


AFTERMATH: GAZA IN THE DAYS AFTER THE 22 DAY WAR

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 Israeli 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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