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In 1996 Barghouti went back to his Palestinian home for the first time since his exile following the
Six-Day War in 1967, first in Egypt and then in Hungary, and wrote a poignant and incisive
account of the exile's lot in the acclaimed memoir I Saw Ramallah. In 2003 he returned to
Ramallah to introduce his Cairo-born son, Tamim Barghouti, to his Palestinian family. Ironically,
within a year Tamim himself had been arrested for taking part in a demonstration against the
impending Iraq War and found himself not only in the same Cairo prison from which his father
had been expelled from Egypt when Tamim was a baby, but in the very same cell.I Was Born
There, I was Born Here traces Barghouti's own life in recent years and in the past - early life in
Palestine, expulsion from Cairo, exile to Budapest, marriage to one of Egypt's leading writers
and critics (Radwa Ashour), the birth of his son, Tamim, and then the young man's own
expulsion from Cairo.Ranging freely back and forth in time, Barghouti weaves into his account
poignant evocations of Palestinian history and daily life. His evocative, composed prose,
beautifully rendered in Humphrey Davies' precise and sensitive translation, leads to the
surprisingly candid condemnation of the Palestinian authority's leading figures and the
astonishing verdict that 'The real disaster that the Palestinians are living through these days is
that they've fallen under the control of a bunch of school kids with no teacher.'Beautifully
rendered by the prize-winning translator Humphrey Davies, I Was Born There, I Was Born Here,
is destined, like its predecessor, to become a classic.
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For Radwa Ashour

Forgive me if what has seemed little to you, to me is all.—José Saramago

‘Come Closer’Foreword by John BergerThis book, with its fury and tenderness, its close
observation and cosmic metaphors, is wild. Reading it, you follow graphically the experience of
the Palestinian people during the last sixty years, and, at the same time, you partake of some of
the most ancient recourses of the human imagination when faced with collective suffering and
humiliation.It has been written by the distinguished poet Mourid Barghouti, who is also the father
of an honoured poet, Tamim Barghouti. It’s a book that begs for an answer to the question: why
write poetry? And, in begging, it gives its own lacerating, literal and sometimes lyrical
answer.I’ve read no other book in which poetry is so interleaved with the problems and shit
(such as identity cards) of daily life, or in which a working poet—either the father or son—is felt
to be so close to those for whom their poetry speaks. It comes from the heart of an endless
tragedy where jokes are one of the principal means of survival. It redefines in such conditions
what is “normal”.It’s also fine to die in our bedson a clean pillowand among our friends.It’s fine to
die, once,our hands crossed on our chestsempty and palewith no scratches, no chains, no
banners,no petitions.It’s fine to have an undusty death,no holes in our shirts,and no evidence in
our ribs.It’s fine to diewith a white pillow, not the pavement, under our cheeks.…What has
happened and is happening to the land of Palestine and its people is unclassifiable. None of the
historical terms such as colonization, annexation, invasion or elimination are precise enough.
The word ‘Occupation’, which is generally used, has been given a new vast meaning and this
book spells out that meaning and the extension of what it means.Perhaps it is for this reason that
the book itself is unclassifiable. It’s a book of heartrending stories, a book about poetics, a
personal memoir, the history of a family, a journal of confessions, an uncompromising political
tract attacking the state of Israel, the corruption of the so-called Palestinian Authority, and the
self-serving dictatorships of the surrounding Arab countries. It is also a book of love—love for all
those who, although powerless, somehow continue to live with dignity. With courage, too. Yet
dignity offers not only an example, but also a shelter. These pages demonstrate how it does
so.The reader is brought face to face (like people come close together in a very small shelter)



with what is happening in Palestine today (every day), which is inseparable from what happened
yesterday and what people fear will happen tomorrow. The media never refer to what you
discover here. Place names such as Jenin, al-Khalil, Rafah, Hebron and Qalandya become
dense with experience.This, however, is only part of what the book offers. There is something
else. Mourid Barghouti’s form of narrative insists that lived moments when they are momentous
contain something that can be considered eternal, and that such moments, however brief and
trivial they may appear to a third eye, join together and form a necklace called a lifetime. Living
as we do in a consumerist culture, which recognizes only the latest and the instantaneous, we
badly need this reminder. Thank you, Mourid.

1The Driver MahmoudHere we are, safely arrived in Jericho, as he promised. I still can’t believe
we made it. Maybe it was luck, or the cell phones, or the wiliness of the villagers and shepherds,
or maybe—most likely—fate hasn’t made up its mind yet to let Palestinians die in road accidents.
I think most, though, about our driver, Mahmoud.I stand waiting for him in the hotel porch in
Ramallah. He arrives more or less on time. This is nothing unusual for Darwish Tours, who are
known for their punctuality. He leaves the taxi’s engine running, steps down into the light rain,
and comes toward me.“Mr. Barghouti?”He picks up my small suitcase (my suitcase is always
small here because of the checkpoints) and hurriedly creates a space for it in the trunk. It’s good
that he doesn’t lift it up onto the roof of the taxi along with the other luggage and good that he’s
picked up the six other passengers first so that we won’t waste time searching for their
addresses among the hills and valleys of Ramallah. I take my place in the yellow taxi and tell
myself it’s a good start to the day.He sets off for Jericho without uttering a word, like someone
hiding a secret and waiting for the right moment to tell it. Clearly he’s decided to avoid the
Qalandya checkpoint. The windshield wipers are no good at removing the imprint of the fog,
which has taken on the color of zinc, and are losing their race with the rain, which is getting
harder. The vehicles in the street are few, the pedestrians fewer.We leave the confines of
Ramallah.Everything appears normal until he gets a call on his cell phone. He finishes it in
seconds and increases speed noticeably. After a few kilometers, he leaves the main road and
enters a village that I’m seeing for the first time and whose name I don’t know but am too
embarrassed to ask. Its one narrow street curves, then twists and turns among the houses
before we leave it once more for the paved highway.“Good morning, everyone. My name is
Mahmoud and this is today’s last taxi for the bridge. Israel has informed foreign diplomats the
attack will take place tonight or tomorrow and told them to get out of harm’s way. All the bastards
care about is the foreigners; we’re not human. The army’s on alert, the roads are closed, and
there are flying checkpoints everywhere. The weather as you can see is bad but we’ll definitely
make it to the bridge, with God’s help. Coffee? Pour a cup for everyone, Hajj—‘the great man
lives to serve his people,’ as they say. Please, have some coffee.”The passengers don’t appear
particularly upset at the news of the impending attack announced by Mahmoud. In fact, the fat
passenger sitting in front of me in the middle seat comments sarcastically: “As if the film needed



more action! Every day they kill us retail and once in a while they get the urge to kill us
wholesale. Big deal! They’ve launched a hundred attacks before and it’s done them no good.
They’re really stuck. Like they say, ‘Stupidity is trying what’s already been tried and expecting
different results.’ The only thing they’re good at is shooting and killing. Each time they attack, go
bam-bam-bam, drop bombs from airplanes, and leave. What’s the point?”“It’s a farce!” says his
neighbor. “When you see them invading our villages and camps, you’d think they were off to
conquer China, though they could arrest any of us any time, including Yasser Arafat, or expel
him from the country, or imprison him, or kill him, without tanks or armored vehicles or F-16s.
Who’d stop them?”He falls silent for a moment. Then he says, as though to himself, “Anyway,
their project isn’t going well, I can tell you. An Israeli state at our expense isn’t working out for
them. How do they think they’re going to get away from us? Do they suppose they can kill us all?
The project’s dragged them into a mess, there’s no end in sight, and they know that each year
gets them in deeper. You’re right, they’re really stuck.”I, who for long years have been away from
these people, from my countrymen and the details of their daily lives, cannot make light of the
plans of a terrifying individual such as Sharon to invade our cities and our villages. To them,
though—the inhabitants of these same cities and villages, who haven’t been distanced by
successive exiles—everything has become food for jokes. Is it familiarity or stoicism? Is it a
confidence built up by a culture of living inside the details or a sign of the resistance they
embody simply by remaining in place?I decide to convince myself too that everything’s normal. I
prefer not to show my anxiety over what the engineer of the Sabra and Shatila massacre will do
tomorrow, or the day after, when he unleashes his tanks and massed troops—themselves
armored like tanks—onto our streets. I think to myself, If only our leadership, petrified of Israel as
it is, could grasp the truth of Israel’s dilemma the way these passengers have.The driver
produces from beneath his feet a thermos of coffee, which he hands to the old man seated next
to him, supplying him at the same time with a stack of small plastic cups.As the first cup is
poured, the smell of the coffee enters into a stealthy race with that of the cardamom. The
cardamom wins, of course.“Lord, bring it all down on Sharon’s head! Have some coffee, son,
daughter. It’s very hot. Give some to the lady. Please, go ahead,” says the Hajj.The cup reaches
me via the hand of the girl sitting in front of me in the middle seat. I take it gingerly, look at it,
raise it to my lips, and take a first sip.Now this is coffee. It may not have the elegant cup that
would make it some other kind of coffee, but it’s a perfectly timed cup of coffee. People can’t
agree on where coffee’s secret lies: opinions range from the smell, the color, the taste, the
consistency, the blend, the cardamom, the roast, to the shape of the cup and a number of other
things. For me, it’s the timing. The great thing about a perfectly timed cup of coffee is that it’s in
your hand the instant you crave it. One of life’s most exquisite moments is that in which a small
luxury becomes a necessity. And someone has to present the coffee to you, because coffee is
like roses: someone else has to present you with roses, you can’t present them to yourself. And if
you do make the coffee yourself, it’s because at that moment you’re on your own, with no lover or
anyone else to think of, a stranger in your own home. If it’s by choice, then you’re paying the



price of your freedom; if it’s by necessity, you need to hear the doorbell ring. Its colors are also
tastes and flavors—the blond and the dark, the full roast and the medium—so it acquires its
different meanings from the expression on the face of the one who offers it to you and the
circumstances in which they offer it. Coffee the first time you meet someone is different from
coffee to make peace after a spat, which is different from coffee that the guest refuses to drink
until a demand is met. Writing coffee is different from reading coffee, and coffee on a journey
from coffee at home. Coffee in a hotel is different from coffee in your house, and coffee made on
an open hearth from that made in a machine, while coffee from a cheerful face in a café is
different from coffee from a sullen, gloomy face. And if the ‘dawn visitor’ tells you, with official
courtesy and a weapon-bearing smile, as he tears you from your family and leads you away,
“We’d like you to have a coffee at our place,” it’s a form of kidnapping, or murder; foolish is the
man who trusts the government’s coffee. Again, coffee at a wedding is different from coffee at a
wake, where ‘coffee’ loses all meaning and is handed round to the miserable company by an
equally miserable ‘waiter,’ who doesn’t know his guests and doesn’t ask them how they like it.
There, the waiter’s no waiter and the coffee’s no coffee, its cup cone-shaped and handleless, its
timing and its flavor not of your choosing—the last thing you could care about on such a day, as
though it had lost its very name forever.This morning, however, Mahmoud’s offer of coffee
comes at the perfect time and, along with the lively rain outside, sends a joy through my veins
that is at odds with the bad news.“But no smoking, if you’d be so kind. We’ll be there in an hour,”
says the Hajj.“What do you mean, an hour, Hajj?” says another. “Make that two, three hours …
four. You heard what the man said: we may get there and we may not.”Mahmoud smiles and
corrects him confidently: “I said we will get there.”A boy in his early twenties, with a broad
forehead, a puzzling mole on his right cheek that I can’t make up my mind about, and small eyes
that combine blackness and brightness; a boy confident as a new lamp, alert as a lawyer seized
by a sudden idea, his voice commanding but not rough. Even in his winter clothes, he looks
skinny. His expression is serious but relaxed and relaxing, assured and reassuring. Though
young, he drives the car with an old hand’s seemingly careless care.Between me and the fully
veiled lady in the rear seat sits a sad young man who I tell myself must have a story. Everyone in
this world has a story and since I hate it when anyone asks me, “What’s wrong?” I don’t ask him
why he’s sad. During a passing glance in his direction, however, I find him smiling mischievously
and his eyes direct me to a strange scene. The lady is lifting the end of her veil with her left hand
and holding it out in front, creating a long trunk of thick black cloth with a secret passage
beneath it down which her right hand brings the cup of coffee to her lips with a careful speed that
speaks of long experience. Then she lowers the cloth again, closing off the alimentary tunnel as
quickly as she opened it and before anyone can catch a glimpse of what it is she’s trying to
conceal. I pretend not to notice, even though the scene is totally new to me, as during my years
abroad I have never seen a fully veiled woman taking food or drink in public. I do, however, steal
another look and catch her reopening the obligatory tunnel, inserting the cup of coffee into it with
the same studied care, and taking another sip. She appears to regard the procedure as perfectly



normal.In the three middle seats are two men and a young woman, of whom all I can see are her
hair, which is tied in a pony tail, and her small ears, which are without earrings (I think of my
wonderful friend ‘Ali al-Shawk and his mixture of astonishment and disapproval at women’s need
to dangle things from their ears). One of the men must be very short, as his kufiya and the cord
that keeps it in place are only just visible above the back of the seat, so that I can imagine but
not see him. The other is the fat man with the cheerful air. Before offering the coffee to his nearly
invisible neighbor, he says playfully to Mahmoud, “My friend’s from al-Khalil. Should I give him
coffee or better not risk it?”We all laugh. Even the veiled lady laughs out loud.If he’s opened the
door to jokes against people from al-Khalil, I think to myself, it’ll never get shut again.Mahmoud
wants to provoke further jokes to lighten the mood, and says with false innocence, “What’s
wrong with people from al-Khalil?”Then he adds, imitating an Egyptian accent, “The Khalilis are
great guys and al-Khalil’s a real man’s town, swear to God.”“Are you Khalili, Mahmoud my
friend?”“I used to be but I got treatment.”The man from al-Khalil laughs loudly and we laugh
along with him once more.Mahmoud adds, seriously this time, “I’m from al-Am‘ari Camp.”“An
honor. Good people.”



Ebook Tops Reader, “Read it, it will educate those that aren't.. Anybody who has an interest in
Palistine this is a must read. It will break your heart.”

Donna Nassor, “... you want a deeper understanding of what it is like to be Palestinian living
under occupation then please read .... If you want a deeper understanding of what it is like to be
Palestinian living under occupation then please read this book. Barghouti's style puts you right
there with him as he navigates live in his historic homeland. Educate yourself about what the
reality is.”

Ebook Tops Reader, “One of the best books I’ve read. It was like I was reading my own memoir.”

fab, “I was born there, I was born here. Because the author is a poet, it was beautifully written.
Really brings up the tragedy of Palestine and how the people are suffering.  So moving and sad.”

Sandy, “A Palestinian takes us to his birthplace. Honest inspiring poetry”

Ashanti W, “Five Stars. Great book!”

Jessica Kwan, “Thanks for the poet's sharing of personal encounters and his .... Thanks for the
poet's sharing of personal encounters and his deep emotions, not only towards the fate of his
homeland but also his very own life.Nothing is more powerful than the words of an exile talking
about exile. He is a true Palestinian belonging to Palestine, not Palestinian Authority nor
Jordan.And I will remember not to call the East side as "West Bank" any more. It belongs to
Palestine.”

Victoria Martin, “Moving, funny and hard-hitting. This is a rare treat: a book written by a
Palestinian for ALL of us. We so rarely get an insight into what it's like living in an occupied
country, or being forced into exile due to occupation. The narrator uses humour to convey his
disgust and rage against Israeli injustice. It's extraordinary how needlessly cruel and pointless
their behaviour towards Palestinians is shown to be. Above all, Barghouti shows that
Palestinians, like the rest of us, have a sense of humour. Unlike most of us, though, they are
unbelievably resilient in the face of their predicament, surrounded by poor leaders and yes men.
This is also lyrical and beautifully written.  Barghouti's a poet, after all, and a superb one, too.”

mairin, “Five Stars. I love Mourid Barghouti. You cannot read his words without being deeply
affected.”

Richard Morris, “Another displaced person. Mourid Barghouti is a wonderful poet and writes



bitterly and at times laconically about his return to his birthplace where is he is exposed to
humiliating treatment with his son. Full of insights that touch the heart and mind”

Ebook Tops Reader, “Honest and touching. Beautiful book”

Mari Howard, “Window into the life of Palestine. Still reading this moving account of how hard it
is to be Palestinian today. Well written, poetic, a serious read.”

The book by Jeff Pearlman has a rating of  5 out of 4.8. 21 people have provided feedback.
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