
The Space Between Us 
 
There are approximately 613 closure obstacles within the occupied West Bank, 68 of which are 
permanently staffed checkpoints. (UNOCHA, June 2009). This is the story of four brief 
encounters I have had at checkpoints in the Qalqilya district of the occupied West Bank during 
the last 24 hours. 
 
 
North Gate, Jayyous, no. 943. 
 
6.45 am. The houses become fewer and 
fewer as the path winds through the 
outskirts of Jayyous, down a hill through 
terraced olive groves, green and dusty 
in equal measure. At the bottom of the 
hill, the road is blocked by a metal fence 
running across the land. There is 
another fence parallel to this one, 
perhaps 200 meters away, and a dusty 
military road runs between them. 
Ditches are dug deep on both sides of 
this barrier, and razor wire curls around 
the edges. The gate is distinguishable 
by another, yellow, barrier that swings 
across the road, and two sentry boxes 
draped in camouflage netting. 
 
Ten farmers are waiting for the agricultural gate to open; old men and young men, life lines 
etched deep into hands and faces, visibly weatherworn, irrespective of age. They are bleary 
eyed in the morning sun and most are smoking cigarettes, some clasping bags of bread, water 
and coffee to sustain the days work. Others hold nothing, not even tools, in their hands. A blue 
VW camper van, mud up to it's elbows, and a donkey and cart also wait to cross the barrier. It is 
not as busy as it might be; the olive harvest has finished early because the harvest was poor this 
year, but there are many fruits still to harvest before the winter turns. Although there may not be 
enough hands to reap the full crop, permission to cross the separation barrier, which separates 
Palestinian land from Palestinian land, is scarce here. 
 
This gate is opened by Israeli soldiers for 45 minutes in the morning, one hour at lunchtime and 
30 minutes in the afternoon. This morning forty farm workers have passed through, one at a 
time. Vehicles are stopped and donkeys tied up whilst the people walk up the muddy 
embankment. They wait for the soldiers motion before stepping forward to present their identity 
cards and permits for inspection. The time arrives for the gate to close, and a local man moves 
forward to speak to one of the soldiers - his colleagues are late, and he asks the officer to 
please keep the checkpoint open for another five minutes. Viewed from a distance, we could be 
watching two friends chatting, were it not for the surroundings or the uniforms. There is even 
laughter between the two men. The soldier agrees to wait, and we wait as well. The farmer tells 
us that this officer is a good man, there is no problem here today. His friends arrive, and they 
cross the barrier together to the fields. The gate has been kept open for ten minutes longer than 
is required. 



 
Before we turn back to Jayyous, we tell the young officer (he is 20 years old, and in command of 
40 men) that the farmer told us he is a good man. He does not know how to react, and after a 
moment's uncertainty he says "It's good to be human every now and then." 
 
 
Ras 'Atiya, no. 109/1144 
 
2.30 pm. Ras 'Atiya is a large checkpoint separating Palestinian land from Palestinian land. It is 
usually open, but today it is closed. Cars and taxis stand waiting, occupants leaning against their 
cars smoking cigarettes. At the front of the queue sit two school buses, primary school children 
leaning from the windows and running back and forth between the gate and the bus doors. 
Some of them stand with their hands against the fence, four or five times their height. The 
whistles and whoops of children at play fill the air; it could be a playground, but it is not. 
 
This crossing begins with a large, crosswired metal 
gate for vehicles to pass through. It is smothered in 
razor wire with a solid yellow car barrier immediately 
behind it. To the left is a smaller passage for people 
to pass through, beginning with a metal turnstyle, 
controlled electronically to allow the entry of one 
person at a time. There is a temporary box house 
where the identity cards and permits of everyone who 
passes through are processed. On the opposite side 
these gates are mirrored and the road in between, 
perhaps 300m in width, houses sentry boxes draped 
in camouflage. Concrete blocks direct the traffic flow 
across the checkpoint, and various military vehicles 
appear and disappear down the road between the 
two barriers. There are many soldiers sitting, standing 
and talking on radios. A short and aggressively 
twitchy young man, very unlikely older than 18 years 
old, stands here in the no mans land behind the 
closed gates. His machine gun swings loosely at his 
side, spanning half his height, and he does not want 
to engage with us. 
 
The gate has grey and yellow signs, or rather, spaces where signs used to be (or have never 
been) but no information about the checkpoint is written there. So we ask the soldiers "what is 
the gate number of this checkpoint?" The shorter soldier says "the children know, ask them". 
"Could you please tell us what the gate number is?" we repeat, but he repeats the same 
statement; "the children know the gate number, they will tell you." We do not ask the children.  
 
After a number of phone calls and heavily resisted conversations with the soldiers, we establish 
that a man has earlier tried to cross without a permit, and they intend to catch and arrest him 
before the checkpoint is reopened. There is little we can do besides record what is happening, 
pull faces at the hyperactive children and smile encouragingly at the quieter children. Soon, the 
man is caught and arrested, hands bound behind his back, and he is driven away in a military 
jeep, We ask the soldiers for the name of this man so that we can inform his family of his arrest, 
but they refuse to tell us his name. 



 
Ras 'Atiya checkpoint has been built next door to a school, and as we turn to leave we read the 
writing on the wall of the children's playground "It's not legal to build the wall by our school" and 
next to it "Give Us Freedom." These words are written in English. 
 
 
Qualqilya north, no. 107. 
 
3.50 am. It is early on Thursday morning, the last day of the working week. This checkpoint 
opens at 4am every day and thousands of people cross the barrier here to work in Israel. This is 
one of few checkpoints that sit on the green line (the internationally recognised boundary 
between Israel and the West Bank). Much of the physical structure of this checkpoint is a 
complex series of fences, razor wire, electric fences and ditches. A huge concrete watchtower 
looms over the site, surrounded on both sides by an 8m high concrete wall, and a smaller, 
raised metal watchtower sits behind the entry turnstyle. A curved corrugated roof half covers the 
line of people once inside, but there is no shelter for the queue of people before they enter. Last 
Sunday, the first day of the working week, there were 1,200 people waiting here, but today there 
are only 150 waiting.  
 
Youssef sells coffee to the waiting 
workers, "Kawe, kawe, kawe" he 
calls. He pours us two cups of 
coffee, refusing payment, before 
the rush sets in. We work, and he 
works. Passage begins smoothly, 
there are many calls of 
"saba'ilcheer" and "good morning" 
whilst the line is moving, and it 
almost doesn't feel like a 
checkpoint for the first few 
minutes. But soon the 4.30 rush 
builds up, and the queue outside 
the checkpoint gets longer. The 
turnstyle is locked for just a few 
minutes and a queue of 400 
people has backed up. Smiles 
become less frequent when movement is slow, and bunches of people are filtered through just 
one turnstyle to enter the checkpoint. 
 
Working men cross this checkpoint; labourers and builders and painters, and working women 
too; cleaners and manual labourers. The men drink Youssef's coffee, smoke cigarettes and eat 
flatbread sandwiches as they wait, clasping plastic bags or freezer boxes full of food brought 
from home. They do not carry extra baggage. The women mostly gather in clusters, huddled 
against the chill. They look tireder than the men; perhaps they stand out more vividly because 
they are in the minority, but many will have a house and children to look after at home as well as 
work across the border. 
 
Arabic culture separates women and men, and is particularly disapproving of physical contact 
between the genders. But there is only one line to cross the barrier, and women and men must 
pass together. Unofficially, the men let the women pass first. An old woman, alone, approaches 



the front of the queue. She does not ask the men to move, but looks as if she is trying to shrink 
to the smallest size she can be. She turns her back to the clustered men as she passes, and her 
face is pained with the embarrassment of the situation. When the men notice her, they let her 
past, and she rushes through the turnstyle, trying to escape. But on the other side, she must 
walk alongside the queuing men for the thirty minutes it will take her to cross over to the other 
side. 
 
After a couple of hours, Youssef returns to speak with us. The morning rush has passed, and he 
has time to talk with us now. He cannot get a permit to work in Israel, so he comes from Nablus 
everyday to serve coffee for the workers instead. He blows on the coals nestled in the lid of his 
coffee pot while he speaks, and proudly tells us about the special coffee that he sells here. It is 
the same strong, warming coffee (served without sugar) that his father and grandfather used to 
grow in Jaffa. He works here from 3am every morning, and works until there are no more people 
to serve. Before long, he sees a hand waving at him, and dashes off to pour some more of his 
special coffee. 
 
From where we stand, at the entrance to the barrier, there are four fences between us and the 
people queueing to crossing the barrier. We cannot see their faces once they have passed 
through the turnstyle, and neither can we see the faces of the guards sitting in their 
watchtowers. But we are present here. 
 
 
Jayyous South, no. 979. 
 
7.45 am. Abdul Rahim walks down 
towards the South gate with his two 
donkeys, Samir and Samira, and his 
beautiful dog Joaneh lolloping 
alongside. The morning sun is 
beginning to warm the day, and the 
expansive view of rolling olive 
groves and villages would be idyllic 
were it not for the snake-like 
separation barrier carving across 
the land. 
 
I join Abdul for the last stretch, and 
we approach the gate together. This 
agricultural gate lies just beyond the 
edge of Jayyous and is scheduled 
to open for fifteen minutes every morning, ten minutes at lunchtime and forty minutes in the 
afternoon. It has been closed for three or four days, but phone calls have been made, meetings 
have been sat through, and we are told that the gate will be reopened from today. The gate is 
closed.  
 
Abdul's Uncle Abed arrives on his donkey, weary from the journey, and ready to turn home 
again when he sees that the gate is closed. Wait a moment, I tell him, I will call to find out what 
is happening; They told us they will open the gate today. I phone the Humanitarian Hotline (part 
of the Israeli Army) who assure us that the gate should be opened at 7.45 and that the soldiers 
will come to open it shortly. A group of soldiers arrive to tell us that they will not open the gate, 



and then they leave. More phone calls, and more assurances that the gate will be opened. A 
tractor drives along the military road between the two barriers; the dust on the track is being 
smoothed over in case anybody crosses the barrier without permission. Another phone call, and 
another assurance. Nothing happens. Another phone call, another number is given, and a 
different office assures me that the gate will be opened. A hummer finally arrives, and one of the 
four soldiers gets out. It is the same young officer who kept the north gate open yesterday 
morning. He says that the gate is closed, the olive harvest is over. I repeat to him what various 
military people have told me this morning, and tell him that the farmers standing here with me 
clearly need to access their land; farming does not consist only of harvesting the fruit. He admits 
that he was sent there to open the gate, but as soon as he arrived he had orders not to open it. 
He does not know what is happening, must wait for a command before he can open the gate, 
and he returns to his vehicle to wait. Before long, another hummer arrives, and the eight soldiers 
gather together, have conversations on radios, and refuse to tell us what is happening. 
Throughout this morning, the information given to us is inconsistent and unhelpful, but generally 
polite. 
 
Another soldier tells Abdul Rahim that he has not used the gate for the last couple of days, so 
they will not open the gate again. He tells the soldiers that it has been raining (heavy, tropical 
rains), and that is why he and other farmers have not been to their land for the last two days. 
The soldiers say that they are just following orders; that it is not up to them. One hummer has 
already driven away, and the last soldier turns away and shuts the door behind him. The second 
hummer is gone and there is noone left to call, There is nothing left for us to do. 
 
At the soldier's final words, Uncle Abed wheels his donkey around and is on his way home 
before we can say goodbye. Abdul Rahim and I walk slowly back up the track, Samir and 
Samira in tow, with Joaneh panting alongside. Only the click of the donkey's hooves and the 
swaying of Abdul Rahim's tin breaks the silence. When we reach the crest of the hill, he turns 
back towards the gate and, pointing across to the other side, tells me "100 dunums of my land is 
here, and 100 dunums of my uncle's land." Banging the donkey's stick against his tin, he says 
"Water for my olives. They need to drink." I tell him, in broken Arabic, that I feel sad for him 
today. "Palestine is sad." he says, "Palestine is beautiful, but Palestine is sad." 
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