The Children of Lajee, Rich Wiles.

Notes on a presentation on Palestine, 22.5.07.*

“The Strength and Spirit of the People” 

Palestine’s a prison. Aida Camp’s a prison. This house is a prison – here The Wall has been built around it on three sides, as the occupant refused to move. There have been refugee camps there for 59 years now. 

Rich lives in Aida Camp but works in refugee camps all over Palestinian areas from Jenin to Hebron.

And The Wall surrounds everything. By Rachel’s Tomb is the main military base in Bethlehem. “FIRST I wanted to photograph the Wall. NOW I want to escape it!”

These are particularly dangerous times. Not since 2002 have there been this many invasions and killings. On one occasion (though not the only one…) the Israeli Shabak [secret police] came dressed undercover as Palestinians and opened fire on a car, killing and wounding. 

The Lajee Centre is a children’s centre set up in Aida Camp. They have three hours of school each day. They get lessons in democracy, human rights and international law. There is no wall between them and Bethlehem but they have no money so there is no point going there. They can’t go to the pictures; they can’t go swimming. The children have no grass. Death coming out of nowhere

So we hired a bus and took them on a trip to Jericho. They went swimming and played in a big park. A place where they did not have to see soldiers or a big wall. We run a summer camp where the children get two weeks of arts and children’s games. 

The Nakba [catrastrophe] was on the 15th May 1948. It was the day the British pulled out, leaving Palestine to the mercy of Jewish settlers who had built up many settlements and well-armed themselves. Now Palestinians are the largest refugee group in the world, 6.5 million out of a population of 9 million. 

Once we wrote messages on postcards, messages of peace, and flew them on balloons, the colours of the Palestinian flag, over the Wall. This was our symbol. 

Another time we painted a huge mural on the wall 150m long. The Intercontinental Hotel overlooks Aida Camp. There is footage of soldiers in a hotel room, watching football, drinking gin and tonics, and shooting into the camp!

One girl’s father, in a family Rich stayed with, could not get home from work because of the checkpoints. His small daughter was terrified. She clung to Rich all night in place of her dad that she missed. 

The town of Jenin has now been rebuilt with many white buildings with black water tanks on top. It was flattened in 2002 by the IOF [the Israeli Occupation Force]. The tanks drove over the tops of the houses, many while people were still inside them. Now its streets are the widest in the country – so tanks can drive down them.

There is a small village south of Hebron. There the community is living in caves. Anything they build will be and has been destroyed by the Israeli forces.

In Tel Emeida some families have stayed.  But the settlers have chased most people out. 80% of the land was stolen to make one settlement. All the windows are broken and now have meshes and cages up to protect them.  It’s too violent on the streets. 

In this area settlers have welded shut the doors of these shop units.

For one family five houses of theirs were demolished within one kilometre. The IOF makes the family stay and watch while they blow their houses up. 

This man has an eyepatch. It is made from a slingshot!

In Qalqilya there is a road  – the road stops at the Wall “It’s a road to nowhere.”

It is the control of every facet of people’s lives that is the most exasperating.

Of the shops in the centre of Hebron – one day the IOF built an iron fence between the shops, particularly between the two shops of two men, the shopkeepers were old friends -  who would sit, talk and drink coffee together. Now they have to pass coffee to each other through the fence!   

The Nakba celebration is one of the Palestinians’ Right to Return to their villages. It is one of resistance to the policies of successive Israeli governments.

The Dabka group in the camp means we need help fundraising and schools to visit  to do some collaborative events like dancing. , accommodation and transport. It is the 60th Anniversary of the Nakba next year.

If you ask them where they are from they say “I’m from…” and then whichever village is theirs. They don not say they are from the camp. - “I can leave the Camp. I’ve got a passport. - They can’t leave.”

The window to our world consists of barbed wire and The Wall, a “Security Wall” “THIS is how Israel is expanding!” The border in 2003 has now moved. There is no state to offer to Palestinians now! The people stay low in their houses, they feel more secure, away from the gaze of the watchtowers. The Gilo settlement has now become a part of Jerusalem because of the placement of The Wall.

See the dvd: Peace, Propaganda and the Promised Land.

“Here is a friend in the camp. I can’t get him to the other side of the wall – but I can get him to Italy!”

Muras, a boy he has taught photography, tries to capture the light, the beauty, the shape around him that he sees.

The key of your family house in 1948 is passed through the generations as they hope one day to return. The old people say the grandchildren will go back, maybe their grandchildren...

Dabka troupe for 2008

This will have about 14-15 children aged from 10 to 14 years with 2-3 Palestinian adult helpers.

The latest Lajee Magazine has articles on how Rich took two girls from the Camp to Jesrusalem. (Their parents were not allowed to go ). An article on Muras being shot. The magazine is written for an international audience, to tell their story.

· These are my notes from Rich’s presentation. Any mistakes are my own. Martin Deane. ** Rich Wiles is a photographer form Hull.

