Thursday 23rd April, 2015 – Jerusalem
By Stuart 

Before the Six Day War and the Occupation, Abu Dis was part of East Jerusalem and a mere 10 minute journey away from the Old City. Nowadays, it's a 30-40 minute journey around the Separation Wall (or the Annexation Wall as respected NGO, Al-Haq, more correctly calls it) to the only check point available to vehicles from the town.  But for most of the population of Abu Dis, holders of the Palestinian Green Pass for West Bank residents, Jerusalem is forbidden except for those with a very difficult to obtain permit, so it may have been as much as 10 years since they visited their historic capital and key religious site. 

Thus our regular guides from the Friendship House could not take us on this trip, but a previous CADFA volunteer, with a Blue Pass for Jerusalem residents, was good enough to take us. At the check point, internationals and elderly Palestinians were allowed to stay on the bus, but the younger Palestinians had to exit for no doubt more careful pass inspection. A young Israeli woman with an automatic weapon walked up and down the bus, checked our passports and passed us through.  

Dropped near the Damascus Gate, we first visited the elegant home of the Jerusalem branch of the Edward Said National Conservatory of Music, with three other branches in the West Bank and one in Gaza. After the normal school day ends, some 350 young Palestinians come here to learn, in excellent conditions, the 20 instruments on offer. We heard about Layali al-Tarab fi Quds al-Arab, their major Arab music festival which started that evening. The Conservatory adopts a strict policy on non-cooperation with Israeli artists and as a result the Jerusalem authorities would not allow the festival poster to be displayed at risk of a fine.  The Conservatoire's adoption of a boycott policy also means it does not receive the concessionary tax rates enjoyed by Israeli music schools, but as with all the Palestinians we met, the Israeli boycott has priority.  It would have been great to attend the Festival, but the ever-present transport difficulties between Jerusalem and the West Bank rendered this impractical.


Next stop was the Old City with two foci: the important historical sites and the incursion of Orthodox Jewish families into traditionally Palestinian areas.  The incursion houses tend to be at roof top level with stiff barricades, but slowly extending the Jewish Quarter.  
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We visited The Church of the Holy Sepulchre, reputed to be the site of Calvary and today home to branches of Eastern Orthodoxy and Oriental Orthodoxy as well as to Roman Catholicism, who contest the space and seem unable to agree on urgently required renovation work.  There is more than one territorial dispute in the region.  My own favourite church in the area is the Armenian Catholic Church on the Via Delorosa, a simple, exquisite domed space with the beautiful sounds of Armenian sacred music filling the air.
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We ate a variety of fine pies with combinations of cheese, meat and za’atar (a herb mix of wild thyme, toasted sesame and sumac) in the restful, vaulted lounge of the South African Muslim Centre and then continued our exploration of the Old City, a wonderful place to lose yourself on ancient stepped streets with the  bustle of well-stocked Palestinian shops and orthodox Jews walking quickly through on their way to the Western Wall or the new synagogue. An abiding image from my visit a few days earlier was of a serene neighbourhood  in the Armenian Quarter and a settler walking by in T-shirt an automatic rifle slung over his shoulder. 

Due to Israeli restrictions I never fully understood, we were unable to visit the Al Aqsa Mosque or the Dome of the Rock, but we did venture to the roof of the Austrian Hospice for a wonderful view of these two historic buildings and other vistas of the magical Old City, before catching the bus home.  That night, a Palestinian youth was shot at the check point we had crossed.  The IDF said he was brandishing a knife - some Palestinian eye-witnesses said the IDF planted the knife after he was shot.
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