the road, we enter a large Jewish market.  Where the souq is cramped 
and dark, this is filled with light from the glass ceiling, and the walkways are wide 
between vendors of fresh produce, butchers and flower stalls. The jostling Israeli crowd 
presses against us between towers of sweets, savory pates, baskets of nuts and bowls 
of olives.  Again, I am reminded of our human commonality for the love of food and 
sharing it with the people in our lives.  People lovingly brave the congested masses to 
purchase fresh and delicious foods to take home and share with their family, maybe 
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sneaking a sweet treat out of a thin paper bag on the tram home.  We all have done 
this, and we all continue this food ritual at every opportunity possible.  
Having found a proper menthol, I exit the throng and enjoy a moment as an observer 
from across the street.  As the calming wave of nicotine washes down my body, I begin 
to really see the people.  And they are just that: people.  This is not the enemy.  These 
are the people the Palestinians on the other side of the wall feel for and hold little 
animosity towards.  These are people going about their lives, raising families, and 
enjoying what they can.  How different is this view then, when the oppressed see the 
Israeli people as separate from the government entity that wages the apartheid and the 
Israeli see that Palestinians as terrorists.  We all eat.  We all shop for the best we can 
afford to surprise and delight our loved ones.  How different is this market from any of 
the souqs that I have been in on this trip?  Why are the peace negotiations not 
conducted over meals?  
  *  *  *  *  *
We turn east and up the hill away from the Israeli youth sipping coffee at the street 
cafes and head towards the Arab section of the city.  This trip is about contrast.  When 
you see the differences between people, you begin to see what is shared.  
We make a pitstop at the American Colony Hotel for a taste of "home" and by that I 
mean an old fashioned cocktail.  We find it in the cellar bar, accompanied by a plate of 
cheese, cucumber, pickles and olives.  English is spoken all around us and we get to 
see how the other half live in this city.  A woman with a southern accent sips her white 
wine as her Arab companion sucks down gin and tells wild stories in English that make 
both of them laugh.  Tucked into corners, tables of suited men clip cigars and settle into 
the cushions of their wicker chairs as a server places tall glasses of beer and scotch 
poured over ice in front of them.  I chain smoke my Pal Malls as Denis devours our 
snack plate, tossing his olive pits among my cigarette butts in the black lacquered 
ashtray.  The whiskey is sweet and burns as it travels down my throat.  I see myself in 
the mirror behind the bar and understand just how tired, frazzled, shook and wired I 
really am.  As my travel instincts run at a fevered pitch, my body is beginning to demand 
peaceful rest.
I steal glances at the face in the mirror and ask myself if I am different, changed 
somehow.  Denis and I had talked before on our balcony in Ramallah, about how there 
was no going back.  And, there isn't.  I am changed, deeply and profoundly.  This is a 
fact that I could see written into the circles beneath my eyes.  I am forced to face the 
same question that both the Israelis and the Palestinians tussle with every day: "What 
do I do now?"  
I pay the tab (as much as many of our feasts in the West Bank) and we go in search of 
a pizza restaurant tucked in a back alley, connected to a hotel - all of which was rated 
quite highly in Trip Advisor.  After a couple of wrong turns, we find it and sit close to the 
open fire ovens under the tent they have erected over their back patio.  The place is 
packed with locals and tourists and we understand why when the chewy bread is 
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presented to us on an oven stone hot from the fire.  Taybeh on tap?  Make it a 30 ounce 
please.  I want to sleep tonight.
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March 28th, 2014
Jerusalem - Tel Aviv
My last day and 48 hours before I feel the comfort of my own own bed, or any bed for 
that matter.  We wake up, eat breakfast and pack our things for day storage in the closet 
behind the reception desk where they keep deliciously cold beer.  We head out through 
the Yaffa Gate and walk a few blocks to the Liberty Bell Park (where they do, in fact, 
have a replica of what is housed in Philadelphia).  From the parking lot, we board a bus 
on the Ir Amin Tour.  This leftist Israeli NGO runs an English language tour once a 
month, and we happen to be in town on the right day.  
The goal of the tour is to take people to all the highest 
points around the city of Jerusalem and discuss the 
political realities that govern this complex city.  From 
these vantage points, one begins to understand the 
idea of land grabbing, the importance of monuments, 
holy sites, Jewish settlements and planned national 
park land.  On the bus with us is a group of kids from 
Notre Dame, a couple of older Spanish men dressed 
as the old rockers I suppose they are and then a 
mishmash of Israelis, tourists and Jewish teenagers 
from England.  The bus starts up and we are handed 
a map of Jerusalem that has several lines drawn 
around the city (see page 48).  The red line 
represents the security wall, both where it is 
completed and where plans are to extend it.  The 
blue line is the municipality line that was created 
recently and then there is the green line, which 
represents the division of land from 1967.  We are 
referred constantly to the red line, the wall line.  This 
line will, at times, follow the 1967 green line and then 
swoop off to follow the municipality line, cutting 
through Arab villages that have existed for thousands 
of years and then run out further to incorporate 
Jewish settlements that have grown over the last half 
decade.  There are many names for the wall, 
depending on who you are and how you view its 
existence: The Security Wall, The Barrier or the 
Jerusalem Envelope.  

Our first stop is on a hill in the Jewish settlement of 
Gilo, to the south of the Old City.  From this hill, we 
look out on Bethlehem with modern apartment 
buildings at our backs.  Our tour guide talks about what it was like to live in this 
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settlement during the second Intifada, where you 
could be making coffee in the wrong place and a 
Palestinian sniper could shoot you through the 
window from a rooftop on the other side of the wall.  
We looked down on a space empty of all but olive 
trees that once belonged to families that live in 
Bethlehem and now have been appropriated by the 
Israeli government based on land grab laws of 1948.  
In 1948, if families did not return to occupy land they 
fled, the Israeli government allowed themselves to 
annex that land and make use of it for the furthering 
of the Jewish state.  This same law is used, even 
through it is the Israeli government that prevents the 
land from being occupied through the construction of 
the Wall.  
One older Israeli woman begins to talk about the 
euphoria that was felt in the 1960's within Israel 
toward the aim of a two state solution.  I mention that 
caution should be used when using "euphoria" seeing 
as how this was a feeling of some Israelis at the time 
and not necessarily the feelings of all Israelis nor 
Palestinians. That's when a know-it-all kid from 
England starts in on me about terrorism and Israeli 
security.  He is obviously on this tour to show how 
much he knows rather than learning anything new.  I 
am about to take it to the next level and continue the 
heated discussion, but realizing that he is not willing 
to learn and he cannot teach me anything more than I 
have already observed in Israel, I go quiet and fall 
back a few steps and light a smoke.  I am here to 
listen, observe and understand, not to debate basic 
human rights with a kid showing off for his girlfriend.  
We head to Har Homa, another Jewish settlement on 
the outskirts of Jerusalem.  Here, we can see down 
into the valley where the walls of the Old City gleam 
and the towers of French Hill (one of the largest 
Jewish settlements) rise about the city upon a hill to 
the North.  From this vantage point, we can also look 
down into the slums of East Jerusalem where the Arab population have experienced a 
huge jump in the poverty rate since the creation of the wall.  In this portion of East 
Jerusalem, the wall has divided several Arab villages in two, separating families from 
each other and limiting access from the West Bank into East Jerusalem, where many 
held jobs and have extended family.  
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Below us are two squat buildings that sit above the 
dense Palestinian population.  These are some of the 
most extreme settlers, who have built a tiny complex 
in the middle of Palestinian land.  This type of 
settlement is illegal both internationally and by the 
laws of Israel and yet the state of Israel spends over 
$80 million to protect the people of such settlements.  
Above their compound is a police station surrounded 
in barbed wire with views of the roads leading in and 
out of the Palestinian villages.  


    _________________________
Now would be a good time to mention that these Palestinians that live within the 
Jerusalem municipality line are not citizens of Israel, like the many 48ers in other parts 
of Israel.  They do have a special designation as "residents" of Jerusalem, allowing 
them the right to vote in municipal elections, if they so chose.  Palestinians make up 
nearly 40% of the city's population, but almost all refrain from participating in elections.  
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This would be an act of normalization, and an 
admittance to the right of Israel to hold governmental 
control of Jerusalem, a fact that the Palestinians do not 
recognize.  Therefore they refrain from participating in 
government.  One could think that if they did 
participate, they could effectively have much influence 
and control in the running of the city, which includes 
the access to quality education for all residents, which 
is promised under law.  Unfortunately, at this point, 
money for Palestinian schools only trickles into the 
villages where it pours into the schools within the 
settlements.  Education is just another form of control 
that the Israelis use on the Palestinian people.  
    _________________________
The bus takes us down into the valley and stops in front of a section of the wall.  There 
is a stark contrast between the cleanliness of the settlements and the filth of the 
Palestinian village.  Although, we are still in Jerusalem, basic services are more difficult 
to come by here, from water to trash collecting.  The poverty is apparent in the state of 
the buildings, the quality of the roads and the amount of young men loitering around in 
the late afternoon.  I think about West Jerusalem and the European feel, the expensive 
shops and numerous cafes where one can laze away the afternoon in conversation or 
just read a book in solitary peace.  That place is only 15 minutes away and yet we have 
stepped into a much different world, where daily life is filled with the fight for equality, 
land and services all while enduring the construction of new settlements.  
Across the street, there is another tour bus parked and a man speaking to about 40 
people.  This is not on any regular tour stop, so I hope that they too are talking about 
the injustice and realities of living in East Jerusalem.  The more people who travel to 
see the holy sites can learn about the modern situation, the closer we may come to a 
just resolution and the halting of illegal Zionist expansion.  
The bus winds its way up the hill on narrow, poorly 
maintained streets until we crest the top and the 
world of modern services returns as the wheels grab 
freshly paved asphalt.  They take us to our last 
vantage point on top Mount Scopus.  We park on the 
East side of the hill and look out onto the great 
expanse that stretches from East Jerusalem to the 
Dead Sea and the Jordanian Desert beyond.  
Within this expanse is the E1, an Israeli settlement 
that is the size of Tel Aviv, and the population of the 
small section that has already been developed is over 20,000 settlers.  Looking on the 
map, you can see that the Wall is planned to be constructed all around this area, 
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effectively enclosing it completely.  This is the section that the US and the international 
community have firmly told Israel to stop developing.  It is explained to us that the right 
wing zionists have also planned on creating a national park to the north of the E1 that 
would stretch all the way to the Dead Sea.  This annexed land and the national park 
would effectively cut the West Bank in two, dashing all hope for a unified Palestinian 
state.  We know this motivation to be true as our guide explains how this land we see 
holds no resources, no geographical beauty nor any archeological significance.  It is a 
piece of land consisting of empty desert hills.  
Looking out toward Jordan, I think about something a 
man told me in Jenin, that the blue lines on the Israeli 
flag represent the Mediterranean Sea and the 
Euphrates River.  The space between these two 
bodies of water is looked upon as the rightful state of 
Israel by the extremists.  I don't know if this is true, but 
the Zionist plans take them all the way up to the 
border with Jordan.  Who's to say what the Zionists 
see as they look across the Dead Sea and follow the 
earth's curve toward the most ancient human lands.  
Ir Amim does not go so far as to provide solutions to the problem of Jerusalem.  They 
stick to facts, figures and what the eye can see.  As leftist as they are, we never hear 
the word "occupation" or "apartheid" nor any admittance to creating the state of fear that 
the Israelis live within.  Our tour guide tells us about when she was in college during the 
second Intifada and rode the empty buses around the city, wondering if this would be 
the morning her bus would be targeted for a bomb.  I think about Amira and her stories 
of traveling to Ramallah for college and not being allowed to cross checkpoints from 
Bethlehem, missing exams and classes, all for the simple act of visiting her family.  Here 
are two young women whose university experiences occurred around the same time, 
separated by a wall and very different ideas surrounding life, responsibility and injustice.  
Both have left lucrative careers in order to serve a greater cause of understanding.  
Both spend their days working on one of the world's most difficult, dangerous and 
punishing problems.  I wonder what they would have to say to each other if one day 
they met.  I wonder if they would listen and search for commonalities within their stories 
and ideals.  
Denis and I were a little frustrated that Ir Amim stopped short of addressing the issue of 
occupation and apartheid to an audience that could use this understanding and who 
were not planning on visiting The West Bank or Gaza any time soon.  I was at least 
satisfied by our new ability to envision the geography of Jerusalem and see how one 
Israeli version of the future could play out.  Both Denis and I feel that our understanding 
of this city's complexities is greatly improved and we can draw from this new knowledge 
as we seek stories to build and create for the American audience.  
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  *  *  *  *  *
We hustle back to collect our things and move as fast as we can to the tram outside the 
Old City walls and take it to the central bus station.  From there, we catch the second to 
last bus bound for Tel Aviv (the door literally closing on me) as Shebat looms closer with 
the setting of the sun.  Within 45 minutes, during which I have a sweaty nap, we are 
dropped off in a parking lot in central Tel Aviv.  We haggle for a cab to Denis's hotel and 
were soon drinking large glasses of beer at a Russian cafe with the sea breeze blowing 
and young, tanned Israeli kids headed away from the beach.  My mind is entrenched in 
the meaning of the trip as my 1am flight hovers just around the corner.  I am leaving this 
land, and who exactly is the "I" leaving compared to the "I" that arrived 9 days ago?  
The beer calms the nerves and wakes my appetite and soon we are walking along the 
boardwalk south along the Mediterranean in search of dinner and beer in Jaffa.  To the  
starting point we return, having seen what we saw and felt what we felt and met who we 
met along the way.  Removed from the West Bank and now even further removed from 
the complexities of Jerusalem, I am disoriented and confused by the mixing of emotions 
bubbling within me.  How do I return to my life in New York?  What are our next steps?  
What does one do with a life-altering experience?  
On a narrow street, we encounter an outdoor cafe and restaurant that had their three 
storefronts open, serving long tables set up on the old stone street as a jazz trio plays 
from the portico of the main restaurant.  We take a table and eat a delicious meal 
served by the surliest young Israeli girl we had yet to encounter.  Between bites of 
sautéed eggplant, lamb and rice, I swill my beer and wait for calm to descend upon my 
brain.  It never does.  
With bladders full, we walk back up the beach and notice what happens on a Friday 
night in Tel Aviv.  The park that lines the seafront fills with Palestinian families.  They 
play games with their children in the dark as men grill meat under flashlights.  Shebat 
has left the city firmly in Arab and secular Jewish hands for the night and it is alive with 
activity.  In the dark, along the walls of an empty building, a drum circle comes alive with 
the pounding of many hands.  The smell of weed mingles in the salty air.  Children run 
past us, chasing toys that light up creating blue, green and red streaks in the dark.  It is 
a scene of human enjoyment and the celebration of life.  
I know that only fifty kilometers away, a family in Aida camp is cleaning their small home 
after a tear gas canister crashes through their window.  Two kilometers from them, 
Latvian pilgrims are talking about their day and how they managed to touch the piece of 
ground where someone said Jesus was born.  North of them in Ramallah, PA politicians 
gather in ornate rooms within the presidential palace and discuss their plans over 
glasses of scotch or tea.  Further north, in Jenin, hundreds were gathering in 
remembrance of their most recent martyrs.  Women think quietly to themselves that 
their son may be next.  On the King Hussein Bridge, there is a young Israeli kid giving a 
hard time to Palestinians attempting to enter Jordan to travel outside the West Bank.  
Maybe he lets them go after a time, or maybe he shoves them to the ground with the 
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butt of his rifle.  I know somewhere in Tel Aviv, an 18 year old girl is relieved to be on 
leave from her army duty and eating a meal with her family as she texts friends to see 
what the plans are for the night.  On the other side of the wall, there is an 18 year old 
boy participating in his first meeting with freedom fighters in a cafe stacked with blue 
plastic chairs lined up against a cracked and peeling wall.  And I am here, walking along 
the water's edge as small waves creep up the shoreline under the glittering towers of Tel 
Aviv, about to board a plane and return 6000 miles west and back into a world of 
personal freedom and relative peace.  
  *  *  *  *  *
Exiting Israel is no joke.  My taxi is stopped a half mile from the terminal to Ben Gurion 
Airport.  A soldier leans in through the window and asks where I am going, where I have 
been and if anyone has given me anything to carry for them.  New York. Israel.  No.  We 
arrive at the terminal and this line of questioning is repeated before I can enter the 
airport building.  I find the entrance to the ticket counter and am stopped again by 
security.  A young girl takes five minutes looking from my passport photo to me and 
back again.  I know she knows it's me and that this is just a ploy to make me nervous.  I 
decide to take a flirtatious approach and smile warmly at her while making little jokes 
about my lack of beard, New York fashion trends and how much I enjoyed my visit to 
Israel.  She smiles at lets me go.
I grab my ticket and head to the actual security checkpoint.  My carry-on is emptied of 
all its contents, which are all swabbed for bomb making material.  I am able to endure 
this quite easily as I see a Palestinian man sitting in a chair in front of me as an Israeli 
security officer opens his lap top and camera, infiltrating every digital nook and cranny,  
searching for incriminating evidence.  He has the look of a man who has been here for 
quite some time and holds little hope that this examination of his things will end any time 
soon.  I pass the checkpoint and wait at my gate for my plane to begin boarding.  What 
took me thirty minutes to circumvent takes Denis, a day later, over three hours as the 
Israelis put his straw hat through the x-ray machine 5 times while asking him the nature 
of his visit to Beirut a few weeks previously.  Fear rules this country and holds the 
people hostage.  The Israelis also live with the occupation of the self.   We have similar 
fear in the US, especially after 9/11 and it leads to some very extreme behaviors.  
Perhaps atonement, humility and an open society could cure this affliction.  Maybe, if 
we could understand ourselves and our fellow humans better and more completely, we 
could unshackle ourselves from the vice of fear.  If we could look upon our neighbors 
and understand them to be inherently like ourselves, the need for security through acts 
of violence might not exit in the minds of millions.  
I don't relax until the wheels are retracted and two mini bottles of cabernet are placed on 
my tray table.  Even then, I drift off into restless sleep with images swimming around my 
mind, looking for a place to land.   

�52





�53

Sunset behind the hills of Jenin



Definitions
48ers - Those Palestinians that remained within the territory claimed by Israel after the 
1948 conquest of Palestinian land and their decedents.  Other than the residents of 
East Jerusalem, who hold no nationality, these Palestinians can hold Israeli passports 
and are allowed to enter and exit Israel freely (relatively speaking).
IDF - The Israeli Defense Force.  Also know within Palestine as the IOF - Israeli 
Occupation Force.  This is the Israeli national army where conscription is mandatory for 
all citizens of Israel (with the current exceptions of Palestinians living within Israel and a 
small number of orthodox sects).  The IDF is responsible for all military actions taken 
within occupied Palestine as well as acts of National Defense.  
Ir Amim - http://www.ir-amim.org.il  This NGO offers study tours on the complexities of 
Jerusalem.  Monthly tours are held in English.  
Normalizing - The treating of Israel as a normal state with all rights and privileges.  This 
is also true in cultural or personal encounters as in the arts through sponsored projects 
that would have both Israelis and Palestinians participating.  The Palestinians view their 
situation as not normal and therefore cannot have a normal relationship with Israelis.    
PA - The Palestinian Authority is the government currently based in Ramallah that holds 
claim to negotiating on behalf of the Palestinian people and limited self governance of 
Palestinian controlled land.  (see map on page 53)  The PA is accused of working with 
the IDF in capturing "terrorists" as well as being extremely corrupt as the receivers of 
hundreds of millions of dollars in annual aid, which rarely finds its way down the political 
food chain.
Souq - An Arab marketplace where everything is sold from food and clothing to antiques 
and souvenirs.  Avoiding the butcher alley, most smell wonderfully of spices and coffee.    
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Palestinian Cultural Organizations
Al Rowwad - www.alrowwad.org
Located in the Aida Refugee Camp outside of Bethlehem.  
Vision 
An empowered Palestinian Society on educational and artistic level, free of violence, 
respectful of human rights and values, (with special focus on children and women) 
based on the spirit of social entrepreneurship and innovations in self-expression and 
respect of human values.
Mission
1) Empowerment of the community and building national capacities in Beautiful and 

Non-violent Resistance.
2) Promotion of human values and respect of human rights through arts and education 

as a way of beautiful and non-violent means of self-expression and resistance 
against the ugliness of occupation and its violence.

Al Rowwad runs many programs including: Theater Training, Video and Photography 
education, a children's radio station, traditional dance and the first fitness program for 
women living in refugee camps.  
The Freedom Theater - www.thefreedomtheater.org
Located in the Jenin Refugee Camp
"My dream is that The Freedom Theater will be the major force, cooperating with others 
in generating a cultural resistance, carrying on its shoulders universal values of freedom 
and justice."  Juliano Mer Khamis
Mission
The Freedom Theater is developing a vibrant and creative artistic community in the 
northern part of the West Bank.  While emphasizing professionalism and innovation, the 
aim of the theater is also to empower youth and women in the community and to 
explore the potential of arts as an important catalyst for social change.
Through its work, The Freedom Theater aims to:
• Raise the quality of performing and visual arts in the area.
• Offer a  space in which children and youth can act, create and express themselves 

freely and equally, imagine new realities and challenge existing social and cultural 
barriers.

• Empower the young generation to use the arts to promote positive change in their 
community.

• Break the cultural isolation that separates Jenin from the wider Palestinian and global 
communities.  
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The Freedom Theater also runs the Freedom Bus, a yearly bus ride through occupied 
Palestine.  Participants work with local communities throughout Palestine through 
performing arts, Reflective Theater, community building and peaceful resistance.  For 
more information: www.freedombus.ps
Cinema Jenin - www.cinemajenin.ps
Located in the center of Jenin
Definition
Cinema Jenin is a Palestinian specialized cultural non-governmental organization 
established in 1958 in Jenin.  In 2010, the Cinema was reopened with the fund of the 
German Foreign Ministry.  The cinema aims to activate cultural life in Palestine by 
screening films on daily basis and hosting artistic shows in the fields of theater, music 
and dance, and organizing film weeks and festivals that target Palestinian Society in 
general, Women, Youth and Children in particular.
Since the renovation in 2010, Cinema Jenin was able to create a qualitative addition to 
the cultural life in Palestine and general and the city of Jenin in particular.  We look 
forward to strengthening the role of the cinema and cultural events from our belief that 
the cultural life has become in a state of prosperity and growth in spite of political and 
economic conditions of the Palestinians, especially in recent years with the 
development and growth of events and festivals.
Cinema Jenin has both an indoor theater and an outdoor garden theater along with cafe 
and stages for performance.  The Cinema also hosts artistic workshops and classes in 
theater and dance.  Any Palestinian film is given priority along with Arab and American 
films that run the gamut from 5 Broken Cameras to Thor.  
Ashtar Theater - www.ashtar-theater.org
Located in Ramallah
Vision
Ashtar for Theatre Productions and Training works towards a creative and developed 
Palestinian society that embraces theatre as an essential engine for culture and 
development.
Mission
Ashtar aims to educate a free, creative, inventive Palestinian citizen, who is able to 
express him or herself and communicate with his our her environment and the world; 
and to contribute to the creation of a cultured social state that adopts the principles of 
freedom, justice and equality in Palestine through theatre productions and training 
programs targeted at marginalized groups, such as youth and women on the one hand, 
and the theatre community, local and international audiences on the other hand, in a 
manner that guarantees sustainability.
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Stories and Experiences to Contemplate
• Living trapped within your own land
• Living trapped as a refugee in another's land
• Creating a life under occupation
• Exploration of hope through art and expression
• Two worlds, One wall: viewing the same geography, cultural and political views 

through the distance of a few meters of concrete.
• Traveling the land
• Fear - in the hearts of the occupied and in the hearts of the occupiers.   
• Being a teenager in an occupied land - not an adult nor a child.  
  *  *  *  *  *
I understand the fear Israelis have toward the Palestinian people.  An occupier is always 
going to be afraid of the occupied.  They know their actions are unjust and destructive 
and the response to brutality is brutality - though never in proportion.  What I do not 
understand is the hatred or indifference toward the Palestinians.  What have the 
Palestinian people done in history to incur the wrath of the Jewish people?  They 
happen to be living in the wrong land at the wrong time.  Is this a story more closely 
related to that of white settlers and Native Americans?  The Palestinians occupy and 
inhabit land that is desired for the state of Israel, and this need for land overwhelms any 
sense of humanity.  
We so often excuse our forefathers and their eradication of the native populations of 
America as belonging to a different, more ignorant time.  In this modern world, where 
social justice and human rights are so important across the globe, how can we allow the 
occupation of the Palestinian people to continue?  
The Palestinian story is so much closer to the hearts of Americans than that of the 
Jewish settlers and religious zealots.  We should feel a kinship with those who fight for 
freedom in the same vein that those who fought to create the USA.  Unfortunately, this 
is not the case.  The Holocaust gives us shame as humans and the money poured into 
the pockets of our politicians from the Israeli government forces the shape of the story 
to bend in their favor across our country.  
It is time to give up the past and focus on a peacefully designed and just future.  Stories 
are colliding at a rapid pace, and there will not be enough time to preserve outdated and 
antiquated notions of ownership, hardship and suffering, not at the cost of an entire 
community of people.  This world is blending together and physical borders no longer 
contain injustice.  We are on a crash course with a future that is open and an identity 
that is global.  

�57



Gratiis Productions Current Projects
Sometimes We Eat - A Global Film Project
Sometimes We Eat is a series of short films (5-10 minutes long), shot identically to one 
another, around the subject of a family dinner.  To begin, we will shoot three separate 
family meals: Palestinian, Israeli and American.  Each film will be shot with identical 
camera movements and editing will be replicated frame by frame.  This will create a 
"mirror" effect while viewing the films in combination on multiple screens. 
Through the creation of a projected film "mirror", the viewer can tap directly into a 
fundamental human ritual: the eating and sharing of food with family and friends.  
Film Gratiis seeks to reach as many people as possible by showing Sometimes We Eat 
as an installation within museums, galleries, cultural centers, universities and 
government institutions as well as public and private spaces.  
A shot sequence and editing schematic will be created and shared with filmmakers from 
around the world as they can then contribute their own culture's meal to the project. 
Artist/Actavist
Film Gratiis has begun the process of collecting interviews with artists/activists.  Denis 
Butkus directs and interviews artists who have answered a call to action as he explores 
the meaning and purpose of the artist within conflict.  Mr. Butkus looks to connect the 
activism to the person and uses story to tie the two together.  Each artist arrives at his 
or her place within the world of human rights based on a very individual and personal 
story.  Rather than understanding a conflict solely through the lens of facts, Film Gratiis 
believes that the human story is the essence that connects the truth to the hearts of the 
viewer, thus awakening within a need to act.  
[UNTITLED]
A short film exploring the themes of caring for our elderly relatives as they transition into 
their final days. 
 This film takes place in a small town in Oregon as a young man in his early 30's cares 
for his grandmother until and after her death while battling inner struggles surrounding 
his own life and the distant relationship of the family involved.  The story revolves 
around the conflict of the selfish state of being trapped within one's own mind and the 
selfless act of care-taking.  The purpose of this film is to generate funding for the feature 
length version of this story.  
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EDUCATiON GRATiiS
Gratiis Productions is working towards creating student artist immersion programs 
designed individually for universities across the US.  By creating programs that place 
students in a global context while examining the power of storytelling, Gratiis 
Productions creates an environment of advancing social justice through art.  
Gratiis Productions believes that the goal should should be personified through global 
engagement with humanity and in service to the audience.  Art is a responsibility and 
should be treated as such.  
Currently, Gratiis Productions is working on a proposal that would rehearse NYU acting 
students in a Pirandello play and then take them to Southern Italy to perform the piece 
site-specific within Roman ruins while also studying the history and current situation of 
the region with assistance from NYU faculty.  
Future programs include the exploration of conflict through performance in Jerusalem, 
the impact of human displacement within the refugee camps in Turkey, and poverty and 
food justice in New York City. 

For a digital copy of this journal, please go to www.gratiisproductions.com
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