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AL-WIHDAT REFUGEE CAMP, Jordan:
Fifty years ago, Sobhi Awwad left the
ancient West Bank city of Jericho with his
parents, running to dodge the crossfire
from battling Jordanian and Israeli sol-
diers. Today, living in a refugee camp in
Amman, his seven children and 15 grand-
children know his Palestinian homeland
only through his stories and those of oth-
ers who fled. “The past will never come
back. I wish I had died in Jericho and not
come here so I wouldn’t have to carry
what I carry in my memory today,” he
said. “Our life was simple, but very happy.
There were good things in Jericho.”

Awwad is among some 300,000
refugees from the 1967 Six-Day War and
its immediate aftermath. Over the past
five decades, the tent that the family
pitched about 40 kilometres (25 miles)
from Jericho has been replaced by a
house, and the Al-Wihdat camp in which
it stands looks much like any other neigh-
borhood in the Jordanian capital. One dif-
ference is the graffiti proclaiming that the
refugee camps are just a way station, a
“waiting room before the return” - a mes-
sage seen on posters throughout the
camps of Jordan, Lebanon, Syria and the
occupied Palestinian territories.

The Palestinians claim a “right of

return” to homes their families fled or
were driven from both in the 1948 war
surrounding the creation of Israel and
again in 1967. It is one of the most con-
tentious issues in the Israeli-Palestinian
conflict. For the Palestinian leadership, it
is a right that must be negotiated
painstakingly if stalled peace negotia-
tions ever resume. Israel says that in the
same way that it took in Jews fleeing
postwar Europe and Arab countries, the
proper place to settle Palestinian
refugees is in a future Palestinian state. 

‘We never forget’ 
Graffiti reading “we never forget”

adorns the walls of homes in the
Dheisheh refugee camp, in the West
bank city of Bethlehem. The camps can
be grey zones where neither the
Palestinian Authority nor the Israeli army
exert much influence. A small, parallel
world is evolving where political con-
sciousness is sharper and despair greater
than in the towns and cities. Politics are
conducted differently than elsewhere in
the occupied territories, where internal
rivalries are fierce.

“In the camps, solidarity among peo-
ple is stronger. Even political parties take
unified decisions,” says Louai Al-Haj, a

local activist. Palestinian security forces
do not often venture in, he says, making

the camps towns within towns, hidden
from the eyes of the authorities. Deep
distrust prevails between the Palestinian
Authority and the youngsters in the
camps who appear in its alleys only after
dark or, their faces masked, at the funer-
als of “martyrs” killed in clashes with
Israeli forces. For them, the PA is a body
that negotiates with the occupier and
which could one day, with the stroke of a
pen, sign the death warrant of the right
of return. Unrest has also broken out. At
the Balata camp in Nablus, there was an
uptick of violence last year when
Palestinian security forces launched raids
to seize illegal weapons.

‘Waiting to get back on the road’ 
Still waiting in the Dheisheh camp to

go back, Abdel Qader Al-Lahham, 96,
laments what has occurred over the past
half-century. Recently one of his grand-
children obtained an Israeli permit to vis-
it ancestral land. “I described to him the
house and even the fig tree which I had
planted,” he told AFP. But he says that
love of working on the land has been
lost and with it the desire to return to the
villages. The Israelis who now occupy the
territory “employ the young people and
sometimes pay them as much as 200 or

300 shekels ($56-$84) a day”. With such
temptations, he says, “who is going to
wear themselves out growing vegeta-
bles?” After reflecting on the past, he
points out his house in Dheisheh. “It
doesn’t even belong to me,” he sighs. “All
this is the agency’s,” he adds, referring to
the United Nations agency for Palestinian
refugees, UNRWA, which also provides
schools and hospitals.

Mohammed Nassar and other young-
sters are trying to preserve the memory
of the exodus - and life before it - by
restoring a pre-1948 bus. Parked at the
side of the road in Ramallah, the beige
bus has been lovingly refurbished, with
varnished wooden slats running along its
windows and wooden panelling inside.
The names of the cities it once visited run
in Arabic script along its side. In their day,
Nassar said, such vehicles took travellers
from Haifa to Beirut and from Jerusalem
to distant Sanaa in Yemen. After the glory
days when they ferried Palestinians to the
cinema in Amman or took Christian pil-
grims from Damascus to Jerusalem, the
last international journey of Palestinian
buses was in 1967. Then, passengers “with
their suitcases left their country for anoth-
er,” Nassar said. “The Palestinians are wait-
ing to get back on the road in the oppo-
site direction.” — AFP 

Palestinian refugees’ dreams of returning home fade

PARIS: More than just a military defeat by
Israel, the 1967 Six-Day War dealt a death
blow to Arab nationalism, which helped
Palestinian groups to free themselves
from Arab governments but also fostered
the rise of Islamism.

How did it affect Arab nationalism? 
“The Arab defeat in the 1967 June war

with Israel, together with the death of
(Egyptian president Gamal Abdel) Nasser
in 1970, was the last straw that broke Arab
nationalism’s back,” says Fawaz Gerges,
professor of international relations at the
London School of Economics. “For years,
people had been fed a diet of cultural glo-
ry, empowerment, and unity,” which were
overturned in a matter of hours by the
forces of the young Jewish state.

“The failure of this foundational myth
and the humiliation of its custodian,
Nasser” meant that “the rosy promises of
Arab nationalism were shattered beyond
any mending,” said Gerges. After this
defeat, the Arab nationalist regimes -
Egypt, whose president championed
Arab unity, Syria under the Baath party
and later Iraq under a rival branch of the
same party - “gradually mutated into a
variety of police states” using nationalism
to justify their power, he said.

How did it affect Palestinians? 
“For a long time, the Palestinians

counted on their Arab ‘brothers’ to liber-
ate their homeland,” said journalist and
historian Dominique Vidal. “It was this illu-
sion which disappeared following the
crushing defeat of the Arab forces in June
1967. Conversely, it reinforced the
involvement of the fedayeen (Palestinian
guerrillas) in the armed struggle that
Yasser Arafat’s Fatah launched in 1965.”
With Israel seizing the West Bank from
Jordan and Gaza from Egypt, the
Palestinian groups would go on to make
Jordan their staging ground for a coun-
teroffensive, and their success in holding
off Israeli forces at Karameh in March 1968
“symbolised this new direction,” Vidal said.

Boosted by their victory, the
Palestinians managed to free themselves
from the influence of the Arab regimes,
taking matters into their own hands in
1969 when Arafat took over leadership of
the Palestine Liberation Organisation. But
the growing power of the Palestinian
guerrillas in Jordan led to a bloody con-
frontation with its security forces in the
Black September of 1970 which ended in
defeat and forced relocation to Lebanon.

There, Arafat and his supporters
became increasingly embroiled in the civ-
il war which erupted in 1975, and after
Israel’s 1982 invasion, they were forced to
move again, this time to Tunisia.  It was
only in 1987 that Palestinians in the occu-
pied territories took up the torch by start-

ing the intifada, or uprising, which would
eventually lead to the 1993 Oslo accords
with Israel.

What else did it unleash? 
Both experts believe the brief war

could also be considered as the starting
point for the rise of Islamist movements.
There was a “power shift” within the Arab
world which saw the “decline of Arab
nationalism as spearheaded by Nasser
and the rise of Saudi Arabia and the
petrodollar,” said Gerges. Defeated by
Israel, Nasser was still enmeshed in Yemen
- often dubbed “Egypt’s Vietnam” - where
he had sent tens of thousands of troops in
a disastrous intervention against royalist
forces backed by Saudi Arabia.

Back home, he was also waging a
determined campaign against the
Muslim Brotherhood, arresting thousands
of its members and executing its hardline
leader Sayyed Qotb, whose teachings
have since inspired many Islamist extrem-
ists. His successor Anwar Sadat, however,
did just the opposite, encouraging
Islamist groups and allying himself with
the Gulf states, whose petrodollars
financed them. “But the rise of Islamism
does not only stem from the collapse of
so-called ‘progressive’ regimes,” said Vidal.

“It can also be explained by the failure
of the first neo-liberal reforms, which
began as an experiment in Egypt and
then continued across the region. This
economic turning point went hand-in-
hand with a shift in alliances at the
expense of the Soviet Union and to the
advantage of the United States - and, in
Egypt’s case, this meant peace with Israel.
It was in the context of this double failure
of both ‘left’ and ‘right’ that the fundamen-
talists would take root,” he said. — AFP 

DHEISHEH REFUGEE CAMP:  Palestinian
refugee Abdel Qader Al-Lahham, who
was born in 1921 in the village of Beit
Atab, which is now in Israel, sits during
an interview on May 14, 2017. — AFP 

1967 war: Death blow 
for Arab nationalism

JERUSALEM: He lives only a 20-minute drive
from Jerusalem but for Palestinian Abu Bashir
the city and its sacred sites might as well be a
world away. “The whole world goes to Jerusalem
but we who live a few kilometres away are for-
bidden to enter,” says Abu Bashir, a resident of
the West Bank city of Bethlehem. A Muslim who
lives in the traditional birthplace of Christ, Abu
Bashir says that since Israel occupied east
Jerusalem’s Islamic and Christian holy sites in the
1967 Six-Day War, Palestinian worshippers’ ties to
their shrines have eroded.

The area, annexed by Israel in a move never
recognized by the international community,
contains Jerusalem’s ancient Old City and within
its walls are the Church of the Holy Sepulchre,
the Al-Aqsa mosque complex and the Western
Wall. The church marks the site where most
Christians believe Jesus (PBUH) was crucified,
buried and resurrected. The Western Wall is the

holiest prayer site for Jews and the Al-Aqsa com-
pound is among Islam’s most sacred places.

Regaining access to the Western Wall was a
defining moment for Israelis during the Six-Day
War, which saw the country score a stunning vic-
tory over its Arab neighbors to seize control not
just of east Jerusalem but territory including the
West Bank and Gaza Strip. Jewish worshippers
still do not have unfettered access to holy sites
of the Al-Aqsa compound, which is known to
Jews as the Temple Mount after the Jewish tem-
ples that stood there in ancient times. Jews are

not allowed to pray there, although they can
make visits at certain times.

Restrictions and roadblocks 
For Muslims, access is complicated by Israel’s

control of areas around the site. Before the occu-
pation Arab pilgrims travelled to the Holy City by
train or flew to a defunct airport between

Jerusalem and Ramallah. Many Muslim faithful
visited Jerusalem before continuing by bus or
train to perform the hajj pilgrimage to Makkah
in Saudi Arabia. In the past, “anyone who wanted
to pray in Jerusalem just got in his car and never
encountered any roadblocks,” says Mahmoud Al-
Habash, an Islamic religious official in the
Palestinian Authority (PA).

But since 1967, Palestinians in the occupied
territories have seen their freedom of movement
restricted by checks and obstacles, including
Israel’s controversial separation wall. Most of the
more than 4.5 million Palestinians in the West
Bank and Gaza Strip cannot visit Jerusalem
today without a permit. Older men as well as
women and children are allowed to travel there
for Friday prayer without permits during the
holy Muslim month of Ramadan.

Christians too face restrictions. Father Jamal
Khader, director of the Latin Patriarchate semi-
nary in Jerusalem, recalls childhood memories of
holy days in Bethlehem and Jerusalem. Today
the route between the two cities, still followed
by religious processions at festivals, passes
through the separation wall which can only be
crossed with a special permit. There are now
those who have never seen the sacred sites
“except in pictures”, Father Khader says.

Virtual pilgrimage 
Nora Karmi, an Eastern Orthodox Jerusalem

Christian, says that access to sites is a challenge
when Christian and Jewish holy days coincide.
She has repeatedly mobilized foreign diplo-
mats to help gain entrance for some Palestinian
pilgrims to holy sites. But faced with restric-
tions on their movements and barriers to wor-
ship, many Palestinian Christians have pre-
ferred to emigrate.

There were some 25,000 Christian residents
of Jerusalem in 1966, but there is now half that
number, according to official figures. To circum-
vent Israeli checkpoints on approaches to the
Old City and the gates into the compound itself,
some prefer a virtual pilgrimage. Manal Dandis,
a Palestinian engineer, created the Quds360 app
for Muslims around the world and particularly
local Palestinians. It provides photo and video
images giving a 360-degree view of the Al-Aqsa
complex and its monuments. — AFP 

HEBRON: Its Old City is in constant lockdown, its
holy site where the biblical Abraham may have
been buried guarded by Israeli soldiers at check-
points. Fifty years after the Six-Day War, the
ancient city of Hebron, set in the hills of the
southern West Bank, has become perhaps the
starkest symbol of Israel’s occupation. Several
hundred Israeli settlers - many of them especial-
ly hardline - live in the center of the Palestinian
city of some 200,000 residents.

Israeli soldiers keep a close watch, and parts
of the city are off limits to Palestinians. For
Palestinian residents of Hebron, the Six-Day War
marked the end of “a golden age,” says Eid
Jaabari, 21 at the time of the conflict that saw
Israel win a stunning victory over neighboring
Arab countries and seize swathes of territory.
“There was no fighting, the Arabs had with-
drawn,” says Jaabari, adding that he saw troops
from Jordan, which had controlled the West
Bank, leave without firing a single bullet. 

For the first Israelis to settle in Hebron after-
wards, it was “a great miracle”. They speak of the
first major return of Jews to the city since a 1929
massacre of members of the small Jewish com-
munity there, describing it as an extension of a
history of 4,000 years of Jewish presence in
Hebron. “It seemed we would never return,” says
Noam Arnon, spokesman for the settlers. Israeli
forces seized Hebron from Jordan on June 5,
1967, the first day of the Six-Day War and, at
first, the return of Jews to the city did not cause
tensions.

Empty streets, padlocked doors 
In those early years, Palestinians recall having

good relations with the Israelis in Hebron’s Old
City, which borders the holy site known to Jews
as the Tomb of the Patriarchs and to Muslims as
the Ibrahimi Mosque. The site is where Abraham
(PBUH), revered by Christians, Jews and Muslims,
is believed to have been buried. “The Jews want-
ed everything to remain calm,” and their arrival
even “created jobs,” recalls Abdel Rauf Al-
Mohtasseb, who runs a stall in the Old City.

Jaabari, wearing a traditional keffiyeh head-
scarf and smoking a hookah in a deserted cob-
bled alley of the Old City, also remembers a time

when the area was bustling. “There was so much
jostling, you couldn’t put one foot in front of the
other,” he says. Things changed when in the late
1970s the Israeli government agreed to settler
demands and authorized an Israeli civilian pres-
ence in the heart of the city. 

Areas of Hebron are now closed to
Palestinians, the streets abandoned, ghost
neighborhoods with iron padlocks rusting on
doors. Hebron is the only Palestinian city inhab-
ited by Jewish settlers, in contrast with other
parts of the occupied West Bank where settle-
ments sprawl over hills outside major Palestinian
population centers.

Hebron even has its own status that divides
the city, leaving a handful of settlers in certain
sectors surrounded by checkpoints and hun-
dreds of soldiers, to the dismay of Palestinians
who can’t move freely.  Many of the city’s Israeli
settlers say they feel besieged. “I have no prob-
lem with the Arabs living here,” says Gabriel Ben-
Yitzhak, a scribe from the Tel Rumeida district
who feels a deep connection to the sites he sees
from his window and writes of in Torah scrolls. “If
it is quiet I have no problem with them continu-
ing to live here. But it is not possible that we are
in a constant fear of someone coming to stab us.”

‘Like a ghetto’ 
Arnon, the settlers’ spokesman, decries a situ-

ation that allows Jews in “only three percent of
the city” - easily identifiable by Israeli flags and
soldiers. It is “like a ghetto,” Arnon says. Hebron
has for decades seen major unrest and was a
focal point of the wave of Palestinian knife
attacks that erupted in Oct 2015. Violence in the
city peaked in 1994 when Israeli-American
Baruch Goldstein shot dead 29 Muslims in prayer
in the Ibrahimi Mosque/Tomb of the Patriarchs.

Since then, the site - divided into a mosque
and synagogue - is the scene of regular violence.
Arnon says that Israeli security control of the
entire city, while leaving civilian matters to the
Palestinians, would stop the violence. “There is a
history book here composed of 4,000 pages,”
each representing a year of the city’s Jewish his-
tory, Arnon says. “We are writing our page now,”
he says. “It gives a meaning to life.”

But Palestinians say the settlers’ aim is to
force them out of their own city. “What they
want is a land with nobody on it,  but the
Palestinians are here,” Mohtasseb, 59, says. “We
can all live together, but the land and the houses
are ours. I want to welcome guests, but not
armed ones.” — AFP 

Jerusalem, so close, still out 
of reach for many Palestinians

CAIRO: Its vaunted air force destroyed, its
army humbled - the Six-Day War of 1967
dealt Egypt a shock it has yet to overcome
and spelled the end of its pan-Arab hopes
for regional dominance. The war, which
came to be known in Egypt as the Naksa, or
setback in Arabic, ended with Israel occu-
pying the Sinai Peninsula up to the Suez
Canal, and Egyptian populist leader Gamal
Abdel Nasser’s reputation devastated.

Egypt, after fighting the 1973 war and
then launching peace talks with Israel, even-
tually recovered Sinai to become the first
Arab country with a peace treaty with its for-
mer nemesis. But it no longer occupied the
role it had played under Nasser as the politi-
cal, military and cultural leader of the Arab
world that once saw it attempt a short-lived
union with Syria.

“The Egyptian role greatly diminished
after 1967, and it dealt a major blow to the
pan-Arab project,” said Tewfik Aclimandos,
an international relations professor at the
French University in Egypt. Between June 5
and 10 in 1967, Israel defeated Egypt,
Jordan and Syria and occupied the Sinai
Peninsula, the Gaza Strip, the West Bank,
east Jerusalem, and Syria’s Golan Heights.
The war began early on June 5, a morning
that saw heavy Israeli bombing of Egyptian

airbases near Cairo and in the Suez desert.
Within a few hours almost all Egyptian air-
craft had been grounded.  Many historians
say Israel won the war on the first day by
ensuring it had control of the skies. By June
8, Israeli forces had reached the Suez Canal,
following reports of Egyptian forces retreat-
ing in disarray. 

Egypt agreed to accept a UN-backed
ceasefire and the next day Israel signed on.
On June 9, Nasser offered his resignation,
then withdrew it when crowds of support-
ers rallied for him. But the damage was
done and the war personally undermined
Nasser, who died in 1970. 

‘Rise of Islamism’ 
One of the Free Officers who overthrew

Egypt’s monarchy in 1952 and changed the
country’s feudal structure, the eloquent
Nasser was a hero to millions across the
region. “ The people were with Abdel
Nasser who was a symbol and a hero to
them at a time when they were searching
for their identity after liberation from colo-
nialism,” said Sharif Younes, a historian at
Egypt’s Helwan University. “But after 1967,
he was impotent, and in turn Egypt was not
longer able to lead. It actually needed help
to rebuild its army,” he said. — AFP

1967 war marked end of 
Egypt’s pan-Arab dream

CAIRO: This file photo taken on June 1,
1967 shows the late King Hussein Ibn
Talal of Jordan (left) and late Egyptian
President Gamal Abdel Nasser
descending a flight of steps as they
smile after signing a mutual defense
agreement. — AFP 

JERUSALEM: Palestinian girls stand in front the Dome of the Rock as they attend the first
Friday prayers of the Muslim holy month of Ramadan at the Al-Aqsa mosque compound on
Friday. — AFP 

Settlers end Hebron ‘golden age’ 

HEBRON: An Israeli settler walks past a Palestinian shop in the old city of Hebron on May 8,
2017 in the Israeli occupied West Bank. — AFP 


