Monday 20th April, 2015 – Hebron

By Stuart

It came as a surprise to me and perhaps others in our group that Hebron is the largest city in the West Bank: 170,000 in the city itself and 250,000 including the area under its jurisdiction. Throughout our stay, none of our hosts and guides had a good word for the various stages of the Oslo Accords initiated in 1993, but the Hebron Agreement of 1997 is one of the most contentious.  Hebron is the only Palestinian city that has Israeli settlers living in the heart of its built up area, side-by-side with Palestinians. Under the '97 Agreement the city was divided into two areas: HI under full Palestinian control, like Area A, and H2 under Israeli control. Sadly, some of the most extreme settlers have made their home here and although relatively small in number, less than 1000, supported by some 2,000 IDF troops they have had a damaging impact on the life of Palestinians especially in the Old City. 

Our visit started in the Old City on a positive note, to hear about the Hebron Rehabilitation Committee (HRC).  Ten years ago the impact of settler activity had left the area denuded of Palestinians with many properties falling into disrepair. HRC has devoted its energy to renewing the historic Palestinian houses under a team of architects and engineers.  As a direct result of their work around 6,000 Palestinians have been reintroduced to the Old City with an upturn of economic activity.

Next we walked to Shuhada Street, the “Ghost Town” - one of the most desolate places in the West Bank. In February 1994, Baruch Goldstein a Jewish settler from Kiryat Arba, killed 29 Muslims and wounded a further 125 in the Ibrahimi Mosque massacre.  Subsequently, the Yitzhak Rabin-led Government closed 304 shops and warehouses along Shuhada Street, as well as Palestinian municipal and governmental offices and prohibited Palestinian vehicular traffic, maintaining it was necessary to protect the settlers. Further, the Ibrahimi Mosque was divided for the first time into separate sections for Jewish and Muslim worshippers. It may seem extraordinary that it was the Palestinians that suffered further following the massacre, but Hebron is the occupation at its meanest.  
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As international visitors we were allowed to walk past the IDF checkpoint into Shuhada Street, while our Palestinian guides had to await our return.  Photographs from 30 years ago show this as a bustling market full of people, but now it is deserted with boarded up shops and some Hebron settler signs attempting to justify the unjustifiable.  Rejoining our guides we stopped in a Palestinian gift shop, where over a glass of mint tea the manager told us of settler violence they experienced especially when his father refused to sell to an Israeli trying to further erode the Palestinian character of the area. We entered the Ibrahimi Mosque (photo below) and among the historic tombs and monuments a wooden barrier marked the division of the Mosque to provide a Synagogue.
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For the rest of the trip we visited various settlement areas away from the Old City and saw for ourselves the close juxtaposition of the Palestinians and settlers and heard about the attempts of the latter to steal more land.  The geography is complicated with Palestinian houses boxed in by settler strips.  We looked across to Kiryat Arba, a settlement that boasts the grave of  Baruch Goldstein, now a place of homage for extreme Zionists.  At Goldstein's funeral, Rabbi Yaacov Perrin claimed that even one million Arabs are "not worth a Jewish fingernail". Samuel Hacohen, a teacher at a Jerusalem college, declared Goldstein the "greatest Jew alive, not in one way but in every way".  
A Palestinian landowner explained how the settlers had built a path across his land to connect up the settlement strips.  This was land theft pure and simple and even the IDF had to intervene and try to remove this illegal path. Now an open air synagogue has been repeatedly erected by settlers on the route of the path and then demolished by the IDF.  The landowner wondered how much trouble he would have from settler violence when he goes to harvest his olive trees next to the attempted path.

Finally we visited another area of Hebron, completing our journey on foot as Palestinian registered vehicles were not allowed.  We saw the house of one of our guides, which took the lunacy and callous nature of the Hebron occupation to new heights.  An IDF observation post had been built on his roof, by military order, without his permisson of course.  Now abandoned for several years, but still in place, he had asked permission to at least waterproof the area under the observation post as water ingress to his house was a problem – predictably, access to the long disused post was refused.  The open terrace of the house had strong netting stretched over to prevent his family being stoned by extremist settlers.  We bumped into some international volunteers who accompany groups of Palestinian children on their journeys to and from school and try to protect them from stone throwing settler children where the IDF are not allowed to intervene.
At the end of this deeply troubling day we visited a small hand made glass and ceramics factory, a long term feature of Hebron industry and some even had a chance to try glass blowing - don't give up the day job! With packages of beautiful craft work under our arms it was back to the bus and our return to Abu Dis.
