Palestine Journal NRLAFF-Tr—FIL

HARY TR T 1 ~ 7Ry LIengs
State Of |spe| - Border Condrol

B2 StayPermit until 27/0
KoL e it o1

23:51 17 08/2om8  BBNGY2)
pegat T

UIA
Lezz2

HUM Wil iam 4.

vimeo.com/352395984

The Institute
of Barbarian
Books




1. INTRODUCTION

(HAFER—2620°5)

In the summer of 2019 I went to Palestine* for the first time to do
research about skateboarding and organic farming. It’s a place I wanted to
visit for a long time and I'm incredibly grateful and privileged to have been
able to go. I wish to thank every person I met who helped and inspired me
during this short month, and I hope to be back soon.

This zine is not really the place to relay a decent history of Palestine or
the atrocities that have and continue to be committed. My hope is to simply
share some of the things I saw and learned throughout my short trip as an
outsider and through the lens of my own interests.

*I will refer to the areas within the “West Bank” as Palestine throughout this zine, even
though “Occupied Palestinian Territories” is the more accurate term.



2. TEL-AVIV / ZION SQUARE

I arrived from Japan around the last weekend of June. I sketched out
a whole scene I wanted to write about going through the infamous Kaf-
kaesque security check at Ben Gurion airport—but I've decided against it
because I would rather write about Palestine.

A family, Ethiopian I think, was enjoying their time together on a
warm Saturday afternoon at Zion Square* on Jaffa street. The mother and
father watched as their three daughters played with one of those public-
ly-installed pianos gleefully, laughing as they hit the keys. A little further
from them, a group of American tourists were being led by an Israeli guide;
she was speaking English through a hands-free mic amplified by a small
speaker attached to her waist. It was my first afternoon in Jerusalem and I
was sitting at the west end of the park resting in the shade watching these
simultaneous actions.

All of a sudden the guide began yelling at the father to quiet down:
“Can’t you see there’s a tour going on here?” Understandably, the father
did nothing. His kids weren’t being loud or obnoxious in any way and after
all, it is a public piano. From my point roughly equidistant from the two
groups, I could hear both with ease.

A few moments later the woman yelled at the family again. This time,
a man in a yarmulke came storming out of the tour-group and proceeded to
get in the father’s face, screaming at him in Hebrew. I could get the gist—he
was accusing the father of being noisy and disrespectful on “Shabbat” of
all days!

The whole thing was absurd and I decided to try and film it on my cell
phone. The shouting escalated and it was only one way—the father never
said anything back in defense. The mother, sensing something, quietly re-
moved the children from the situation. At this point, the rest of the tour
group had emigrated around the piano. They grinned at each other while
taking photos, as if it was all for their entertainment.

The screaming man’s face literally turned pink—if he were a cartoon
steam would have been coming out of his ears. The tour guide with the
hands-free mic walked over to tell me I better stop filming unless I want
something “bad to happen.” T almost laughed at her threat but obliged
when an Israeli police car suddenly arrived to “diffuse” the situation.

*There’s a YouTube video called “Israelis Speak Candidly to Abby Martin About Pales-
tinians” that | watched before my travels. In it, the aforementioned journalist does essentially
what the title suggests, prompting Israelis with general questions and letting them speak
uninterrupted. The majority of the video is filmed at the very same Zion Square. While |
thought it was a good resource, | assumed it was edited to showcase the more extreme and
silly answers. | think | was wrong.

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=1e_dbsVQrk4

The police separated the pink-faced screaming man from the father and
ordered the crowd to disperse. The father was scolded by a police-woman
holding an assault rifle and told to leave immediately with his family. Mean-
while, the pink-faced screaming man was given water and a towel, and the
tour continued. The piano sat conspicuously empty and silent. An urge to
play it occurred to me but I decided not to.




3. JERUSALEM SKATE PARK

"

Jerusalem Skate Park’s pretty concrete was sparkling on my arrival un-
der the setting sun. I took a few runs around the park enjoying the evening
breeze before I was quickly approached by a few locals. A boy with blonde
hair tied back in a short ponytail gave me a fist bump and asked where I'm
from in American-sounding English. I said Japan (my stock answer for the
next month though technically not true). His friend in a RVCA tanktop and
baseball hat that says “New York” was impressed and followed up with,
“Why are you in Israel?” He has an Israeli accent.

I’'m here because I'm on my way to Palestine. Short ponytail gave
RVCA a look and then suggested I go skate spots in Tel Aviv instead. After
a short silence, almost in unison, they asked me if I love Israel. Taken off
guard, I said “not really,” and they skated off, most likely offended. It’s a
strange question, one I would be asked numerous times in Jerusalem.

A little while later I was taking a rest and a younger boy with a French
accent started to ask about my love for Israel. When I turned the question
back on him he gave me a resounding yes and stared intensely into my eyes.
I didn’t know how to reply. While we were speaking he began to break a
few empty glass bottles on a ledge between us. He threw the pieces under
the fence where they landed precariously on the pedestrian pathway next
to the basketball courts. He was doing all of this casually and though there
was no particular malice I could detect in his actions, I asked him to please
stop. He looked puzzled: This place was made for people like me, and I can
do as I please.

Half an hour later, a woman pushing her baby in a carriage started
down the pathway and I told her to be careful about the glass. She shot me
a dirty look.

I want to believe that skateboarding can be an equalizer between class,
cultures, politics, and people. That through a common love and under-
standing of the act of skateboarding, it can somehow make things okay,
even if just for a short while. But at that moment in Jerusalem Skate Park, I
realized how naive and dangerous a sentiment like this can be.

In the case of Israel/Palestine, one of the biggest hazards is any effort
to “normalize” the situation; to proclaim some sort of peace or progress
can be reached simply through areas of intersection creates a terrible false
equivalence. Unfortunately, skateboarding can and is used as a vehicle to
promote this ideology, espousing the “progressive culture” while masking
the true violence and silencing the oppressed. This is the essential problem
of any mainstream media piece* that inevitably tries to portray “both sides
of the issue.”

There are no sides; the very formation of the State of Israel has estab-
lished a system ensuring true equality is impossible. Palestinians inherently
understand this but we, as outsiders, have often find it much harder to
comprehend this essential condition.

But this doesn’t mean that skateboarding is useless either. The reason
why I believe the act of skateboarding and certain aspects of the culture sur-
rounding it continues to be important for Palestinians is precisely because
it requires no equalization. They don’t need any help from the Israeli skate-
boarding scene or Israeli skaters. They don’t need to imitate Western skate
scenes or replicate their industries and systems. They don’t need validation
from anyone to skate. The focus of skateboarding in Palestine is first and
foremost on Palestinians themselves; on raising and nurturing their own
autonomous culture that thrives in spite of its neighbors, or really, without
caring about them.

And that’s exactly what they’re creating now.

*A telling example of this is professional skateboarder Rick McCrank’s Viceland show,
Post-radical (Season 1 Episode 2, “The Neighbors”). McCrank visits skaters and organiza-
tions in the West Bank and in Israel, eventually concluding they’re basically the same thing.
At the Jerusalem Skate Park in particular he pays special attention to a group called the
Jerusalem Skater Girls, which, wonderful as it may be in empowering young girls to skate-
board, does nothing to address the occupation or ongoing genocide.



4. RAMALLAH

I found the 218 bus from the Arab bus station in Jerusalem and arrived
in Ramallah on the afternoon of June 30th. The stress I felt in Jerusalem
melted away the moment we passed through Qalandia checkpoint. Stepping
off the bus in the city center, I felt suddenly more relaxed and once again
excited for this trip.

I really like Ramallah. It’s a patchwork of colorful markets, sandy
apartment buildings, and endless traffic. It’s hilly in places but otherwise
perfect for walking around or skating. In July it’s hot and dry during the day,
with the temperature dropping comfortably after the sun sets. And among
the echoing prayer calls, vegetable vendors, fresh juice bars, boiling falafel
stands and saliva-inducing smells are some of the friendliest people I've ever
met.

For example: a man starts speaking what sounds like Chinese to me in
the street. He’s repeating the same phrase but I laugh and say I don’t under-
stand. In my experience of other cities, I was expecting him to try and sell me
something. But instead he shrugs and says, “Where are you from?” in En-
glish. He smiles when I tell him and replies, “You are welcome in Palestine,”
before shaking my hand warmly and walking on. This situation with slight
variances will play out at least 100 times before I leave the city.

Some more things to do in Ramallah: Walk, talk to people, eat falafel,
eat ice cream (’'m on team Rukab, but try the others if you wish), get yelled
at by vendors at the vegetable market, visit the Arafat museum, visit the
Darwish museum, have some drinks and food at the always international-
ly-packed Garage or Station 101, walk some more, talk some more, go to
the municipality center around nine and listen to “Wen A’ Ramallah” blare
over the PA system as the colorful fountain spews pleasant patterns in the
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5. HOSTEL IN RAMALLAH

The hostel was my home base for the month of July. I worked with a
rotating group of international volunteers in exchange for a free bed. The
work was pretty basic—cleaning, laundry, cooking and reception. It’s pleas-
ant for the most part but pretty quickly I had a realization about the guests.

Guest who shall remain unnamed #1: Spent the last six months work-
ing for a (in his words) “Israeli think-thank examining economic policies
in the West Bank.” He decided to come to Ramallah for three days to “see
the other side” but spent almost every moment in the hostel scribbling in a
notebook and playing games on his phone. At one point, I overheard him in
conversation complaining about how “rude the Arabs are.” He left silently
one night, without checking out or returning his key.

Guest who shall remain unnamed #2: Was volunteering on an Israeli
pomegranate farm where she “really found herself.” Again, coming to Pal-
estine to have a “balanced” view of the situation. Complained that Pales-
tinians have been sending Moltov-cocktails via balloons into Israeli farms.
When some of the hostel volunteers tried to tell her about the amount of
destruction Palestinians have endured on their farmlands from the IDF, set-
tlers, and the Israeli government she shrugged and said, “that’s just security.”

Guest who shall remain unnamed #3: Came to Ramallah just to visit
Snowbar for her birthday. While checking in at 3am without a reservation,
she told me she doesn’t have a passport but it’s fine because she does this
all the time. She was eating a shawarma sandwich as she relayed this infor-
mation while bits of meat and lettuce projected from her mouth. She was
under the impression that this hostel is still in Israel, and I guess, technically,
she’s right.

But to be honest, most of the guests were friendly, if a bit ignorant about
what I would consider basic information about the situation. As for Chris
and Bubu (the owners), I didn’t understand how they can put up with these
kind of guests, continuously, 365 days a year. Sometimes we’ll all be on the
roof sharing drinks and talking about Palestine and I would feel so angry I
had to excuse myself.

However, I came to respect and understand that their non-judgmen-
tal nature is doing more to teach visitors about the situation than any sort
of confrontational attitude can hope to achieve. I think their patience and
kindness with these kind of people is genuine and importantly, points to a
significant difference between the two ideologies. Generally, the Israeli ten-
et revolves around a constructed narrative that one must conform to and
believe or risk exclusion. The Palestinian one is less authoritarian and un-
compromising; because the truth and facts are on their side, one is invited to
simply look at the evidence and make a decision for themselves.



6. BIL’IN AND OM SLEIMAN FARM*

I switched a few of my shifts at the hostel so I could spend more time
volunteering and learning about the farm. When Bubu or Yara couldn’t give
me a ride, I took the 7:30 shared taxi from Ramallah to Bil’in. From the
mosque in the village, it’s another 20 minute walk to the farm. By 9am it’s
already hot, the cloudless summer sky mercilessly blue.

The land was foreign to me—the reddish, dusty and rocky soil is differ-
ent from what I was used to in Japan. Despite this, the variety of vegetables,
herbs, flowers and trees flourishing at the farm is astounding. Unfortunately,
I just missed the honey harvest by a week so I spent my days irrigating and
clearing a space for a new nursery.

I ended up having a lot of trouble sleeping at the farm, though not
because of the temperature, mosquitoes, or lack of comfort. The settlement
surrounding the farm during the day is a nuisance with its constant construc-
tion noises and ugly facade but at night it is even more oppressively bright
and looming, like a giant unwanted night light. One volunteer likened it to a
big T.V. screen that you can’t turn off or mute. The sounds persist through-
out the night too—sounds of families talking, kids laughing, party music,
etc... It filled me simultaneously with sadness and rage.

One day I assisted Bubu and Yara with a workshop for high school
aged teenagers. An annual summer camp based in Ramallah brings teenage-
Palestinians born outside of the territories to Palestine, pairing them with a
local their age to experience their culture and history together through daily
activities. The activity on that day being, of course, farming. About 25 kids
came to the farm to “help” and it’s clear from the start not one of them
wanted to be there.

Most of the foreign-born Palestinians were Americans and I found
myself justifying mean stereotypes about entitlement and laziness. I was in
charge of a group of seven and our job was to bring soil down from the hill
via wheelbarrows and prepare some new beds for planting. Though the task
should have taken no more than two hours working leisurely, it ended up
taking more than five as I constantly had to find out why the wheelbarrows
and their handlers kept disappearing. (It turns out they keep going to the
tent to play with the puppies or text on their phones, something we had
explicity explained is not to be done until later.)

It was a long day and it went on like this the whole time, even as we
tried to switch jobs around for the kids. By the end, I was completely ex-
hausted, both physically and mentally. As we sat under a tattered sheet that
served as the only shade on the farm, Bubu gathered everyone and began to
speak.

He told them that their chaotic nature is only proof that they are Pales-
tinians. If the Israelis saw all of them working here today, they would have
been so annoyed and angry. He then asked them to split into groups; those
from America there, those from Europe in a different spot, those from Arab
countries there, etc... He then asked anyone who identifies as Palestinians
to gather in the center. It was cheesy, and while some of the older teenagers
rolled their eyes and gave each other snide looks, they all went to the middle
anyway. Bubu finally dictated their final job; planting an Oak tree together.

The kids groaned as they walked towards the designated spot, Bubu
cheerfully leading the way with his seedling. The tree will live for a long
time, he said, and if any of you wish to come back and check on it, remem-
ber this tree also belongs to you.

The tree was planted, an obligatory group photo was taken and the
teenagers ran off down the dirt road towards the bus, mysteriously ener-
gized again. We watched the dusty clouds rise and settle on the road as we
prepared for our own trip back. Alone with my thoughts I was still a bit
annoyed at how little work got done. But as I thought about Bubu’s speech I
felt hopeful again. Perhaps someday, one of those kids will also think about
the words Bubu shared today and understand what he was trying to say.

Meanwhile, as the earth spins, the oak tree diligently spreads its roots
and reaches up towards the sun, in defiance of a whole State. I hope the farm
will still be here when they make it back.



*Bil'in is a small agricultural village about 12 kilometers west of Ramallah. Israel began
constructing a separation barrier in 2005 that splits the village in two, confiscating and sep-
arating villagers from 60 percent of their farmland. Upon discovering this, the local villagers
initiated popular non-violent protests (most famously documented in the film 5 Broken Cam-
eras). The protests have continued every Friday for 14 years and have included the deaths
of two villagers (Bassem Abu Rahmeh and Jawaher Abu Rahma).

Thanks to international attention via the protests, a portion of the wall was forced to be
scaled back. This is where the Om Sleiman farm is located. Directly across the farm on the
other side of the wall lies the Modi’in lllit Israeli settlement (population of about 72,000). It
was built on the land of five Palestinian villages and continues to expand.

Muhab Al Alami (Bubu) and Mohammad Abu Jayyab established Om Sleiman Farm in
2016. It's based on a Community Supported Agriculture (CSA) model—members join the pro-
gram and pay at the start of each season in return for weekly deliveries of fresh vegetables
during the harvest seasons. Members understand the risks in farming and put their trust in
the farm in exchange for fresh, organic, and locally produced food, as well as a closer un-
derstanding of the farming process itself. Currently, there are about 15 families taking part.

Did you know Israel’s chemical pesticide use consistently ranks as one of the highest?
Did you know that the Israeli fresh fruits and vegetables that are rejected for sale in the EU
are sent to the Palestinian market? According to the Palestinian Union of Consumer Protec-
tion, at least 90 per cent of goods being sold in the occupied West Bank are not suitable for
consumption. There are two main reasons for this: (1) create health problems for Palestinans
and (2) destroy the local economy and make Palestinians depend on Israel. The ready sup-
ply of cheap Israeli fruits and vegetables makes it harder for small-scale Palestinian framers
and producers to compete and sell their food.

Part of Om Sleiman’s goal is to educate Palestinians about these facts and encourage
them to boycott Israeli products while supporting locally produced ones. By using and saving
heriloom seeds and growing without chemicals, Om Sleiman is also trying to preserve Pales-
tinian farming culture and knowledge to share with the next generations.

The Israeli army has continuously warned Bubu not to continue working and they have
already issued demolition orders for his farm. There are more than 14,000 demolition orders
for farms in Palestine. In the past two years, five farms within a 500-meter radius of Om
Sleiman have been destroyed.

10

7. NABLUS

In the shared taxi on my way to Nablus for the first time we stopped
at one of the checkpoints and I pointed my camera at an Israeli solider to
take a photo. He raised his rifle towards me and shook his head. Startled,
I put my camera down without clicking the shutter. I regretted this for the
rest of my trip.

The city of Nablus lies in a valley, surrounded by Israeli settlements.
Inhabitants of the “Fire Mountain” are known for their resistance and will-
ingness to fight, which was especially present during the second Intifada.

It’s also famous for its old city, sweet Kanafeh and olive oil soap pro-
duction. While walking through the old city for the first time I was eventu-
ally confronted by “Martin” an enigmatic but friendly young boy who takes
it upon himself to give me a little tour. He took me straight to his family’s
soap factory, an 800 year old building that’s plastered with white A4 copy
sheets with greetings to visitors in all sorts of different languages. Clearly, I
am not the first.

Further along the Old City I met Mahmoud, a young man who opened
a coffee shop a few months prior in what used to be his grandfather’s spice
store. His English was really good and I found out that he has actually spent
more of his life outside Palestine than in it. His decision to start something
new in Nablus is definitely a gamble, and he told me about some of the
troubles he has with neighbors and keeping good relationships with the local
community. Regardless, it’s easy to see he loves to make drinks and talk with
customers, so I’'m more inspired than worried.

Something that repeatedly came up in conversations with locals was an
unwillingness for the younger generation to take over the business. On the
one hand, they have every right to leave and search for better opportunities,
especially in a place where so little jobs are to be found. But on the other, the
literal centuries of culture, tradition, and knowledge Nablus stands to lose
also feels vast. Perhaps Mahmoud and his coffee shop are a good example of
a way forward, for generations to compromise and find new ways of sustain-
ing the community and its culture without losing their happiness and history.

1"



8. HEBRON

I want to write about Hebron (Al-Khalil) in a way that justifies its tragic
nature, but I think I simply don’t have the words. The writer Ben Ehrenreich
has described it as “Planet Hebron,” a place that’s completely detached from
our reality, and in many ways it feels true.

The 800 or so Israeli settlers residing in Al-Khalil (one of the largest
Palestinian cities in the West Bank) are allocated no less than a brigade of at
least 4,000 IDF soldiers to protect them at any given time. A maze of walls
and checkpoints were erected to ensure the settlers never have to come in
contact with Palestinians, making simple movements for Palestinians incred-
ibly arbitrary, inconvenient and dangerous.

I was able to tour Al-Khalil with the help of friends from the famous
glass and ceramics factory on the outskirts of the main city. From there,
we visited the Abraham Hospice, a center that’s been providing free food
weekly for anyone in need for the last 800 years. On the roof of the Hos-
pice, workers pointed across the road towards the Ibrahimi Mosque. They
told me about its history and how Jewish settlers have taken control of the
building, established a Synagogue, and now allocate which days are open
to Muslisms. Later on, inside the beautiful Mosque, I saw the bullet holes
leftover from the 1994 massacre by a settler who murdered 29 Palestinians
as they prayed.

A lot of emotions culminated a short walk from the Mosque on Shu-
hada street. Until the occupation, it was one of the busiest thoroughfares
and marketplaces in the area. Today it is a ghost town. Almost all of the
shop-owners were forcefully evicted for the settlement and it’s walls. But
pass the checkpoint walking straight, it’s still possible to support the last
Palestinian store on the street. The shop-owner there is a kind older man
who immediately offered me coffee and opened up as soon as he understood
I was interested.

He’s only given permission by the Israelis to stay open for a variety of
confusing logistical reasons, but it’s a cruel blessing as he clearly gets no
business. The humiliation he endures on a daily basis as he travels to and
from the shop is unimaginable. He’s surrounded by IDF soldiers and settlers,
a constant reminder of the violence and destruction only a few meters away.
He pulled out some old photos of what his street used to look like and
it’s unrecognizable. I looked out on the empty road and felt helpless again.
When I told him I want to come back, the shop-owner smiled. Inshallah.
Even now as I write this, his defiance and determination leave me speechless
and inspired.

After leaving the shop, the Palestinians 'm with said me they can’t
walk in the middle of the road for fear of being arrested or even shot. As
they explained this, a white Jewish family happened to be walking through
the street, right down the middle. The kids were all smiling and skipping
along carefree, waving to the soldiers as they passed through the barriers
into the settlements.
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Leaving the city, I proceed through checkpoints and gates with ease,
never really getting looked at twice by the soldiers. In the shared taxi on the
way back to Ramallah I felt guilty—I can leave this planet whenever I want.




9. RAMALLAH PLAZA

Ramallah’s famous skate spot—the plaza. Though “plaza” may be a bit
of a stretch, it’s definitely a fun place to skate. Smooth tiled floors, marble
ledges in interesting configurations, and a three block located in the center of
the city. It’s a public space so there’s almost always people here, mostly men,
who sit on the ledges, smoke, and talk with friends. Whenever we skated
here there was always a few guys or kids who wanted to try standing on
the board. They’re always laughing and having fun, and I’'m thankful they
seem supportive. No one to my knowledge has ever tried to kick skaters out.

I wonder what skateboarders seem like to them? Something I noticed
that separated skaters from the other foreign tourists at the plaza is that
the skaters were always interacting with and building relationships with the
locals in some way, whether it’s holding their hands as they try to skate,
sharing tobacco to smoke, or just talking about their lives and why they’re
in Palestine. Skaters are good at this, I think, or at least have a lot of practice
because they’ve been skating in public spaces all their life.

Because most of the skaters coming to Ramallah are volunteering with
SkatePal, they tend to lean towards the respectful side of things which I be-
lieve goes a long way. I get the feeling that skaters have made a good impres-
sion so far which just adds to the positive nature of the growing skate culture
in the city. At the very least, we’re always picking up the trash.

14

10. QALANDIA CHECKPOINT

I am in the backseat of Yara’s car on our way to visit the Palestine
Heirloom Seed Library in Beit Sahour. Bubu buys us soda as we wait in the
traffic. The mass of cars waiting to pass through the checkpoint into East
Jerusalem is a daily inconvenience, with vendors and more motivated entre-
preneurs setting up shops along the road that sell everything from ice cream
to bobbly-head dog toys.

The line we get in is suspiciously slow. As we drive closer we start to see
why; the soldiers today are joking around, not taking their time seriously,
and causing some serious backups with the cars. As we finally approach
the gates Yara suddenly starts to honk the horn aggressively at the soldiers.

“Yalla!” Bubu vyells, also looking irritated as they shout in Arabic to-
gether and shake their fists at the soldiers.

I am a little surprised, to be honest. The soldiers immediately motion
for us to pull over to the side. Yara complies and turns off the engine. But
as soon as the soldier approaches Yara and Bubu continue their yelling, this
time in English.

Yara: “How can you be so lazy? Can’t you see we’re all waiting here?”

Bubu: “We can see you guys are just goofing off; it’s ridiculous we’re
just stuck here!”
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The soldier stammers a bit, he seems to be at a loss for how to respond
to such (justified) complaints. “Well, we have a right to check your—"

“Yeah, and we have a right to complain!” Bubu yells back, cutting him
off.

“Who’s this guy?” the soldier asks, motioning to me trying to change
the subject.

“Ask him yourself,” Yara retorts. I hand him my passport and tell him
I’m just traveling. He stares at my passport trying to think of something
more to say.

“Are you going to check my car? Can you hurry up because we’re trying
to go somewhere.”

“Do you have a driver’s license?” the soldier finally feebly tries.

“Are you serious? Of course I do.” Yara laughs and starts to reach in
her wallet but the soldier gives up and tells us to just go, probably eager to
escape the embarrassing situation.

Yara rolls up the windows and we take off, leaving the checkpoint be-
hind. I'm reminded again of something important we should all remember:
power only lies in those that you grant it to. Whether it’s an IDF soldier, an
airport security guard, a politician or a dictator, their power and authority
only exists because we continue to pretend they possess something we don’t.
The bullet proof vests, automatic rifles, and fancy sunglasses and are just a
smokescreen for just another human being. When Yara and Bubu pointed
this fact out so explicitly to the soldier at Qalandia, the illusion of his power
shattered, even if just for a moment. Now for the rest of us...

11. SAREYYET YOUTH CLUB

The Sareyyet Youth Club is sort of a fancy after-school sports complex
on Rukab street just a ten minute skate from Arafat square. In 2019, Skate-
Pal began holding lessons there from Sunday to Wednesday open to any kids
wanting to skate. The skaters use a small fenced in basketball court populat-
ed with just a few DIY wooden ramps. I started joining whenever I had free
time to help support the volunteers.

Besides some difficulties sharing the space with the basketball and foot-
ball players, the space is really quite adequate and by afternoon it’s already
partially covered in a pleasant shade. Everyone here speaks very good En-
glish. I once heard these kids being referred to as the “Ramallah Elite,” a
term that sounds a little mean but is not entirely untrue or bad in itself.
Their ability to connect and talk with the SkatePal volunteers marks a big
distinction with the other skateparks in Asira and Jayyous which are located
in more rural and conservative areas.

There’s always at least three or four SkatePal volunteers plus local skat-
ers (and sometimes drifters like myself) around who just show up and want
to skate or help. Some kids wear helmets and pads—most do not. Lessons
or classes are not really the goal here; there’s no structure, rules or plans in
place. Instead, children are free to learn on their own pace, coming to vol-
unteers when they want to learn something specific or need encouragement.
Those who have progressed turn right around and take pride in teaching the
beginners.

One day, while skating with the kids at Sareyyet, I took a break to pick
up garbage near the fence and found three shekels on the ground. I looked
around and seeing no one, decided to give it to Y, a glasses wearing 11 year
old who can already ollie and happens to be a Rubik’s Cube aficionado. He
looked confused.

“Take it!” I said, “I just found it on the ground.”

He didn’t understand. “Why don’t you take it?”

“It’s okay, I don’t need it. Just buy yourself a drink if you want

Y still looked unsure but pocketed the coins anyway. I continued skat-
ing, forgetting the whole thing.
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A few minutes later, Y came back with a big bottle of cold water and
a stack of plastic cups. A group of thirsty kids quickly surrounded him. I
will never forget the huge smile on his face as he poured the cold drinks for
everyone.



12. ASIRA AL-SHAMALYIA

On Sunday, July 28th, I accompanied Aram, a group of kids from the
Sareyyet club in Ramallah, and a few SkatePal volunteers on a “field trip” to
the skatepark in Asira Al-Shamalyia. The park was constructed by SkatePal
in 2015 and has been hosting a rotating set of international volunteers that
assist the locals on a weekly program. Most of the kids we were bringing
from the Sareyyet club (a small space in Ramallah that SkatePal also hosts
skateboarding classes in) haven’t been skating for more than a year, but
clearly some of them were already obsessed. Almost all of them had never
been to Asira before, nor had they ever set foot in a real skatepark.

Most of us skaters can remember the first time we went to a skate-
park—if you weren’t fortunate enough to grow up within reasonable dis-
tance to one, it’s a pretty big deal. The privilege of being able to witness and
skate with the Ramallah kids as they experienced this for themselves fills me
with indescribable happiness. I look back on it now and it feels surreal—it
was an absolutely incredible and perfect day. The Sareyyet group endured
a blazing sun, some painful falls, plus a bit of jealousy as they watched the
local Asira girls cruise around them and drop-in on the highest walls with
ease. By the end though, after almost seven hours of non-stop skateboard-
ing, everyone was elated, exhausted, and asking when they can come back.

The truth is, the idea for the trip was hatched less than a week before
over drinks after street skating in Ramallah one night. Together we talked
about how great it would be to connect the children in Ramallah and Asira.
We assumed it would be shelved with the other ideas for now, to save for
sometime in the future after we properly plan it and get the okay from Skate-
Pal and the parents. Most likely, I thought, it would fall to the next group
of volunteers to handle.

When Aram simply suggested we just do it next week I suddenly had a
revelation about skateboarding in Palestine. It was so clear and obvious—
there’s no need to wait for anyone or anything if we’re all in agreement and
can just coordinate it ourselves. During the next week*—in the true form of
direct action and self-organization, a bus was rented, the group of kids from
Sareyyet were invited, their parents consulted and OK’d, and by Sunday we
were munching on falafel sandwiches, giggling and singing together on our
way to Asira.

*All credit for the real organizing to Aram Sabba. | also want to commend SkatePal for
all its support and basically being as hands-off as possible, entrusting a lot of responsibility
to coordinators like Aram and the other volunteers on the ground.
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I believe this kind of autonomy is rare. The more I think about it, I
realize that perhaps skateboarding in Palestine can be a model for other
places to follow and not the other way around. Throughout the short time
I spent skating with the kids, volunteers, and locals, I experienced being
part of a community that simply didn’t exist where I grew up in the U.S.
The support, passion, openness and trust from the children through to
their parents was amazing to witness. The willingness of Palestinians to
teach me and other foreigners about their lives and their country proved at
once how large their hearts are and how much I have to learn. The small
moments—the laughter, joy, and new friendships I made while skating to-
gether is a memory I will cherish forever. We were all brought together by
our love of skateboarding, but it’s the love for each other that will continue
to nurture and grow this radical culture in Palestine.
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