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traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) and had lost his job. He was frustrated and didn’t know where he was
going to live now.

He cursed the Arab rulers as useless and incompetent. He was angry at the fact that despite all the media
focus, no action was being taken against those responsible for the massacres. He urged the international
community to establish a war crimes tribunal to prosecute the Israeli political and military leaders who
had done this.

Last stop before jumaa’ah was the now destroyed home of Faiz Salha, an UNRWA worker, who lost six
members of his family, including his wife and 4 children, Ziyaruddin (14), Rana (11), Bahauddin (4), and
Ruhla (1)in an airstrike on 9 January 2009 at 3.30 pm. We saw the mark left by the warning missile.
Unfortunately, the family didn’t evacuate in time before the heavier artillery rained down upon them a
whole two minutes later.

Generation Ghazzah

We stopped to pray juma’ah in Masjid al-Tagwa or what remained of it, in the Sheykh al-Radwan
neighbourhood in North Ghazzah.

Children play amongst the remains of the destroyed Masjid al-Tagwa, Sheykh Radwan neighbourhood, North
of Gaza City, bombed in 7 January 2009, killing 4 civilians.
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Again struck by an Israeli missile. This strike however was symbolic in that it was against the mosque
in which numerous Hamas leaders used to pray such as Sheykh Ahmed Yasin, Dr al-Rantissi and Dr
Mousa Abu Marzouk. Now some children played in the rubble underneath the green Hamas flag which
still flew defiantly from the minaret. Behind the mosque, a tent had been put up where the worshippers
flocked to pray, refusing to submit to the Israeli F-16 demands that they pray elsewhere. The angry
khutbah focussed on the resistance and the destruction of the mosques, with a call for locals to donate
money to rebuild the mosque. There was also an announcement made for the congregation to attend a
rally in support of Turkish Prime Minister Erdogan who had walked out of an international summit due
to comments by Shimon Peres. If only the Arab leaders had an ounce of the dignity of this man was the
general sentiment there.

At the mosque, I found myself surrounded by dozens of children wanting to talk to me and about why I
was in Ghazzah. Sincere in their curiosity and extremely warm in the manner they welcomed us, with
beaming smiles, they proudly boasted about the Mugawwama and how they wished to join it and fight
jihad for the sake of Allah in the future. These kids were phenomenal — for a people who had just been
devastated by the most technologically advanced weapons on earth at the moment, who had lost their
homes, their parents, brothers and sisters and all they held dear, they were remarkably positive. The
victory is coming, they predicted and justice will prevail inshaAllah.

These children also had something else about them which I had not seen in any other children — they had
a dignity and self-respect which refused to beg for sympathy or assistance. My sister-in-law had given
me some bags of sweets to distribute amongst the children we met. After spending 20-30 minutes with
this group of children, I reached into my pocket to offer them some sweets. They politely refused. Could
I take their pictures. La!! Still smiling, they refused to allow me. They had pride, they had dignity. They
did not want hand-outs. They did not want to be a spectacle for the world, no matter how sympathetic.
They knew that the solution to their problem would not come from outside but from within Palestine.
For only those who live through the ordeal will have the passion and energy to spend their lifetime
resolving it. Nobody else would ever understand.

After convincing the kids that I could not attend the Erdogan demonstration or join the Mugawamma on
this particular trip due to the limited time I had, I got in the taxi and we returned to Gaza City where our
mission would continue. I will never forget the attitude of these children — neither Israel nor the world
realise that their actions have only spawned a new generation of children who will insist on dying with
dignity rather than living in humiliation.
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The Samouni Family

A banner commemorating the 29 members of the al Samouni family killed by the Israeli
troops during the ground offensive flies in what remains of the family farm. Roses
represent the women and children killed by the IDF.

After lunch, we went to the Hay neighbourhood of Al Zaytoun district to the site of one of the most
horrific atrocities of the Israeli ground invasion where 29 members of the same family were massacred
by Israeli troops. When we arrived, scores of men sat sombrely in a circle with meat being grilled on a
makeshift barbeque. The presence of death could still be sensed in the atmosphere. We were introduced
to Khalid Hilmi Al Samouni whose wife Maha and baby Muhammad were among those killed in the
massacre.

One of the homes
of the al-Samouni
family from which
they were
expelled by Israeli
troops who used
it as a base,
leaving behind
them bags of
defecation,
rubbish, and
racist and
murderous graffiti
on the walls.
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We heard how in this plot of farmland lived over 100 members of the Samouni family — grandparents,
uncles, aunts, cousin — the entire extended family. On Sunday 4 January 2009, dozens of extended
family members gathered for safety in the ground floor of Salah Samouni’s home. A shell was fired into
the top of the building starting a fire. Despite calling the ambulance and fire services, nobody came to
rescue them. They could not — they were prevented from doing so by the Israeli forces. Soon a group
of Israeli soldiers came to the front door. They accepted that they were all civilians but ordered the
entire family of approximately 100 men, women and children, to move into the home of Wael Samouni
a few metres away, they stayed there for the rest of the day with little food and water. The electricity
had been cut off since the Israeli bombardment began on 29 December 2008. The morning after being
moved, four of the men decided to leave the property to bring back water for the children who were
thirsty. A shell was fired directly at them, killing two of the men instantly, and injuring the other two.
The house was shelled a few more times, killing dozens. Many of the survivors tried to leave the house
carrying white sheets and banners and carrying some of the bodies of those killed but the Israeli soldiers
began shooting at them too.

We heard how some members of the family were executed in cold blood, despite clearly being identified
as civilians. We were shown some mobile phone video footage of the body of one man who had been
executed. His feet were still bound together; the Israelis tied him up before shooting him. We were shown
photographs of some of the toddlers who had been killed, not by shrapnel. Like little dolls, their tiny
bodies looked completely normal except for single bullet holes through the heart in two cases and the
head in the case of Khalid’s son. Paramedics were refused access to the area for days as surviving children
sat without food or water, surrounded by the bodies of their dead mothers and fathers. When they finally
were allowed to enter the area, they found the children clinging to the corpses of their parents.

I was completely stunned by what I heard. The word genocide was reverberating in my head — how
could we have allowed this to happen? Imagine the fear of those children, found clinging to the corpses
of their parents who had just been mercilessly slaughtered in front of their own eyes. Imagine the terror
that this family of farmers experienced at the hands of “the most disciplined army in the world”.

Zionism is Racism

Chilling graffiti drawn by Israeli soldiers on pillar
inside a house belonging to the al-Samouni family. In
total, 29 members of the family were killed by Israeli
troops.

Graffiti found in home of al-Samouni family after
being occupied by Israeli soldiers.
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We were taken inside another house
which the Israeli soldiers had occupied
and utilised as a temporary base. Racist
anti-Arab graffiti in Hebrew and Stars of
David everywhere, defacing the walls.
Vulgar drawings and comments about
Arab women gave an insight into the
mindset of the animals who had set up
camp here. On one of the walls, an arrow
had been drawn pointing towards a bullet
hole in the wall, with Hebrew words
scribbled underneath it implying that the
above was the vagina of an Arab woman.
Elsewhere, KILL THE ARABS
DEATH TO ARABS ... intermingled
with the Star of David. More clever ones
stated, “The Brave Arabs will be
underground”, a reference to how they
would be buried after death. “Peace «peath to Arabs’: Racist Graffiti scribbled in both Hebrew and
between Israelis only”. “South of Isracl English was found in many buildings occupied by Israeli troops
belongs to Israel” indicating the obstinate 9uring the ground offensive.

nature of Zionism and its refusal to
surrender an inch of occupied land.
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One particular telling piece of graffiti == : '
showed the origins of some of the soldiers :d gm 5"‘
—“I’'m Russian!!!! Putin”. Tins of Israeli

food and military body warmers were still '
lying around. As one man bitterly pointed =~ :
out, while they tried to survive without - P a2 }. w
food, water and electricity or any extra ;
clothes, the Israeli soldiers came
equipped with their own food and extra
warm clothes. Others mentioned to us
how copies of the Qu’ran had been found
desecrated and how the soldiers had left
bags of their defecation around the house,
despite 'there being functioning tOll?tS- I’'m Russian!!! IDF soldiers proudly scribbled their origins on the
What kind of beasts were we dealing inner walls of the home they occupied.

with here?
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Stolen Innocence

We were also introduced to a young girl of 13 who
told us how she had seen members of her family
executed in front of her very eyes.

I was numb. I wanted to ask so many more follow-
up questions but looking into her dead traumatised
eyes, no words would come out of my mouth. This
was barbarism of the worst kind. This poor girl,
what horrors must she relive every second of her
life? What crime was she guilty of that she had to
experience such terror? We gave our condolences
and left in silence.

Stolen Innocence: A 13
year old member of the
al-Samouni family who
saw members of her
family executed in
front of her

Chemical Warfare

In silence, we were driven to the home of Dr Kashif, the director of all the hospitals in Ghazzah. A
relatively well off resident of Ghazzah, his top floor apartment was struck by white phosphorous, a
chemical which we had heard a lot about. We could see the exact point at which the missile had struck
the roof and the route of the fire damage could be tracked across the ceiling. Inside was as if the walls
and ceiling had been painted black. Darkness inside while two workers attempted to repair the walls. We
were shown the remains of a mattress from the apartment below in which an enormous crater had been
formed as a result of the phosphorous.

Mattress
belonging to the
owner of the flat
below that of Dr
Kashif. Damaged
by the white
phosphorous
strike.
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Dr Kashif then took us to the home of a patient he knew had been a direct victim of a white phosphorous
attack from an Israeli drone. His injuries were horrific — his hand, his leg and shoulder all bearing the
yellow scars of the attack.

Injuries to leg sustained by victim of white Injuries to arm sustained by victim of white
phosphorous strike. phosphorous strike

Home Sweet Home

By the time we left his home, it had gotten dark. We returned to the hotel to collect our bags before
taking a taxi south to the Shabura refugee camp in Rafah where we met our host for the night, Ayman,
an English language student who insisted that we stay at his home that night in the refugee camp.

The first thing we noticed on entering his home was the intense cold, just plain concrete walls which if
seen in London, one would presume the building was still under construction. No doorbell, just a system
of hollering through the window if you wanted to see anyone. Here Ayman lived alone with his elderly
mother, who continuously worried about his safety. The homes here were in better condition than those
in North Ghazzah in that they had water (albeit freezing) and electricity. Nevertheless, they possessed
very little in terms of food and material possessions, just a few blankets to stay warm.

Yet, they put out their best food for us, as their guests. In one large tray, they served us small plates of
hummus, olives, cheese, dates and some processed chicken, which I suspected had been bought specially
for us. Like the sahaabah* used to do, they nibbled at their food in order to ensure we ate our fill. They
treated us with the warmth and kindness reserved for close family. After dinner, some of Ayman’s friends
came over and we talked into the early hours of the night about life in the refugee camp, the recent Israeli
aggression and the future for the Palestinian people. That night, we slept on the cold floor with our hosts,
warmed by their incredible hospitality. Despite the dangers we had been warned about, this truly felt like
home.

4 The Sahaabah is the collective word used to describe the companions of the Prophet Muhammad (may the peace and
blessings of Allah be upon him)
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Day 5: Saturday 31 January 2009
IDF: Islamophobic Death Forces

After breakfast, we thanked and greeted Umm Ayman, who had tears in her eyes as we left, and set out
to gather as much evidence as we could in the little time remaining. We were told that we needed to be
at the Rafah crossing by 3pm latest.

We first visited the site of the Abrar mosque which was struck by an Israeli F-16 missile strike on 15
January 2009. Again, the purpose of striking a huge mosque in the middle of the commercial centre of
the town was not clear. Was this just another case of institutional Islamophobia and racism within the
Israeli army?

The interior of

- Masjid al-Abrar,

= Rafah, destroyed in
| 2 lIsraeli strikes on
29 December 2008
and 15 January
2009.

The interior of
Masjid al-Abrar,
Rafah. In total,

94 mosques were
destroyed by
Israeli forces in
the three week
aggression.
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We met an optician, Dr Muhammad Salah, who lives across the road from the mosque and has lived
here for over 20 years. He had witnessed the growth of this mosque over time from a small tent to the
magnificent building it was before the strike. His little son witnessed the strike itself which destroyed
the mosque and was in a complete state of shock and fear for days afterward.

We began reflecting on what he had said. We often take mosques for granted which are built in the
Muslim and Arab world, almost as if they magically appeared overnight. We know the various difficulties
in building a mosque in the West, from getting the planning permission, to raising funds, and developing
and expanding it over time. Yet, we assume that these difficulties do not exist in the construction of
mosques in the Muslim world. While this may be true for certain places like Saudi Arabia and Iran where
the government has the funds to build grandiose mosques, for the people in Ghazzah, their mosques are
grassroots. They fundraise, put money together and slowly build up their mosques over time. So just as
angry and upset as we in the West get when a racist throw a brick through our mosque window, imagine
the fury we would have if an RAF pilot struck it with an F-16 missile completely destroying it.

Playground of Terror

We set forth for al-Najm, a family park and museum, where we were told families and children would
come to play and get together every Friday. But that was before the invasion. Now the museum had been
devastated by an aerial bomb which struck at 11.30pm on 31 December 2008 and nothing remained of
the children’s playground except the steel frames of the swings. Slides, roundabouts, all had been
obliterated. Dozens of little children now wandered around aimlessly, not knowing how to entertain
themselves. Some dabbed their fingers in the dirt, others quietly whispered to each other, others just sat
in silence. Locals told us how the bombs had fallen during the night killing a passing motorcyclist and
a woman who lived in an apartment adjacent to the museum.

We were introduced to Ibrahim Muhammad al Athanna, a shopkeeper who worked directly across the
road from the playground. He had just closed his shop and gone to his flat above the shop where he lives
with his 6 children. He had just entered his home when he heard a huge explosion which shook the
neighbourhood, killing a motorcyclist and a woman in her home. Thankfully, neither Ibrahim nor his
family were hurt. But Ibrahim was most angry at the fact that the bombs fell without any prior warning
from the Israeli forces. He bitterly commented while the West was celebrating New Year’s Eve, they
were fearing for their lives. Ibrahim was adamant that there were no rockets or weaponry or anything of
the sort in this area — this was an open public place which was not even strategically useful for such a

purpose.

Ibrahim did not feel that Western governments could assist them because of their blind love for Israel and
their untainted support for them, even during this recent conflict. How on earth could they help the
Palestinians while they simultaneously provided Israel with the weapons to kill the Palestinians? The only
people who could help them were the Resistance who were defending them against this aggression.

We also met the local children who complained to us about how they had nowhere to play now and that
Israel had done this to destroy whatever little happiness they could have. I thought about what we had
been told about the bombing of the zoo and the shooting of its animals. It really did appear that the
intention of the Israeli army was to obliterate anything which Palestinian society could look to and utilise
as a temporary haven to escape from the hellish existence they were forced to endure.
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A young 12-year old girl called Sundhus said there was little the children could do now as the roads
were too dangerous and they had nowhere left to play now. She used to come to al-Najm playground three
or four times a week to play with her friends. As well as playing on the swings and slides, Sundhus also
revealed the more popular game of “Israeli soldiers and Palestinian resistance”, their own version of
“Cops and Robbers”, providing an insight into the psychological effect this conflict was having on
children, that not even the games they played could provide them with an escape from the occupation.

Now there was little for her and her friends to do because the roads were too busy but they would play
there anyways, because they were children and they had to play.

Like all the children we met, Sundhus’ ambitions in life revolved around gaining a better deal for her
people. She wished to become a journalist to expose the truth, that the Israelis were the ones killing the
Palestinians and not the other way around.

Sundhus’ message to the children in the UK, particularly the Muslim children, was for them to show their
solidarity with them and for the people of the world to defend them against this aggression. She wanted
a peaceful solution which would allow her and her friends to play and to run. Her little face beamed
with happiness when I told her of the children’s demonstration in support of Ghazzah in London and she
called upon the children to come to Ghazzah to help them rebuild their homes.

Sundhus al-‘Athanna told us how the al-Najm family park and museum were devastated by Israeli strikes
leaving local children with little recreational activities.
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I was struck by the political maturity of these young children — how they were fully aware of the historical
injustice committed by the British over 90 years ago and how their aspirations revolved around bringing
justice to their people. I remembered that I still had some bags of sweets with me and tried to distribute
them. La!! That same sense of dignity. I quickly explained that it was a gift from the children in London
and they accepted them with beaming smiles. The children in London, their counterparts, had thought
of them. It was this which brought out these smiles, not the sweets.

Our final stop for the day was with the family of the lady who had been killed in her flat after the museum
was bombed.

Realising the time and the fact that we had to be at the Rafah crossing by 3 pm, we rushed back to
Ayman’s home to collect our bags. On route, we bumped into a man called Fathi Kader who insisted on
speaking with us to let us know that his son was missing since the war began. Kidnapped by Israeli
soldiers, shot dead or buried under some rubble, nobody knew. How many more stories like Fathi’s were
there, I wondered as we hurried home?

Back to Reality

Apprehensive that we may not get out of Ghazzah in time and thereby miss our flight, we rushed back
to get our bags. Ayman insisted we stay for lunch and looked offended when we said, we really had to
run. [ told him that if we weren’t allowed through, we would be having breakfast, lunch and dinner with
him indefinitely. This seemed to cheer him up. We said goodbye to his mother who again had tears in
her eyes and grabbed a taxi to the crossing. We exchanged some gifts with Ayman and his friends —
something beautiful about this land and these people is their selflessness and their embodiment of the
saying of the Prophet Muhammad (may the peace and blessings of Allah be upon him) to love for your
brother what you love for yourself. Items they owned, whatever was in their pocket at the time, anything
they could find — Qur’ans, pens, torches, books, scarves - they would give them away with such love.
We got to the crossing on time, embraced our brothers like family members and boarded the bus to leave.
That was it — we were leaving the Holy Land and returning to “civilisation”.

As heart-warming and welcoming Ghazzah had been, before we even arrived at the administration centre,
we were treated to the coldness and hostility of Egypt. Two armed officers boarded the bus asking
questions. We agreed that this was probably the scariest part of the trip as we were in no man’s land. We
had an exit visa from Ghazzah but no entry visa to Egypt. We were completely on our own — no Dr Eyad,
no Sha’aban, no Ayman, nobody. But we had Allah and sufficient is He for us and the best One to put
our trust in.

The Best of People

The remainder of our trip was pretty uneventful apart from some drama at the airport when the officials
stopped me for about 15 minutes while they held a conference on whether the entry stamp I received on
returning from Ghazzah was valid or not. Amazingly, they allowed Musthak through even though he
had an identical stamp. After I explained that this was put there by their colleagues at the Rafah Crossing
and that I was not going to pay an extra 15 dollars to get an additional entry stamp which would give me
countless difficulties in the future no doubt, they let me pass through.
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On the way home, I kept thinking about Ghazzah and its people. The Prophet Muhammad (may the
peace and blessings of Allah be upon him) said that Allah tests people in proportion to how much He
loves them. The most tested people ever to walk the earth were the Prophets, showing how beloved they
were to Allah. Today, at this moment in time, no people are being tested more than the people of Ghazzah
— since they voted for Islam three years ago, they have been punished with economic sanctions, locked
in a cage and experienced inhuman savagery at the hands of their oppressors. The entire world has
betrayed them and yet they have remained firm on their religion and their beliefs. I close my eyes and
see their radiant faces, their beaming smiles and I hear their sincere laughter. Their courage in the face
of such oppression is inspirational. They will continue their struggle until victory or martyrdom. We
shouldn’t feel sorry for them, they will be successful in this life or the Hereafter. We need to feel sorry
for ourselves, for the deep slumber from which we refuse to stir. Our luxurious lifestyle in the West has
deadened our hearts and we can barely muster up the courage to attend a demonstration against the
atrocities. Allah has promised the oppressed victory and it will come — the question we must all ask
ourselves is not when this victory will come but what part we will have played in it.

I 'end with a hadith of the Prophet Muhammad (may the peace and blessings of Allah be upon him):

“A Group of my Ummah will be apparent upon the Truth, Dominating their Enemies, and not being
harmed by those who oppose them up until the decree of Allah passes by*. One Companion asked:
“Where would they be?” The Messenger (may the peace and blessings of Allah be upon him) replied:

“In Bayt al-Magqdis (Jerusalem) and its surrounding areas**

I truly believe that I have met those people.
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In the days after the trauma that was the 22 day assault on Gaza at the end of 2008
and early 2009, two of the IHRC team visited Gaza. Like the many, many other
NGO workers from various countries, part of their purpose was to take detailed
testimony from the countless victims of aggression: those who lost families, homes
and businesses, or were maimed and psychologically injured.

Gaza in the Days after the 22 Day War provides extracts from the journals of both
men. Captured in this work is not only the devastation and destruction caused by the
aggression, but also the determination, strength and resilience of the people of Gaza.
Despite everything they have endured, they continue to seek justice and resist
oppression. In adversity and poverty, they provide great hospitality and friendship to
those who seek to understand and help. Above all they speak of justice not
vengeance.
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