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Introduction

Technically, Palestine is not a country. Many people call it the
Palestinian Territories, while others refer to it as the Occupied
Territories under the military control of Israel. But one thing is
certain. This small area—the West Bank and the Gaza Strip, which
together cover less than 2,400 square miles (6,200 square
kilometers)—is one of the most fiercely fought-over parcels of land
in world history. Palestine includes holy sites of three different
religions—Christianity, Islam, and Judaism—and their believers have
often gone to war.

The conflict between Palestinians and Israelis has raged since
1948, when Israel became an independent country. It continues to
the present day, making Palestine one of the most violent places in
the Middle East. The other countries in the region have become
involved in political turmoil, diplomacy, negotiation, and military
action.

Hebron is one of the largest cities in Palestine.



And yet it is also the homeland of millions of Palestinians around
the world, who even though they cannot live there, are determined
that one day Palestine will be an actual country in its own right.
Despite the conflict that frequently brings violence and property
destruction, Palestine is also a place where families create strong
ties, kids go to school and play, and people practice their religions—
just like almost everywhere else in the world.



This Palestinian boy and his sister ride to school on a donkey.



CHAPTER 1
A Day in the Life

Bahaa is nine years old. He lives in Beit Lahia, a city of about 60,000
people located in the Gaza Strip. Although Bahaa lives in a part of
the world very different from the United States, he does many of the
same things during a normal day as American kids. Because his
home is in an area where violence sometimes occurs, there are
things that are different about his life.

Bahaa has two brothers and two sisters. He and his family live in
what is a big house for Gaza. Their home is a second-floor
apartment with five bedrooms, one bathroom, a kitchen, and a living
room. His uncle’s family lives on the ground level of the same house.
The street by Bahaa’s house is very busy, with lots of traffic from
cars and donkey carts.

Like most Palestinian kids, Bahaa goes to school from Monday
through Thursday. First he eats a breakfast of milk, tea, eggs,
cheese, fava beans, yogurt, and pita bread. His school is a ten-
minute walk from his house, although some kids ride bicycles to
school. Many families don’t have cars, so kids who can’t walk or bike
might have to take a taxi to school.

In most Palestinian towns, kids attend the same school from
kindergarten through high school. In bigger towns and cities, there
might be a separate school for grades 7 and up. School is free, and
boys and girls go to separate schools. In most schools, boys are
only taught by male teachers, and girls are only taught by female
teachers. Bahaa has a more formal relationship with his teachers
than other kids around the world do. He calls them by their formal
title, which is Mr. or Ustazz (the name given to a Muslim scholar).
Bahaa likes some classes better than others. “I do not like Arabic



class; they ask for too much writing and it hurts my hand,” he said.
“I like the math teacher better. He is nicer to me, and I do not have
to write a lot. I answer some of the questions in the class; it’s easier
to do the homework for math than Arabic.”1

All kids in the same grade take the same classes. Students
usually stay in the same room while their teachers rotate from
classroom to classroom. Bahaa has homework every day, as well as
school projects. He also takes tests that are usually based on what
he has memorized.

Some Palestinian children attend classes in temporary classrooms because their schools have
been damaged or destroyed during fighting.

Bahaa goes home around 12:30, and eats lunch with his family.
Lunch is usually the biggest meal of the day. Rice with beef, chicken
or lamb and vegetables with sauce are a common meal. Bahaa also
likes to snack on things like hummus (a dip made from chickpeas)
and potato chips. His favorite drinks are cola and tea.



Then Bahaa does his homework, sometimes with help from his
parents. Both his mother and father work, but they are usually home
at the same time as their kids. Some kids, depending on where they
live and what the political situation is like, might not have many
opportunities to play outside. They stay inside instead and watch
cartoons or play computer games or chess. Bahaa likes to ride his
bike. He also plays soccer, basketball, or volleyball in the street with
other neighborhood kids. Or they may play hide and seek, a game
that his sisters can join. Most girls do not play soccer or anything
else with boys who aren’t their relatives.

He spends much of his time with his brothers and sisters. He
watches over them and takes care of them. Family is very important
to Bahaa. “I like my family a lot; they are always there,” he explains.
“Sometimes I am mad at my brother Zazzaa because he is younger
and people like him more than they like me. But he always asks me
for help, and I help him. If any kid beats him, I defend my brother
and make sure he is okay. My sisters are nice to me; they take care
of me a lot when Mom is not home. I live with a large family, and my
cousins are good too, but sometimes we disagree.”2

IN CASE YOU WERE WONDERING
Some of Bahaa’s favorite foods are familiar to all children, such as potato chips, chocolates,
and soft drinks.

Fridays are a little different because kids do not have school.
Their parents are also home. Because almost everyone in Gaza is a
believer in the religion of Islam, Bahaa goes to his local mosque for
noon prayers with his father and then comes home for lunch. After
eating, they often visit relatives or other families. Bahaa is
sometimes invited to play with his cousins, or he visits his
grandparents. If he is given spending money, he buys snacks and
candy. The day ends with a light meal before bedtime.

Bahaa is old enough to know that he lives in a place that can be
violent and dangerous. While his parents have not specifically told



him about the war and occupation that are part of living in
Palestine, he sees some of it for himself. He knows that his father
stays awake long after his kids are asleep to make sure everything
is fine. He also knows that his mother will sleep in the same room
with them when his father is away.3 “Every now and then there’s
violence in our area and we hear guns,” Bahaa says. “I got scared
when I was younger, but now that I am older, they do not scare me a
lot. I try to make sure my younger sister is okay. I do not like to see
guns, but the police have big ones.”4

Unfortunately, there is no foreseeable end to this situation. The
conflict between Palestinians and Israelis has endured for decades.
Even getting the two sides to sit down and talk together has often
proved to be virtually impossible.

IN CASE YOU WERE WONDERING
In the Islamic religion, boys and girls, and men and women who are not related to each other
do not spend time alone together or touch.



THE REALITY OF BEING A KID IN
PALESTINE

The reality for children in Palestine is that they live in a very dangerous
place. According to both the Palestine Ministry of Information and the
United Nations, a total of 1,518 Palestinian children have been killed by
Israeli forces in military actions and random violence since 2000. That’s
the equivalent of one child being killed every three days. During this same
period, more than 6,000 children have been injured.5

Some of these children were killed while they were collecting stones in
the border area between Gaza and Israel.6 They were trying to help their
families rebuild destroyed homes.

Teens who fight back against Israeli forces are often shot. As one
visitor to Palestine noted, “If you throw a rock at a car in the United
States, you might go to jail. If you throw a rock at a car in Palestine, you
might get shot.”7 Some children under the age of 18 are also kept in Israeli
prisons.

Even if they aren’t caught up in violence, the United Nations reports
that Palestinian children are more likely to suffer from fear and distress
because of where they live. Their lives have changed dramatically in
recent years, with fears of darkness, sleeping alone, strangers, loud noises,
and even sudden movements.8



Palestinian children are used to the presence of Israeli soldiers in their towns and
neighborhoods.



Palestinian workers gather the fruit from the tops of date palms which grow in the Gaza
Strip.
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