
A WINDOW ON THE WEST BANK 

BRET WALLACH 

T h e r e  was a period, a window, in the mid-1990s when fieldwork on the West Bank 
was reasonably safe. The window opened about 1993, by which time the Intifada of 
the preceding five years had run its course, and it closed in October 2000, when the 
second, or A1 Aqsa, Intifada began. “Reasonably safe” is subjective. After the first 
Intifada, Israelis rarely if ever considered the West Bank safe. They pointed to many 
continuing acts of violence, and they said that Arabs were temperamentally volatile 
-friendly one moment, explosive the next. Many Palestinians, too, thought it was 
crazy for a foreigner to walk around some West Bank places-the Hebron souk most 
of all. Yet I wandered through that souk many times, and almost nothing bad hap- 
pened. While the window was open, in fact, I spent three summers on the West 
Bank and three or four shorter periods at other times of the year-and almost noth- 
ing bad ever happened. 

Almost? A few boys outside the spectacular but isolated Mar Saba monastery 
pick up some grapefruit-sized rocks and threaten to break my head if I don’t give 
them money. A friendly Palestinian trucker flags me down and warns me that if I 
drive farther along this road I’ll run into flying rocks. (This is on the approach to 
Si’ir, a proud town that generates its own electricity rather than accept the depen- 
dency implied by a hookup to the Israeli grid.) Palestinian security thugs accost me 
in Hebron, where they are briefly suspicious that I am seeking to buy property on 
behalf of Jews. Other Palestinian security men detain me for a while in Jerusalem’s 
Haram a1 Sharif, where my scrutiny of certain Herodian flagstones they have always 
ignored suggests that I am investigating something that might, somehow, threaten 
their control of the place. 

But what are incidents like these, alongside the thousands of West Bank miles 
that I drove? People stared for a moment at a yellow-plated (Israeli) car lost in the 
maze of dead-end streets in the core of Nablus, but they were mostly bemused, 
especially when I returned a minute later, sheepishly backtracking. Other people- 
even in Si’ir, where I eventually became a frequent visitor-checked me over twice, 
then forgot about me. I helped them, by driving with my windows down and my 
elbow resting conspicuously on the windowsill. Danger, I wanted them to think, 
was the last thing I had in mind. Besides, I wanted to distinguish myself from set- 
tlers, who often drive in vehicles whose windows are not only closed but whose 
glass has been replaced by heavy, rock-deflecting plexiglass. 

Nobody ever threw a rock at me. Beginner’s luck? Maybe, but if that’s what it is, 
I had an awful lot of it. Car-rental agents at Tel Aviv’s Ben-Gurion Airport would be 
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aghast when I said I was going to the West Bank. “They’ll burn it,” they said-and 
warned that all the car’s insurance would be void. But nobody ever touched my car, 
except for those boys near Mar Saba, who decided to top off their haul with a wind- 
shield wiper. 

Fieldwork on the West Bank was not just reasonably safe, it was easy-at least it 
was easy if by that word you mean that powerful material comes flying your way. 
One might expect all kinds of suspicion and hostility from people who feel pro- 
foundly victimized by Israel and its supporters-which is to say, first and foremost, 
by the United States. But however much suspicion and hostility Palestinians feel, 
those things are more than counterbalanced by traditional Arab hospitality and by 
the acute need many Palestinians have to talk about the disruptions that are so much 
a part of their lives. 

Starting at the University of Bethlehem, where I had a serial-research Fulbright 
fellowship, I worked through three or four contacts to find a good place to stay. It 
didn’t take long. Within a day or two of my first arrival, I was introduced to a family 
in Reit Sahour, a town on the east (downhill) side of Bethlehem. The family con- 
sisted of four brothers, their mother, and all their wives and children. Together, they 
had perhaps an acre of land, which fronted an Israeli-formerly Jordanian-mili- 
tary camp. The mother remembered the Turks-how they had punished young men 
by making them lie on the ground, eyes open, staring at the sun. Her husband had 
worked later for the British during their unhappy Palestine Mandate. One of her 
sons was now a retired schoolteacher; one sold appliances; one had a metalworking 
workshop; the last had retired as a building contractor in Amman. All four had 
small, nearly identical houses on this solitary acre. They could not add a square yard 
to any of them: To do that, permits were needed from the Israeli authorities, and 
none were to be had. Two summers I stayed in a basement apartment of one brother; 
the third, in an apartment of a second brother. 

Every evening the family would gather under a few pine trees. They’d pass around 
a bowl of some snack or other-boiled beans in the pod were a favorite. The conver- 
sation was casual but not trivial. One day it would be the eldest son, the retired 
schoolteacher. He was setting up a photo-development shop and had just purchased 
a factory-rebuilt developing machine. It was caught, interminably it seemed, in Is- 
raeli customs. Once it was a neighbor who was worried because there were so many 
guns in the neighborhood. The Intifada, he said, had been fought with rocks; the 
next uprising would be fought with guns. It worried him because, as he said, “The 
Israelis have tanks.” Once it was a ten-year-old boy, the son of one of the brothers. 
He had been riding his bicycle outside the gate one evening and had almost been 
run over by a speeding Israeli military jeep. He came back inside and joked that it 
would have been better if he had been killed; that way, he said, his parents could 
have collected his life insurance. (Strange joke for a ten-year-old.) Once it was a 
grown-up daughter visiting from Canada. She said that she had decided to aban- 
don her new life and return to Beit Sahour. (That was where her family was, she 
said, as if that explained everything.) Once it was a birthday party for one of the 
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brothers. He had been drinking uruuk-the local liquor, made from dates-and he 
was in a sentimental mood. Everyone else had finally left. He looked at me and said, 
almost in tears, how happy they all were, except for. . . . If only it weren’t for. . . . He 
didn’t need to finish. 

I spent a great deal of time building up a network of contacts. Take the village of 
Battir, which lies on the Mediterranean slope of the West Bank and dramatically 
overlooks the railroad running from Tel Aviv to Jerusalem. Battir had suddenly be- 
come isolated in 1949, when the railway became part of the Green Line separating 
Israel from Jordan. For three generations the villagers had been commuting by rail 
to Jerusalem, where they sold crops such as fresh mint by the bunch. (They grew the 
mint with spring water that had been tapped at Battir even before the Roman era. 
Deep history: A hilltop near the village is known as Khirbet el Yahud, “the Ruin of 
the Jews.” The name refers to the ultimately successful assault made here by the 
Romans against the last holdouts of the Bar Kochba revolt.) 

One villager had graduated from a university in the 1930s and by 1949 was work- 
ing for the United Nations. In that moment of desperation for the villagers, he helped 
them build a new access road, circuitous but better than nothing. (It’s still the village’s 
only motorable access road.) He helped bring a school, a clinic, a post office, a tele- 
phone. Hassan Mustafa died long ago, but young villagers were surprised when I 
asked if they had heard of him. “Of course we know him,” they would say. “He is a 
hero to us.” 

One of his daughters and a granddaughter were still in the village. I knocked at 
their house, the last one on the road through the village. The granddaughter was 
not effusive, but she was polite. From her living room we looked across to the other 
side of the railway track and to the green Jerusalem Forest, growing on land that 
had once belonged to the now-eradicated village of Walaja. We could see the new 
bypass road the Israelis had sliced across a hill to the east-a quick way for settlers to 
get to Jerusalem but closed to Palestinians. “I hate it,” she said. I understood. Visu- 
ally it was a travesty, a scar across this ancient, terraced hillside. Politically, it was a 
slap in the face. 

On one wall was a graduation picture of a happy young man. “Who’s he?” I 
asked. “My brother,” she responded. “That picture was taken when he got his master’s 
degree at Reading University in England.” “Where is he now?” “That’s very funny; 
he’s in prison.” “What?” “He’s in prison.” “What for?” She said that a British court 
had sentenced him to twenty years for his part in a bombing of the Israeli embassy 
in London. So now he was in Durham prison. Was he guilty? Absolutely not, his 
sister said: He had been duped into selling his car, then not registering the transfer. 
Some months later I noticed that the British press carried stories suggesting a mis- 
carriage of justice. Whether he was innocent or guilty, however, his sister had had 
no room for grief or sadness-at least none that was visible to me. It was a variant of 
the sabra mentality, in which one learns to be hard on the outside. 

Across the road was another house. On one wall was a handsome, framed, and 
signed photograph of Jimmy Carter shaking hands with the man of the house, who 
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had spent a career as a butler in the American consulate in West Jerusalem. His son 
was now a driver there, ferrying all kinds of important people to important meet- 
ings. I asked the Son how long it took him to drive to work in the morning. I sup- 
pose I was thinking of that bypass road, which I guessed would make the consulate 
twenty-five minutes away, traffic aside. “I can’t drive to work,” he said. “But you 
drive armored cars full of big shots on their way to important meetings.” “Yes, but 
I can’t drive my own car into Jerusalem.” Instead, he took his car to Bethlehem, 
found a spot in the rocky and sprawling parking lot at the border there, showed his 
papers, walked across-and took public transportation. It probably tripled his com- 
muting time. 

He had brothers in the United States, he said, and he was eager to join them. He 
would stay in Battir as long as his parents lived, however, because they refused to 
leave. Once they were both gone, he’d leave in a flash. “You’ll lose your beautiful 
garden,” I said, looking at the courtyard filled with fruit trees and vines. “I can 
make another garden,” he replied. “I can’t make another life.” 

A couple of miles to the southwest of Battir is a village called Wadi Fukin. It lies 
just east of the Green Line, plainly marked by the sharp transition from forested 
hilltop in Israel to thorn-covered slope in the West Bank. Down in the valley, where 
the village nestles, are rock-cut channels that in Roman days conveyed the village’s 
spring water to fields a few hundred yards down valley. Pipes and hoses do it now. 

A Palestinian agricultural-extension officer lived in Wadi Fukin, and I often vis- 
ited him. He would take me on his rounds, teach me about Palestinian agriculture, 
and feed me at every opportunity. I didn’t do much in return, except provide trans- 
portation. Once I did arrive at his doorstep with a load of paraphernalia I had im- 
ported to help him in his hobby, which was beekeeping. Once I brought his wife 
some European chocolate. 

Auni’s house was new. So was every other house in the village-which is odd, if 
you think about it. But the village had been destroyed by the Israelis during the 
i95os, when cross-border incidents finally tried their patience too much. Residency 
had been forbidden; people had moved to refugee camps near Bethlehem. That was 
where Auni had grown up, before going to a university in Cairo. 

Some villagers had continued to cultivate their fields, however, and some had 
even lived clandestinely in nearby caves. Eventually, after 1967, the Israelis relented, 
and Wadi Fukin was rebuilt. Nothing glamorous, nothing photogenic. Just a quiet 
place where a couple of hundred people could live by themselves at the end of a 
dead-end road, far from the camps they knew too well. 

Then the Israelis created a settlement called Beitar, just over the low ridge to the 
east. Like most such settlements, it stood on land that the Israelis had carefully re- 
searched, land that was neither covered by deeds nor regularly cultivated. Like all 
the other Israeli settlements on the West Bank, however, Beitar stands on land that 
falls within the traditional domain of a Palestinian village-in this case, two villages, 
Wadi Fukin and Nahalin. After all, there isn’t an inch on the West Bank that isn’t 
part of one village or another. The villagers insist that all the land within the village 
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boundary is theirs, regardless of what Israeli lawyers conclude from studying Otto- 
man land law. The Israelis have the law on their side, I think, but that hardly matters 
if one is seriously interested in peace. 

So Auni and the other villagers of Wadi Fukin were now reclaiming a hillside 
they feared might be taken for Beitar, which was growing inexorably. They terraced 
the land and planted wheat, but I doubt if they ever harvested even a bushel of grain 
from this land, because the “fields” were hardly more than raked and smoothed 
piles of shattered rock, with here and there a blade of wheat. Would such land, 
cultivated for a decade, keep Beitar at bay? That was the villagers’ hope, but I thought 
the Israelis would see such farming as a subterfuge. And it wasn’t an isolated case: A 
few miles to the east, near the major Israeli settlement of Ephrata, a man had spent 
a fortune blasting bare rock into vineyards that could never repay his investment. 
He knew it, but this wasn’t about making money from agriculture. 

One day I went to Beitar and found a woman in her backyard. The lawn was 
picture perfect: a postcard for Ortho. I pointed to Nahalin, the village to the east, 
across the valley, and asked what it was. “It’s an Arab village,” she said with a dis- 
missive wave. No name, or no name worth remembering. I went over to Nahalin, 
where I often visited a gentle professor of Arabic. Everyone there knew Beitar by 
name. One of the professor’s sons had approached the settlement. Settlers had thrown 
rocks at him, then had him arrested. The professor said he had had to post a bond 
to get the boy released. And for what? The boy, he said, had been trying to get to 
some family fruit trees. Another son lived in an unfinished house: no window frames, 
no windows. Flies buzzed around the sweet tea. The son’s wife touched the feet of 
her father-in-law when he entered the house. She had several children, but her hus- 
band had no work, which is why the house was unfinished. Why did the professor 
have so many children? “To fight the Jews,’’ he said. Ask a stupid question. 

One day I gave a teenager a ride home. Home turned out to be an isolated farm- 
stead, which is unusual on the West Bank, where security was an issue long before 
the first Zionist arrived from Europe. His father was away, but his mother came out. 
She sold homemade cheese in Bethlehem-had a regular circuit of residential cus- 
tomers. After a few minutes she hurried to her outdoor kitchen and stirred the 
smoldering fire. It was fueled by dung from the family’s sheep, penned a few yards 
away. In a few minutes she emerged with flat bread, round and baked on a sheet 
metal dome over the ashes. Butter? No. Instead, she put out a bowl of olive oil from 
the family’s trees. There was some of her cheese, almost as salty as the Dead Sea. 
There was tea and coffee. And of course the story of her life. 

I think of a man in another village. He invited me to eat peaches from his garden 
while he told me how he had been beaten by Israeli soldiers for crossing into Israel 
illegally. He recovered, he said, and went back to work: What choice was there? Some- 
one else-another day, another place-begged for help: The Israelis were expanding 
a settlement, and this was likely to block the village road that provided the only 
direct access his village had to Bethlehem. I spent a few days trying to find a lawyer 
to help, but the consensus from Ramallah to Jerusalem was that resistance was fu- 
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tile. Near Hebron I met a family-man, woman, two children-in a tiny concrete 
house. Behind it, they had reclaimed a tiny patch of irrigated ground. The man said 
in desperation that the Israelis had told him his garden and house were illegal: The 
driplines had to be cut and the house demolished. Where were they to live, he asked? 
I came by a few months later and couldn’t believe my eyes: There was a khaki tent 
on the hill, next to a pile of rubble. It was a cold day. The youngest child in the 
family had been named “Daalye,” which means “vine.” 

“Reasonably safe.” “Easy.” This was fieldwork on the West Bank, as long as the 
window was open. I should add “emotionally involving.” I should also add “too 
easy.” I mean that I was on my way to a monochromatic narrative: good versus bad, 
saintly versus demonic, Palestinian versus Israeli. The world isn’t that way. 

It took me a long time to begin to strike a balance. I think of the Palestinian 
press, happy to calumniate Israelis and Jews in general but avoiding all criticism of 
the Palestinian Authority. (How different from the Israeli press, which not onlycriti- 
cizes the Israeli government but almost daily carries stories that are sympathetic to 
individual Palestinians.) I think of the widely reported corruption that runs through 
the Palestinian Authority, and I remember one night in Ramallah, when a Palestin- 
ian told me after dinner that he would far prefer being arrested by Israelis than by 
Palestinians. He added that he would not admit such a thing to another Palestinian 
unless he knew him very, very well. 

Striking a balance between Palestinians and Israelis of course means more than 
finding weaknesses within the Palestinian community: It means getting to know 
Israelis. For a long time I avoided doing that. I had good reasons, I thought. After 
all, there were signs on every main road saying, “No tourists allowed.” A little too 
much openness, and I might find myself on the next plane out. I also felt a sense of 
loyalty to the many Palestinians I had come to know and like. How would they react 
if I came to their house after an hour spent with a settler? But there were other, less 
good reasons for avoiding Israelis. How would I feel if I began to talk with them and 
found them intelligent and decent? That would complicate things mightily. And it’s 
exactly what eventually happened, of course. Then it seemed that my long avoidance 
was only an excuse to dodge the complexity of what was occurring on the West Bank. 

Example? I met a Jewish family in Ephrata, the same settlement whose expan- 
sion had led that Palestinian to blast tons of rock into, acre for acre, the world’s 
most expensive vineyard. The family I’m thinking of had been one of the first in 
Ephrata. The man was a professor at Bar-Ilan University, near Tel Aviv; his wife was 
a nurse in Jerusalem. They had several sons, one of whom had just been serving in 
Lebanon. “What can I do for you?” his mother had asked him before he went. “Not 
worry about me,” he replied. Simpler said than done. Her eyes showed what a struggle 
it had been. Still, he had returned intact, with souvenir photos of mines disguised as 
boulders. He showed them to me. “Wicked,” I said. He smiled and replied that the 
Lebanese had learned to make them by copying Israeli models. “What can we do?” 
he implied. “What choice do we have?” I remember a reservist saying just that, as he 
manned a desert checkpoint one winter Sabbath. 
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Why had this family came to Ephrata? Partly it was because Ephrata provided a 
much higher standard of living than was possible for the same amount of money 
either in Jerusalem or in Tel Aviv. Partly it was because there was-and is-a pio- 
neering excitement in these settlements, reminiscent of the excitement of the old 
American West, where someone else had to make room for newcomers. Partly it 
was because they felt a sense of historical fulfillment and justice. Fulfillment be- 
cause Ephrata was part of Eretz Israel, the biblical Land of Israel. Justice because it 
adjoined Gush Etzion, the Etzion Bloc, where hundreds of Jews had been slaugh- 
tered during the War of Independence. 

“Slaughtered” isn’t too strong a word. The Arab Legion had brought in heavy 
armor, taken the besieged settlement, and asked the 250 survivors to pose for a 
group photograph before being taken as prisoners of war. They stood together and 
were cut down; the only survivors were a few men in an underground hospital and 
a female radio operator. She was handed a grenade with the pin pulled and told to 
throw it into the hospital. She refused. Someone else threw it, and the radio opera- 
tor became the lone survivor of Gush Etzion. On film, in the local museum, she tells 
the story of that day. Visitors hear her and leave the museum thinking about Arab 
treachery. The whole episode is very well known among Israelis and explains why 
the government of Israel allowed the reestablishment of Gush Etzion at a time when 
no other Israeli settlements existed on the highlands of the West Bank. 

I don’t say that any of this justifies the existence of Ephrata or of any other Israeli 
settlement on the West Bank. In the long run, barring some cataclysm at the ex- 
pense of either the Israelis or the Palestinians, a two-state solution will emerge, as it 
nearly did at Camp David in the summer of 2000. Most or all of the settlements will 
be evacuated, their residents handsomely compensated in large part by the United 
States. Politicians have to keep that long view, work toward that solution with dogged 
patience, even if its attainment is generations in coming. They have to do it now 
most of all, when, in the midst of the second Intifada, many Israelis have returned 
to the view that a two-state solution is, for the Palestinians, only a way station on the 
road to the destruction of Israel. 

Once I had made the decision to understand both sides, however, fieldwork on 
the West Bank suddenly became very difficult, because a conflict emerged between 
getting good stories and being honest with the people telling them. What do you say 
in conversation with a Palestinian who believes in the unfettered right of return for 
millions of Palestinian refugees? You can disagree, with the probability that the in- 
terview will turn into an argument, or you can be deceptively sympathetic, which is 
to say manipulative-which is to say dishonest. Or, to take the other side, what do 
you say to the Israeli who believes that his settlement has “excellent” relations with 
a nearby Palestinian village when, in fact, you know it has almost no relations with 
that village, whose inhabitants hate the settlers? It’s the same bind, turned on its 
head. Janet Malcolm argued years ago that professional journalists choose the story 
over honesty. I do, too, but I don’t like it. That’s why, when approached by a journal- 



WINDOW ON THE WEST BANK 33 

ist wanting an interview, I say, “No thanks.” Appearances are deceptive, and you 
don’t know what will happen to your words. 

The ethical problem runs deeper than deceiving people: It extends to using what 
they tell you in a way they would surely reject. Example? I used to go up every now 
and then to the Artur Rubinstein Memorial, in the southwestern corner of Jerusa- 
lem. The famous pianist had been cremated in Switzerland. His ashes had been 
brought to Israel. Then the family learned that ashes cannot be buried in a Jewish 
cemetery. What to do? The solution was to create a memorial on a hilltop looking 
west over the Jerusalem Forest. There’s a simple chain around a stone plaza. There 
are a few words, and there’s a stylized group of gigantic piano keys, looking as though 
they had been hurled to earth by a god sending music. 

Once you get past the sad story of how the ashes came to be here, it’s a peaceful 
place, a good place for a Polish emigre whose life was disrupted by the anti-Semitic 
upheavals of Europe. “Home at last,” the caption might read. But then one looks 
over the forest and asks, “What village was this?” For a village it surely was. Battir 
lies only a mile or two to the south: Walk around the ridge a bit, and you can see it. 
Not such a peaceful place anymore, is it? The trees themselves suddenly look like 
weapons in a war where two peoples’ rights to life are being pursued on the same 
ground, at the same time. That’s the rock on which compromise will finally rest, but 
most Palestinian readers will remain unmoved by the most eloquent account of the 
memorial, while most Israeli readers will grow irritated at this reviving of ancient 
history. What is one to do? One still writes what one believes. One is praised for 
constructing what a friend calls “a layered narrative.” Yet fieldwork on the West 
Bank finally becomes not only safe and easy but very, very difficult. 


