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ix

A note to the Reader

Palestinian Walks, published in 2007, is my account of  walking 
in the Palestinian hills and reflecting on my work and life 
under occupation. The walks described there took place over 
a twenty-seven-year period. In this book I describe a walk that 
I took in the course of  one day – the fiftieth anniversary of  the 
occupation – in Ramallah, the city of  my birth, trying to come 
to terms with the political defeats, frustrations and failures that 
I have witnessed over the years of  occupation and resistance, 
as well as the changes in the city where I live. I also reflect on 
ageing as I visit and remember the places, people and events in 
my life. All this, to be able to arrive home and, in the words of  
derek Walcott, look in the mirror, greet the face reflected and 
‘smile at the other’s welcome’.
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It must already be eight, I think, as I listen to the national anthem 
blasting out of  St George’s School near my house in Ramallah. 
I am standing at the bathroom sink, manoeuvring the shaving 
blade around the deep folds in my face that have formed over the 
last few years. Next I comb the remaining strands of  hair – still 
black – left on my balding head with my old brush. My once-
abundant hair seems to have made its way south to my nose. 
There, bursting from my nostrils, I can see plenty that need 
clipping. How furious my father used to be when I borrowed 
his scissors to cut my newly emerging moustache and failed to 
put them back where he could find them. How could I have 
known then that he needed them for this older man’s purpose? 
As I bring the scissors up to my nose, I examine the brown liver 
spots on my hands and notice that there are more of  them on 
my temples. I wonder how long they’ve been there. Next I study 
the worryingly persistent red sun patch on my hand. Had I been 
closer to my father as he was getting on in years, I could have 
learned about these changes that our bodies go through as they 
age and been better prepared for what was to come.
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After finishing my grooming I look in the mirror again. It’s 
all there in front of  me: the bags under my eyes, the furrowed 
forehead, the corners of  my mouth that used to be mobile but 
have now descended into a permanently sad expression.

disappointment is written all over my face, expressing the 
real experiences and pains I have struggled through. I no longer 
have that silly smirk, that effacing, distant and unreal expres-
sion I wore most of  the time. The face I see before me has been 
broken down and reassembled. It’s the confirmation of  my 
holding fast, of  not escaping or avoiding, of  being baptised by 
fire. It expresses what I have felt and tells all without hiding 
anything. But things are better this way.

I try to convince myself  that I’m as old as my face, which is 
not at all how I feel. Mine is already the face of  an older man, 
sombre and serious, with thin lips and wrinkles that bring my 
expression so much closer to that of  my father. My ears, which 
were always large, seem to have increased in size. My black eyes, 
with long eyelashes, are no longer radiant. It used to be that my 
whole being spoke through my sparkling eyes. Now the look 
is inward. I have aged with the years and with the occupation. 
Today, 5 June 2017, marks its fiftieth anniversary.

With every year I come to resemble my father more and more. 
I first became aware of  our striking likeness a few years back, 
during a particularly tense time. I remember entering the barber 
shop where I have had my hair cut since I was five and where 
my father had also been a customer. Looking in the mirror as 
I entered, I was struck by what I saw: mine was the face of  an 
anxious man holding himself  together, wearing a fur karakul 
hat, the same hat my father used to wear, and a thick Harris 
tweed jacket with wide shoulder pads to add bulk. Yet inside 
this heavy garment I was small. And of  course I thought of  my 
father. When he was getting on he would have a similar look, 
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holding himself  awkwardly, thinking of  himself  as a younger 
man and straining to achieve the look, but with the tension 
showing regardless. 

As my father advanced in years he seemed to gain energy 
and act more youthful. My mother often wondered where he 
got this energy from and suspected it was the large number 
of  vitamin pills he was taking, if  they were indeed vitamins. I 
thought then that this was a premonition of  how I would look 
in later life, not occasionally but permanently, old and uncom-
fortable, yet straining to look happy – an assumed air of  well-
being that would deceive no one.

These days thoughts of  my father are with me more often. 
For a long time, as I was growing up, he was like a mystery 
that I wanted to explore. The ailments of  his ageing body and 
his mood swings were never discussed, perhaps because he was 
too proud or too anxious about growing old, so I did not know 
how he dealt with them. His sacrosanct law office was another 
mystery. I almost held my breath when I visited. His politics, 
his relationship with my mother, his death – all remain unre-
solved in my mind. But perhaps most mysterious of  all was his 
life in Jaffa, which I wanted to emulate but couldn’t, much as I 
tried when I lived in Beirut and London. Jaffa, the metropolis, 
remains the place of  my imaginings where he lived his fantasy 
life by the sea, in a prosperous and vibrant city. It will always 
have that special resonance for me, but it’s here in Ramallah 
where I find my parents, myself  and my life scattered around 
in the various houses in which I’ve lived and written my books.

Every morning when I look in the mirror a serious face 
stares back. I try to remember that the face I have imprinted on 
my mind is not the face others see. I know I have another side 
to me, but who else would know it from looking at me? Where 
and when did these markers of  age appear? How much manipu-
lation and control do we have over how we look? does our face 
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always betray us? Is the relaxed face of  a child – that time of  
our life when we seem to live most in the present – the real 
face, the real mirror of  who we are? Perhaps there is little I can 
do to conceal anything. They say we get the face we deserve, 
but is that really true? It strikes me now that each memoir I’ve 
written is but another interpretation of  my life. So maybe the 
way my face has matured is just another sort of  memoir, one 
that is imprinted and that I am not in control of; maybe this one 
is the most honest. 

After the Oslo Accords were signed between Israel and the 
PLO in the mid-1990s my dentist told me that I was grinding my 
teeth and putting pressure on my gums. And so I was. Perhaps 
this was distorting my face. Are those who undergo Botox 
treatment removing the markers of  ageing, returning their face 
to its original true expression, or are they committing a further 
distortion?

As I get dressed I flex my fingers to check they’re still 
pliable. In 2004, rushing to a session at the International Court 
of  Justice in The Hague on the legality of  the wall that Israel 
was building, I stumbled on the stairs and broke my little finger. 
The doctor who treated me then said it was likely to become 
arthritic. I’m pleased to find that it is still not painful.

Now I can hear the second bell from the nearby school, 
summoning students to their classrooms. It so happens that 
every house I’ve lived in has had a school next to it. I didn’t plan 
it that way. When we moved to our present home I thought 
this was going to be an exception, but soon St George’s School 
was built close by, preserving the pattern. Then, a short while 
later, a nursery was opened right across the street with the 
bombastic name Kids Academy. After the school bell I hear the 
birds singing. Loudest of  all is the bulbul, which often wakes us 
in the morning.

My parents, who were well off, never built their own house. 
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In the beginning this was because they thought they would 
soon be returning to Jaffa, to the home they were forced to 
leave in 1948. Then, in the late 1950s, my father had an architect 
prepare plans for a palatial home which would be the house of  
his dreams, with large rooms for sumptuous social gatherings 
and parties. But this was not to my mother’s liking. All she saw 
was what hard work it would take to maintain such a house and 
cater for large numbers of  guests. They never agreed, and the 
plans for the new house remained mere ink on paper. 

For a long time I too resolved not to build a house of  my 
own for fear of  getting too attached to it and then losing it in 
this unsettled land of  ours, ending up spending the rest of  my 
life lamenting its loss, as happened to my parents. It was only 
after the Oslo Accords and the confusion and chaos that came 
in their wake that I decided I needed a place to which I could 
retire at the end of  the day, a place of  order and tranquillity. 
When the deal was signed in 1995, I had an intimation of  what 
Ramallah would be like. I had seen how crowded Nazareth, the 
only Palestinian city in Israel, had grown. It was perhaps this 
scary view of  the future of  this land – Arab enclaves in the midst 
of  sprawling Israeli settlements – that started me thinking about 
building my own house.

But what clinched it and made me take the final plunge was 
that one day in 1992, after my marriage to Penny, I returned 
home from work and saw a group of  people assembled in front 
of  the main door of  the building in which I had rented a flat. 
I enquired what was going on and was told that these people 
had come to intervene between the landlord and one of  the 
ground-floor tenants. 

The landlord, Abu Ameen, seemed in a perpetual muddle, 
with sweat streaming down his face, like a drowning man 
who feels the end is nigh and wants to make the most of  the 
time left. He had been a pedlar in the US and had for a long 
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time breathed heavily from what he said was fabric fluff  as 
he auctioned clothes. Perhaps the truth was that he sold old 
clothes and wanted to upgrade his status by claiming to be an 
auctioneer. 

His campaigns against the tenants in his building began when 
he blocked the front door of  the downstairs tenants without 
asking permission, forcing them to enter their flat through a 
back door. This was done in stealth. When the guileless wife 
tried to open the door and it wouldn’t budge, she told me she 
thought one of  the children had sealed it with chewing gum. 
She tried pushing with all her might, but realised there was a 
wall of  concrete behind it. Abu Ameen had once built a wall 
to block their view of  his garden and he had also cemented 
the chimneys so that another neighbour couldn’t use a wood 
stove. Such actions caused ridiculous squabbles, with each side 
bringing friends to bolster their positions. This was a time when 
there were no functioning police or courts of  law. One’s protec-
tion depended on how many thugs one could rally to one’s side. 
That afternoon there was a lot of  screaming and mayhem. I 
realised then that we were not going to be spared such incidents 
and that should my rights in my rented flat be trampled on I 
would be unable to muster support. At that moment I decided 
to take the plunge and build a house for myself  and Penny, so 
we would not have to endure daily chaos whenever I left my flat 
to go to work and more chaos when I returned.

Abu Ameen, our eccentric landlord, had made his money in the 
US and returned home to Ramallah to retire, full of  romantic 
fantasies about living a simple life close to nature. He spent 
most of  his time designing the strangest garden, in which he 
aspired to grow only the wild shrubs and herbs that grew in the 
hills behind his house. But he wasn’t satisfied by following the 
existing design of  the large plot of  land that extended from his 
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building all the way down to the street. He wanted to expose the 
bedrock and work up from there. To realise his odd schemes, he 
employed a fleet of  young, destitute men who were treated like 
slaves, along with a bewildered donkey, to carry heavy loads of  
rocks and plants brought from the hills to his garden. The large 
slabs of  rock that he exposed he used to mark pathways leading 
to the different levels of  the garden, which soon began to look 
like no other. Some slabs he propped up and used as borders for 
new beds, which he filled with soil before planting the medley of  
shrubs and herbs, some spiky evergreens, others herbaceous, all 
very close together. He used other slabs to hold the soil around 
the ancient furrowed trunks of  the olive trees that had been 
on the land. Periodically he would light a fire in the centre of  
each of  these trees. He had been told by some knowledgeable 
American farmer that the olive trees in Palestine are afflicted by 
a certain virus that reduces their productivity and the only way 
to get rid of  it is to light a fire in the tree. Miraculously, only 
one tree burned to the core; the others somehow survived, so 
resilient are olive trees.

On the top part of  the garden he created a seating area with 
a table and benches, all made using the rocks he had excavated. 
He once took me on a tour of  this strange garden and, after 
we had walked down pathways shaded by canopies of  all sorts 
of  trees and pushed against a mishmash of  shrubs and herbs, 
I found myself  entirely bewildered, unable to see beyond the 
garden or be seen by anyone on the street or in the building. 
I thought this must have been precisely the atmosphere he 
wanted to create, a world of  his own design in which he could 
lose himself.

Now the building, along with the garden, has been sold 
by his heirs. The new owner transformed the garden into a 
restaurant café called Al Reef  (the countryside), which has been 
highly successful.
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Our decision to build our own house, where we would never 
have to worry about the antics of  an obsessive landlord, turned 
out to be one of  the best decisions we ever took. Land prices 
had not yet risen astronomically, as they have since. At first 
we planned to build on land we owned right across from the 
house where I was born and had lived until I was sixteen. But 
my brother, Samer, advised against it, and he was right. The 
area is now bustling and noisy, and the much-cherished view 
of  the Ramallah hills, reaching all the way to the west, which 
had been the main attraction of  the land, has been blocked by 
new buildings. Instead, we found a good-sized plot at the edge 
of  town in the Tireh quarter (so called because it is one of  the 
highest and windiest parts of  town) on a quiet street north of  
the city and began planning. We decided that the house would 
be built around an inner courtyard, so the view wouldn’t be 
blocked by any future construction work near the house. As it 
was going up, we would walk to the site in the afternoon and 
enjoy seeing the house materialise stone by stone. It is tradi-
tional to place in the foundations some precious metal as an 
omen of  future prosperity; instead we decided to write on a 
parchment how we wished our life in the house to be lived, 
rolled it up and inserted it into a pipe, which we buried. Will 
anyone read what we wrote at some future time? I very much 
doubt it. If  this should happen, I wonder what they will think 
of  us. But we didn’t mean it for posterity. The foundations of  
our house with the buried script of  hopes must by now have 
become enmeshed within the roots of  the lemon tree we 
planted in the middle of  the courtyard. Or perhaps with those 
of  the three olive trees in the backyard that are sure to outlive 
us. Everything else will die except those resilient trees. Most 
likely, the text of  our aspirations has returned to nature, as our 
bodies will some day. 

In the bedroom we had built a walk-in wardrobe. As I stood 
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there trying to decide what to put on, I was aware of  the signif-
icance of  this day. Past anniversaries of  the occupation used 
to arouse strong feelings in me and I would try to ward them 
off  by taking a long walk in the hills. It used to be possible to 
leave the city behind me. This was preferable to staying at home 
and brooding. Today I will walk to the office, taking my time. 
My first meeting is not until one-thirty this afternoon. Perhaps 
more will be happening than I expect.

I stood in front of  the shirts and coats from different periods 
of  my life, among which is a charcoal-grey pullover knitted by 
my grandmother which I haven’t worn for years but cannot part 
with. My wardrobe is a museum spanning decades. Because I’ve 
remained the same size and haven’t gained weight for years, I 
can still wear many garments, yet I rarely do. I am tempted 
to believe that, like my city, my wardrobe – the various shirts, 
suits, hats or ties – is a repository of  what I’ve tried to be. Some 
of  my father’s clothes are still here. They are so much him that 
my mother could not throw them away. She gave them to me, 
hoping that I would wear them, though I could never bring 
myself  to. I’m a hoarder and have a hard time throwing away 
any possession – especially clothes that remind me of  other 
periods of  my life. 

When I walk in, I am bewildered by the choice I have, but 
I always end up going for my favourite clothes, which I keep 
even after they get holes in them.  Clothes are like houses, 
objects we cover ourselves with and often dwell in so as to 
create an impression for others and not just for the comfort 
they provide. My different lives are represented by the different 
clothes I have worn, as by the homes located in different parts 
of  the city where I have lived. To this day I have my writerly 
clothes and my lawyerly ones, some from when I started my 
career thirty-seven years ago – shirts, belts, trousers and jackets.

Like our bodies, our houses and our clothing are but sparks 
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of  our existence, our self, which we inhabit for a while and make 
our own. Then we leave them and the connection is severed. 
Clothes wear out and houses are sold to other owners or fall 
into ruin, and the city continues as if  we were never there. Until 
the city itself  ceases to exist, whether through war or natural 
disasters, and then it is as though it never ever was.

Barring some political or natural calamity, Penny and I hope 
to spend the rest of  our days in this house. And yet, despite 
this long-standing attachment, I continue to be troubled by a 
recurring dream in which, for what feels to be an agonisingly 
long time, I search for but cannot find my home. For someone 
who has lived the majority of  his life in the same small city, who 
owns a property in it, to feel in my subconscious that I’m bereft 
of  a home is a strange affliction. This was what I was thinking 
that morning, a little after nine, when I prepared to leave my 
house, dressed in a clean, well-ironed, black-and-white-striped 
shirt and dark trousers (my lawyerly clothes today), to walk to 
my law office in the centre of  town.
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