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 Chapter 1

Mark: Here we are, its 2011, and everyone is talking about the two state solution. Some people say its dead and over, some governments say its here and now. Nevertheless, the two state solution has become a reoccurring phrase in today's political rhetoric. How did this conflict begin in the first place so that we need a solution to it? You were born in a refugee camp, you were born into this conflict. I was born an American Jew and from the earliest age I can remember, was singing the Israeli national anthem every morning during  passover. 

How did all of this start?

Hisham: Well, we would wake up every morning howling the ghost of the Israeli occupation looming over our heads. Really the roots of the conflict go back to early Zionist immigration to Palestine during the 19th century, particularly in the second half of the 19th century. I t was then that Palestinians first felt that there was some foreign vying to take their country from them. In practical terms, it wasn't until1895 when Theodore Herzl published his book the Jewish State and subsequently convened the first World Zionist Conference in 1897 that the Palestinians felt there was a real danger coming their way. Both the book and the conference made it clear that Zionism was established to provide a state for the Jewish people and outlined a strategy on how to unite Jewish power, political and economic, and to really take Palestine from the Palestinians. 

Mark: I recall from my studies the book was actually called the Jewish State and I recall some phrasing in the book where they actually talked about the natives that were living there, everyone called it Palestine in those days. And these natives, I think he referred to them as penniless peasants, were going to be removed. We didn't call them 'resettled' in those days, they were just going to be replaced by the Jews. But as I recall there were very few Jews living in Palestine at that time. It was a very small percentage of the population, so how in the world did the Zionist movement catch on like this and how did the Palestinian population deal with it in the beginning?

Hisham: The Zionist movement was instrumental in manipulating the European conflict to their advantage. They clearly understood that Europe was quite preoccupied with itself and that the idea of the nation state was the operative term for stability, since the term was coined back in 1648. The Zionists understood all of that and they even further manipulated the European state of affairs during the first World War, the Zionist movement had signaled to both Germany and Great Britain that whoever came to the aid of the Zionist movement would be greatly rewarded. 

Mark: Well, they went to the Ottomans as well. They played all sides. 

Hisham: Absolutely. There were Zionist scientists such as “Hymie Something” who invented a very important type of explosive, which was used extensively by the British in their war effort and there were Zionist bankers who supported the British war effort and out of this came the Balfour Declaration.  Another facet, a very important facet, was that the Zionists really manipulated the United States. The United States was in a period of isolationism, it had no desire to involve itself in the war in Europe. At this time the Russians had pulled out of the war due to the Bolshevik Revolution of 1917, and the British felt that there was a terrible power vacuum on the Eastern front and were also keenly aware of the severe losses they were suffering due to Germany's U-Boat campaign in the Atlantic. The Zionists sent their emissaries to the British to suggest that they were in a vital position to convince the United States to enter the war on the side of the entente so long as they helped the Zionists to issue the Balfour Declaration. And sure enough there was Louis Brandeis on the Supreme Court who prevailed upon President Wilson to convince the United States to enter WWI. This justice presided over the drafting, the very careful drafting, of the Balfour Declaration, close to 33 revisions which he went over and which really shook the whole world. Upon the document's entrance on the international scene, Palestinians demonstrated against it. The Balfour declaration was a trigger of conflict which has not dissipated since 1917. The Balfour Declaration represents the first steps towards a Jewish State by the Zionists in Palestine. 

Mark: Well two things come to mind. One, the Zionist leaders at the time were the most secular and the most integrated into the European system. Herzl himself was not a religious Jew. They were the champions of the original Zionist movement and they, as you say, exploited the opportunity because before the Balfour Declaration the British were searching for allies they could get who had the same McMahon correspondence of 1915/1916. Behind the scenes they were trying to get Arab support, you had the Sykes-Pecot  Agreement which was secret about how Britain and France would divide the region after the war, something that was only leaked out because of the Bolshevik Revolution. Then you had the Balfour Declaration of 1917 and then when the war ended you had Versailles, you had the Paris Peace Conference, you had the San Romeo Conference, a year later that was in 1920, you had the Churchill White Papers of 1922; all of which had to do with the future of Palestine and what it meant to have a Jewish homeland. There was no discussion then of a two-state solution because everyone was assuming there was going to be a single state that would accommodate everyone's interest. What were the Palestinians doing at the time of the Balfour Declaration? 

Hisham: They were in a sate of shock. The British viewed Palestine as part of their own territory. The Palestinians felt their existence was in danger and so they protested. These were a people that were tranquil living on their land as they had done so for thousands of years their own way. It was clear from the beginning that the Zionist 'Colonial Project' was making headway against the Palestinians, but nevertheless the Palestinians never succumb, never acquiesced, they resisted from the time of the Balfour Declaration, through the 20's. 

Mark: I have a quote from the 1919 Paris Peace Conference from the official Zionist representative and what you are saying would explain why they must have felt the need to say things like this. He said “Zionism aims at the creation of an independent Jewish Sate.” But, this is foolish, the Jewish state was never part of the Zionist program. So, they were saying to the world officially and they were saying to the Arabs and the Palestinians not to not fear the establishment of a separate Jewish state and they reassured the Palestinians that they would work closely with the Palestinian people and assure that their rights would be protected. In fact there was no official statement that eluded to the establishment of an independent Jewish state. So, we have up to the 1920's and then the mandate takes place, where Britain and France are given the rights to decide the future of the territory liberated form the Ottomans. Of course the British were given Palestine. What happened at that time and how did that impact the Palestinian people then? 

Hisham: The way I view the mandate was a forbearance in the colonization of Palestine. When the British landed their troops in Palestine in 1917, it symbolized the coming violent occupation. In 1919, although Wilson succumbed to Zionist dictates he did send an American commission to investigate the situation in the former governance of the Ottoman Empire. He sent a commission called  'the King Crane Commission'.” The King Crane  Commission sent many telegraphs to Wilson in the summer of 1919 to tell him that the Palestinian people vehemently opposed the Zionist project and that they opposed the British mandate. Their report was suppressed for 3 years. Nevertheless, the Commission's report was important because it illustrated the widespread opposition to the British mandate and the Zionist colonization of Palestine.

Mark: There is another factor that I remember, just a sort of historical moment, when Alemby marched into Jerusalem, he was ordered by London not to ride in on horses and not to ride in flying a British flag. In fact he was told explicitly not to mention anything of British Zionist involvement. So, he walked in and the parade was limited. And even then the Arab notables of Jerusalem gathered to hear Alenby give a speech and there was no applause. 

Hisham: This was a period of shock for the people of Palestine, they were living in their own paradise and here was this invading power that came to take their country violently from them and that sought to erase and negate their cultural and national identity. {There are incredible stories about how people resisted the occupation in those early days, in fact there is a story that was related to me by my father and although this touches on a later period during the 1940's, it's an excellent example. He was approached by a high ranking British officer in his home town of “Dakaria” and asked my father how to eat the fruit and my father pointed out to him that you just get up and eat it. While that's not really ow you're supposed to eat the fruit, you have to clean it and do all sorts of preparations to it. My father was basically exercising his own way of getting back at the British. } Story about Hisham's Father 

Mark: The rebellion started a long time ago then, the idea of the first intifada only taking place during the late 80's is not really accurate. It sounds like the intifada, the rebellions, the uprisings, really started shortly after the Balfour Declaration and were well underway by the time your father had his run in with the British officer. So how did the resistance begin? What happened in the 20's and as I recall there was a conflict in 1929 between Arabs and Jews? What happened from the Palestinian perspective? 

Hisham: During this period there was constant resistance as there was constant Zionist expansion to take land. 

Mark: And then in '29, was there something that set off a more violent reaction? 

Hisham: It was the “Barac” uprising when Zionists tried to claim a very holy site that sparked one of the first major Palestinian rebellions. This was the largest and the longest Palestinian rebellion, lasting from 1936 to 1939, and that ultimately pressured the British into pursuing more diplomatic actions. 

Mark: Alright, so in broad strokes this is the origins of the conflict, this is the origins of the intifadas of modern times, this is the origins of the competing promises made by the British and the West and apparently the Americans were intimately involved through Brandies and Wilson. 

