Village With a Split Personality

LYDIA AISENBERG

Barta’a, a small Arab Muslim village with over 7,000 residents, straddles
the Green Line, the pre-1967 Jordanian border in the Wadi Ara region
of Israel. A few kilometres from the main Ara basin valley road, Barta’a
residents are out of the way of those travelling the heavily trafficked
Hadera-Meggido highway. However, this small place in the middle of
nowhere is a village with a split personality and a microcosm of the deep
divide between Israeli Arabs and their Palestinian brethren down the
road — or in the case of Barta’a, possibly next door as some of the houses
on the Israeli side of the divide are only a matter of twenty metres from
the first of the Palestinian abodes on the West Bank side.

In 1949, on the island of Rhodes, representatives of the fledgling
State of Israel and neighbouring Jordan defined where the border
(commonly known as the Green Line) between the two countries would
be situated. At that time Barta’a was a small, peaceful farming hamlet
inhabited by the Kabha clan, who then numbered 400 people, with the
majority living on the slope of a hill leading down to the wadi below
where there was a fresh water spring. The rest of the Kabha clan lived
on the flatter land to the west of the spring.

At the Rhodes meeting, they either did not know, or did not care
about Barta’a village as they placed the Green Line straight through the
natural valley separating those Kabhas on the slope from those down
below, splitting them physically until the 1967 war brought about a
reunification of sorts. ‘I was told that they used a relief map and the
valley to them was a perfectly natural border anyway it would seem’, said
Riad Kabha, the present day mukhtar (village mayor) of the Israeli west
side of Barta’a. When the line was drawn Riad’s grandfather was the
mukhtar of Barta’a and had two wives, one living on the slope and one
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living in the flat land below. As Riad recounts “my grandfather bad gq
thoose berween them as suddenly one was abowt o become an [srael|
and the other under the jurisdiction of Jordan. He chose the wife on the
east side as she was the one whao has given him the most sons”, said Rigd
with a sad Litele langh.

WHO ARE WE!

Until 1967 Jordanian soldiers patrclled the cenire of the village and a5 a
child Riad was called over many rimes by the Jordanians and asked o ger
them cigarettes from the shop oo his side of Barta’a, ‘T cemember one
incident in parteular. It was Independence Day and in school the teacher
asked me and my friend ro hoisc the Iscaeli lag in che school playground
and we felr so proud at having been chesen to do rhis. After school, a
Jordacian soldier called e and my friend over and we thought that he
wanted something from the shop’, recalled Riad, 2 gradvare of the
Universiy of Tel fviv, whe is a staff member of the Givar Haviva
Tastitute fewish Arab Centre for leace.

“The saldier asked me who had hoisted the flag in the school and )
proudly answered that [ had aad he suddealy grabbed me and slapped
my face, When T asked why he had done rhat, ke said that | shouold
remember that [ am an Arab and the Istaeli flag is not the flag of my
peaple. I was verv upset and then on oy way back, an Jseaeli soldie:
called me over and asked me what the Jordanian had satd and when 1
told him he slapped me as well!”,

Thus, not surprisingly. this fortv-samething village leader finds it
ditficulr 1o explain exactly who he (5. A Palestiniar muslim citizen of
lsrael seetus 1o be the most comfortable description he can find.

UNITED DIVISION SPLIT BY DIFFERENCES

‘In 1967 Israeli uoops rushed through the whaole of the West Barnlk,
including Basc Barra'a, and we found aurselves able to meer freely, buc
it was very difficule as there were cultoral, palideal and econampic
differences between the people’, said Riad, in a manner thar made i
obvious that he was remembering the frst emotionally draining
meerings of close and not so dese family members after reunification,
The majority of male folk on boch sides of the village have the
family name of Kabha and there 35 a grear deal of inter-maorriape
within the clan with first cowsins marrying each other. *There was a
great swrain in the reladenship berween uns, the Israeli citizens io
West Barta®s and rhose over there during the intifada as they
participated fully in the wprising and we, as law-abiding Israeli
citizens, refused’.

Riad added that his side of the village did help, but only with the
permission of the Israeli authorities, when their relatives in East Barta’a

Village with a Split Personaliy 89

were under closure with the tesc of the West Bank and Gaza Strip for
jong periods’. He then got more specific:

We helped by providing food, medicine and fuel during the winker,
but nothing mure than that. They of course wied to influence those
vt this side inio actively participating in the disarbances bt nobody
did. Tt was exrremely difficule 10 explain to our children why chey
coulkdn’c and shouldn't thruw stones ac the Dsraeli troops like chey
sawr their young cousins doing on the other side.

s a fellow Givar Haviva lostirute staff member often bringing groups of
stndents and adults from overscas to visit Barta'a village, [ well recall o
visit during the intifada when a very agitated Riad came rushing up to
e, waving his hands around and before I could say anything he asked
Ate how many paics of hands he had. Rarker pozzled [answered “one pair
like everybody else’ and began to turn 1owazds the alighting passeagers.
Then please tell me’, liad countered, *haw can 1 put one pair of bands
over the ears of a few hondred children so that they don't hear all che
incitement te ot against Iiraclis coming out of the mosyue un the other
side?” Although this incident accuered several years ago 1 can sall feel the
intensity of Riad's blazing vyes siraight through me as 1 struggled to
respond,

OVER HERE ARD OVER THERT

Immediately when Riad beging 1o explain abount his village one notices
the ‘split terminology’; the use of ‘over here® and ‘over there’ coupled
with *we’ and ‘they' 2s well as the most descriptive use of Lseaeli and
Palestiniar to describe which side of the village a person comes from.
Since che Osle Agreement of 1993, the armosphere has becumy very
Jifferent in the two balves of Barea'a, ‘The 1947 war might have seen the
Jordanian soldiers flee the centre of the village, but o certainly did not
create a teunification in Cie o sense of the ward — jnst made them
mere accessible to ane another. The only source of employment for the
East Barta’ans is in [srael where the mzjority of them work as buifder’s
labourers or house painters, Tn the main they drive cars with blue
number plates like orher Palestinians living in the West Bank or Gaza,
ad their papers are checked by Isracli soldiers manning road blocks
when they Jeave their area. If chere is a closure, then of course they are
oot a¥lowed out of Barta'a and inta lsracl, which, i turn, creates great
hardship for their families.

Hewever, there arz different types of closures, During the ten years
that 1T have been fregnemting Barta’a and the surrounding acea the
majority of closures were circumvented by the Palestinians simply by
crossing over between the trees to the left of their half of the village and
walking to the main Wadi Ara road where whomever employed them,
mostly Jews but also Isragli Arab citizens, particularly from che villages
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in that area, weuld pick them op and drop them off at the same place at
the end of the working day and vnce more they woabd darr between the
trees, dodging the lsraeli border police patrols and well out of sight of
the baeder police manning tlie checkpoint at the cntrance to Barta'a.

The closuce with a difference was definitely the one following the
devastating bus bombings in Jerusalem and Tel Aviv. The Palestinians
stayed in their half of the village and no one was seen crossing berween
the tregs. When I pointed this out to a lucal resident he told me thar they
were afezid that if they ware caught crossing, then, the Jews might have
boaten thet np as the atmosphere ar the time was so volatile. During the
long months they were under closure once more che Isreeli Kabhas's
mobilized vo help and basic foods were provided through the mosque
and the mokhtar, Riad Kabha,

In the lase few years young Palestinian children have become a daily
sight on the main Wadi Ara highway, They stand ac the traffic lights and
when cars pull op they try 10 sell shoe laces, plasters or tissues te the
drivess. They also “work” the Iaraeli Arab villages in the Wadi Avu region,
They have become so much pare of the scenery, that they are really only
naticeable to many when they zren’t there. Israell Muslin residents of
the atea have very mixed fec'ings indeed abour the ‘over the border’
brood of Oliver Twists who accost thetn on their doorsteps. In the
beginning they would either buy the ites from the children whether
they needed them or not, or just give them money as a charimble gesture.
It the hor summer months they would also allow the children ro take
atternoon siestas on their shady veramdas. These days, though, when )
ask zbout these children mast locals say they are fed up wich the consman
pestering; it their hauses, on the village streets and whilst stupping at
rraffic lights. As for the Jews that rake the main highway, they also have
a mixed reaction to the children of the lights, Tt varies from oceasionally
giving a few coins, to disgust that their parcnts ler them risk their lives
darting becwecn <ars in order te bring a few shekels home ar the end of
a ‘working day.

PLAYING BALL

As one enters the Tsraeli side of Bartaa, a well-kepr pirch is visible,
eaormous floodlights majestically bending ever the hugh fence around
the only real pach of greenery on vither side of the village. The Lsraelt
Rarta'a Football Club play in a lower league which is made up of both
Arab and Jewish teams, and some,like Barta’a, aze mixed Arab—]ewish
teams. Barta®a field three or four Jewish ptayers who come from local
towns and, of course, ger reimbursed financiatly for cheir effors,
Almest immediately after the Oslo Agreement 1 accompanied a group
af British students 1o the village and we cntered as a game was in
progeess, hundreds of supporters enthusiastically cheering on the teams.
Riad approached and asked, practically demanded, that T bring the
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sendents o sce the game. Puzzled at his insistence I jokingly replied that
they were British and had Arsenal, Spurs and Manchester United, and
hardly thoughr that chey would be impresscd by the level of Batta’an
fortball, After warching the game for a few minates, Riad explained wh¥
ir had been so maportant for us to join the jubitant crowd. “This is what
Oslo has meapt to us, the team in red are East Barta'a and those i blue,
West Barta'a. We could nor have played this game last week!,

At a larer stage Riad told me thar the new footbal! kir of the
Palestinian plavers had been purchased thrangh & special fund feom his
ade of the village as the people ‘over there” could ili-afford o buy the
kit for themselves. Since thar memotial game Palestiians stredml oveD t
the [sracli side to support their Istacli bretheen whenever there is a game.
After a winning goal was scored by one of the Jewish players in a league
game, those carrying the player on their shouldess for a lap of hoaour
were in actual fack from the Palestinian side and a local Ispacti Arab
resident told me that he had sporeed the same yourhs a few days before
theowing stones at soldiers in the area.

MARRYING 1

These days some 120 Palestinian residents of East Barta'a have Isrell
citizenship having married [sracli Arab women, many of whom are their
close relatives, Wot only has this enabled them to gain citizenship but =t
has alse given them the right to exchange the blue Palestinian number
plates on their cars for yellow ones allowing them o drive around lsracl
without being constantiy stopped by the Iseach police, There hase also
heen numerous incidents of West Bank or Gaza plated vehicles being
vandalized whilst lefr unawended in ksrael, especally after teeror
ineidencs.

The children of Falestinian/Istacli marriages are actually entitled o
cducation on the Isracli side of Barta’a and some 80 your.gsters walk
daily down o rhe cenrre of the valley, cross over the Green Linc and
artend junior schonl with their Isracli-born cousine and peers. The
curriculum by which they study is of course that set out by the Tsraeli
Mipistry of Education. Those going to school in Ease Barca’a have for
decades studicd under the auspices and curcicolum of the Jordanian
Ministry of Educarion which is now being phascd our slowly and
replaced by a Palestinian Authory pragramme. lo a recent discussion
with Riad Kabha of the complexities of edocaring children irom the
Palestinian side under a curciculum thac embraces such subjects as the
Hebrew language, the Bibic, jewish history and Zionism, he
mentioned that Bartaa junior school does nor reveive financial
allowanues for the Palestinian/lsracli pupils from the Istaeli Miniscry
of Education because they are resident in East Barca'al The cost of
-heir education is absorbed by the school, which reduces their already
SCALL TESOMICES,
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Enguiring how local people fele abour the rather thin edge of the
educational stick cheir children were receiving, Riad just shrugged his
shoulders and replied ‘whar can you do?” What will happen to these
children once they finish junicr school ? There is no high school in West
Barta’a, the students either attend high schools in neighbouring Israelj
villages or travel to Haifa. Because of family ties, the villagers of West
Barta’s are resigned o the face rhat Easc Bara’an children will be
educated at their children’s expense bor it is doubriv] whether any
neighbouring village would accepr such a situation. As Riad says “Nene
of the children have rezched high-school age as yer, and we wili have o
cross thar bridge when we come te it

WHAT WILL BE, WILL BE

Resigned ro the fuct that there is no easy solution for their splic
personalicy viflage, Kabha clan members an bach sides of the divide are
emphatic in their wishes pot to return to the pre-1967 sttuarion. But at
the same rime they realise that in their case two halves may not become
one whole, uniced under ome collective state rool. IF one suggess ro
those on the Israeli side rhat chey might become annexed 1o the “othet
side' in order to salve the problem, ane regrives a swift and sometmes
angry reaction as they are nar prepared to give op ther Israeli
citizenship. Likewise, the Palcscinian Barta’ans, who these days fall under
the Israeli conirolled Area €, react stromgly to the suggestion tlat they
might possibly be annexed o the Tsraeli side. Their burning wish is w be
part of a possible furure Palestinian state or ac least to come umder the
jutisdicdon of the Palesunlan Authority.

To this day [sraeli Bartaa does not come under the aospices of any
local cyuncil and therefore is not entitfed to financial support for
munigipal services such as a sewage system, the paving of roads, street
lighting and the collection of househeld refuse. All attempts 1o form a
council have faited miserably, partially because of the inability of various
villages £o solve rheir own inter-clan differences. Not so long apo these
differerces were more or less ironed out, and the government accepted
the formationt of a kocal municipalicy to serve rhe neads of the Arah
villages, However, this awempt also came to nothing when
nadenitandably the Israeli Arab area residents refused the government
demand thar the council be headed by a number of religioas Jews from
the nearby Tsraeli rown of Hadera.

Tn the meantime, the cost of improving living condicions on their side
of Barta’a falls squarely on the shoulders, and bank accouncs, of the ax
paving Israeli Arab residents, who receive little in rerurn far theiv
financial contributians to the state coffers. Riad Kabha is a litde wo
young to be the wise old man of his half of Barra'a where he is expected
to eome up with all the answers. In his daily work ar the Givar Haviva
Iastitute Arab-Jewish Cenere for Peace, Riad is in constant contact with
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Palestinians from the West Bank and Gaza and co-ordinates and
organizes seminars on thalr behalf held ar Givar Haviva. He h_as Been
throsgh stressful tmes trying e organise seminars for Palestinians on
subjects such as democracy, tolerance, co-existence, and education,
whilsr their areas came under closure and permits to cross over the
Green Line, a mere handful of kilometees from Givat Haviva, were
refused by the [srach authorisies, Being the village muokhtar brings no
pay, just many dutics, such as responsibility for the building of rPads,
being a go-between berween west and east Barta'a and the village
TERrESCOGALYE T( Varicus governracit AgEEncies,

Rind jokes: 'I find it difficalr cnough explaining ro my awn children
onr history, who we ate and where we belang, raking on ail the other
problems of the village is just not for a youngster like me’. Yet, what QF
the future? *“What will be, will be...Inshallah (Please God)...it is pot in
our hands’, Riad proclaims, lifring his arms toward the ceiling, and
heyond.
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