
I dreamt of 
the corner of 

Dizengoff and
Gordon

Street, and a café; I dreamt of Tel Aviv, not ferusalem. Now here 
I am, there's the café where the poet Nathan Zach hangs out, 
and on the corner a girl is playing classical music on the violin. 
The street's very lively. The same brands as in Paris — Kookaï, 
Benetton, Levi's... and small fruit and spice stands like in North 
Africa. I buy a bagel and fresh-squeezed orange juice from 
someone who looks to me like an Arab, but then I wonder, 
perhaps not? I look around, see ail the Street signs in Hebrew and 
English, and have a moment of disorientation: where am I?
Farther down the Street, a woman is yelling, in English,
"This whole damn country..." She is blonde, young, pretty, 
well-dressed, and nobody is paying any attention to her.

The lights are bright and the Street is charming — "Main 
Street" in a big city in a small country.

Shimon Ballas, an Iraqi Jew who's written for the review, 
lives here. I go to see him and ask him how he is; he looks tired. 
I've noticed that some Israeli leftists and peace activists are full 
of energy these days, throwing themselves into the détails of the 
accords, working out joint projects with the Palestinians, while 
others seem almost dismayed; it's somehow not "their" peace.
I ask Shimon how he's feeling. "I feel nauseous," says Shimon. 
But he grins, looking better. "On the TV, in the paper, they only 
show the settlers in the territories, dancing, talking. And 
everyone is so sympathetic to them! 'We can't kick them out!'
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they say. 'It's not fair!' ...There's a démonstration to support 
withdrawal from the Golan/' he adds. "But I'm not going."

The Israeli govemment has been hinting about giving the 
Golan Heights back to Syria, he explains, and the Israeli right 
has mobilised against the idea. There are banners everywhere 
saying "the people are with the Golan," and "peace including 
the Golan." Uri Avnery has organised a démonstration for the 
next day in the Golan Heights, to support withdrawal.

I've never been to the Golan. And I've been wanting to meet 
Avnery, a long-time editor and peace activist. Shimon calls 
Avnery, arranges for me to go.

That night at dinner with some Israeli friends, the 
conversation turns to the Golan. "It's very important in Jewish 
history," one woman tells me. She saw a programme on TV, the 
discovery of the ruins of a synagogue. "At the time of Masada," 
she says, "it was the fall of the Golan that presaged the fall of 
Jerusalem. Once the Golan falls, the country falls." Another 
fellow says that the Heights must be kept, for protection, 
because of the importance of high lands. Besides, he says, the 
Golan had no significant population before the occupation.
"I fought in the Golan," he says. "There was no-one there."

The next moming I wake up early and make my way down 
to the central square where the buses are waiting. Some of the 
demonstrators are very young, teenagers; others are my âge or 
older, they've been demonstrating for years, decades. There are 
no crowds of people, it's not like a big Peace Now 
démonstration, it's just the hard core.

On the bus I waylay Uri Avnery: an older man with short 
white hair, close-cropped white beard, alert eyes. Looks like a 
sea captain. He tells me about a speech he gave before a group of 
school-teachers in which he used the phrase "Jerusalem, capital 
of two states," including "a capital of a Palestinian State in East 
Jerusalem." He goes on, "even a year ago this would have led to 
an uproar. But now they listen quietly." I ask him to explain this 
apparent ovemight change in Israeli public opinion. "In fact, 
it didn't change ovemight," he says. "Public opinion has 
changed slowly over the years, especially since the Intifada. It 
was imperceptible to people like myself, because people didn't
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join the peace movement, didn't start talking about justice.
But everywhere you began to hear people, soldiers, reservists, 
saying 'there must be a solution/ Soldiers would serve in the 
territories, in Gaza, and come back saying 'What're we doing in 
Gaza?' This can't go on forever/ 'We need a solution/ There was 
a popular song, sung by Yishai Levi, an Oriental Jew, called 
Goodbye to Gaza."

"What's the song?" I ask. A fellow across the aisle hands me a 
magazine called Challenge with the song lyrics in English 
translation:

Farewell, farewell to thee, oh Gaza!
At last we’ve come to a parting of the waysl 
ril go get me my suntan at the Plaza,
Forget the good old army days!
Farewell, farewell to thee, oh Gaza!
Vm off, Yve really got to scram!
Go find yourself another sucker, oh Gaza!
Frankly, dearie, I don’t give a damn.
Avnery continues: "Five years ago a poil by a respected public 

opinion firm reported that 70% of the Israeli people were for 
'transfer'. Now, a new poil shows 70% for negotiation with the 
PLO. The explanation is that what most Israeli Jews want is a 
Jewish state. The attitude is: 'If we can kick the Arabs out, great. 
If not, let's get rid of the territories and the Arabs/"

As we're talking, the bus is pulling north through the State of 
Israël. One demonstrator shows me the kibbutz where he grew 
up, we come into the Galilee where Jewish settlements are 
interspersed with Arab towns... Finally we arrive at the 
crossroads, the beginning of the Golan Heights. We pile out and 
take our places along the road. On the other side there's a line of 
joumalists almost as long as the line of demonstrators.
It's mostly the international press. Those who go by are ail 
settlers living in the Golan. They don't seem particularly upset 
by the démonstration. Some stop and take flyers.

After a few hours we go farther into the Golan Heights.
The two young Druze acting as our guides are impressive: sharp, 
confident, speaking fluent Hebrew. One demonstrator tells me 
that they've both done stints in Israeli jails.
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The Golan Heights they describe to us is a différent place 
from the one I heard about the night before. I was told that the 
Golan was empty before Israeli occupation. Now the Druze says 
that the pre-war population was 130,000, including 9,000 
refugees who fled to the région during the 1948 war.
(Later, I find out that the Syrian estimate is 150,000, while the 
Israeli govemment admits to a pre-war population of 70,000.) He 
passes out two maps, one of the destroyed villages: Qasrine, 
Nukhila, Fiq, Bab el Haoua, Kafer Hareb... Now, only 16,000 
people remain of that pre-1967 population,* plus, 12,000 Israeli 
Jewish settlers. The other map is of the Jewish settlements. I 
notice some of their names are Hebrew versions of the Arab 
names: Qazrin, Kfar Haruv, Afiq...

It has begun to rain. We pass an abandoned village, a deserted 
network of low stone walls, and then stop at a bombed-out 
mosque. It's covered with graffiti in Arabie: "I will return/71 
read, as well as, "We are patient." A Syrian soldier has left his 
address in the prayer niche. With a sense of unreality, I identify 
several long messages in Fijian — "tourists," one of the Druze 
men says. "UN soldiers," says one of the demonstrators.

A Dutch woman with the démonstration prefers to stay on 
the bus, saying, "It's like dancing on a tomb."

I lean out of the window of the mosque. Sheets of rain fall on 
the terribly, terribly rocky soil. There is one willow tree.

Later we pass by an Israeli army base. At first it looks empty, 
then I see lights on a small trailer, and then two guards. One of 
them spreads his arms wide, greeting us.

We're pulling up, up into the Heights. I tell one of the 
demonstrators that I'd heard that Israël has to keep the Golan 
because it's on high ground. He begins to laugh: "That's military 
thinking that would have made sense in about the second 
century," he says. "There're missiles that can hit Israël from as 
far away as Iraq. We know that now. What différence does high 
ground make? What do they think the Syrians are going to do, 
piss on us?"

The Druze is talking again. He explains that the 
pre-occupation inhabitants of the région were of many 
sorts: Druze, Circassians, Ismailis, Muslims, Catholics. "But they
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ail considered themselves Syrian." He goes on to say that in 
1982, when the Israeli govemment annexed the Golan Heights, 
there was a long strike in the région. The attempt to impose 
Israeli citizenship on the inhabitants failed and eventually they 
were issued Israeli identity cards with their identity listed as 
"undefined" (like Palestinians living in annexed Jerusalem).

The man who's talking is young; he must have been a child or 
not yet born in 1967.1 can imagine that the experience of Israeli 
occupation might make him feel more commonality with the 
Palestinians in the West Bank, than, say, with Syrians. But in the 
flyers he hands out, it's very clear: it's the struggle of the Syrians 
in the Golan. "Most people in the Golan Heights have relatives 
in Syria," says the speaker. He tells us about how families 
separated by the occupation come to The Valley of Tears, where 
they can shout to each other across the border.

We come to Quneitra, to an enormous deserted building that 
used to be the Syrian command post. We step out of the bus into 
the mud, I've forgotten my jacket, I'm practically wading, 
freezing. The walls are covered with the graffiti of the Israeli 
soldiers who took it during the war. One of them has written out 
a Soldier's Seder — a satire on the Passover ceremony. Instead of 
"We were slaves in Egypt," it begins "We were slaves in 
Quneitra, ail night on guard duty... Why is this night différent 
from ail other nights?"

Finally we reach Majd el-Shams, where there's a kind of 
meeting in the youth centre. The two young men answer 
questions from the démonstrators. Behind us, in the doorway, 
a crowd of curious people are standing, listening.

A journalist asks, "Are you sure that you really want this 
région to be retumed to Syria? In ternis of démocratie rights, 
you have more rights as part of Israël than you would have as part 
of Syria." One of the two men answers carefully, "Syria may not 
be démocratie, but we want to be part of it. If necessary we will 
continue our struggle there." I look at his intent, determined 
expression, and wonder how he'd fare in a Syrian Golan.

The club house is decorated with pictures of Maradona, the 
singer Marcel Khalife, and Hafez Assad. Plus a map of Palestine, 
in the middle of it a tree, hands rising up the trunk; a dead youth
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with a flower rising from his grave, guns, sunrise, the chain 
broken; a child crying, a dove of peace.

Finally we head back to Tel Aviv. Everyone's tired, the 
teenagers are getting giddy, Avnery falls asleep. The wind is so 
strong, it's rocking the bus. Three girls in the back start singing.
I sit for a while next to the bus driver, a dark-skinned young man 
with long curls who seems uninvolved in the démonstration.
"It's too bad that you only saw those ruins," he says. "Because 
the Golan is one of the most beautiful parts of the country."
His face brightens. "I spent some time in a kibbutz near here — 
and I used to hike and hike, there were wild flowers in the 
valleys, it was unbelievably beautiful. And you haven't seen that 
part of the Golan at ail. You should come back some time."

He's talking about the other Golan, the Golan of the second 
map. The two co-exist, both in the same territory: one's made up 
of kibbutzim, wild flowers, army bases, settlers, and memories 
going back (at least) to the second century,- the other's made up of 
destroyed villages, names on the map, memories in the minds of 
refugees (some still waiting in Syrian refugee camps), people with 
identity cards marked "undefined," families shouting across the 
Valley of Tears. And there's another Golan as well: a bargaining 
chip, a territory coveted by two govemments, an element in 
international diplomacy, a possible cause for war.

"Peace including the Golan" — the slogan of the Israël right. 
The problem is, the Syrians have the same slogan. As I lean my 
head back against the headrest, I wonder what will happen if 
Israël gives back the area they occupied in 1967 and annexed in 
1982. The settlers in the Golan get significant incentives from 
the government, and don't tend to be as ideologically motivated 
as the settlers in the West Bank; and the loss of the Golan as a 
stratégie asset would be offset by peace.

I wonder what the bus driver would think if Israël gave back 
the Golan. Probably nothing more than, "that's too bad, it was so 
beautiful there..."

I look out the window at the driving rain, pounding against 
the window, making it impossible to see what lies beyond.

Paris, 1994
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