5,000 Miles to Gaza Trip Journal

Page 

Words from the Road 3


December 12-14, 2009
Our 14-hour ferry ride from Ancona, Italy to Igoumenitsa, Greece gave all of us a chance to rest a little and get to know each other better. We boarded the ferry at 4pm and disembarked at 6am the next morning. After fueling up the cars and grabbing a quick cup of coffee we hit the road again and headed toward Thessaloniki, Greece through the northern mountains of Greece. The drive was quite beautiful, passing through fog, rain and snow -- luckily without incident.  

Our 78-venicle convoy arrived in Thessaloniki, Greece around 4pm. Rush-hour traffic in Thessaloniki is a nightmare and our A6 ambulance, along with the others in our group, got separated from the rest of the convoy on our way to the sports arena where we were to stay for the night. Eventually we found our way but were truly exhausted when we finally linked up with the rest of the convoy an hour later. It had been a hard day and the noise level bouncing off the walls at the sports arena from the swirling basketball games, volleyball games and animated conversations made my already-existing headache worse. Kamal, Joanna, Ran and I ran away -- literally. We found a hotel room, had a hot meal, showered the day’s journey off and collapsed into bed. We had the next day to ourselves which was good. Two nights rest at the hotel with good meals and hot showers seemed like a luxury after only 6 intense days on the road. 

December 14-15, 2009
Yesterday we left Thessaloniki on our way to Alexandroupoli, a small city quite close to the Turkish border. The drive was filled with rolling hills, lots of sheep, small villages along the way -- and the now-ubiquitous fog and rain. At Alexandroupoli we stopped at our first real campground. It bordered on the Mediterranean Sea but our late afternoon arrival denied us much time to enjoy it. Our first priority was to eat, wash up and sleep in order to rest up for another early morning departure the next day.

We finally entered Turkey after about two hours wait at the border. Getting paperwork in order for 78 vehicles and their passengers is not an easy thing to do! But the frustrating wait was forgotten as soon as we crossed into Turkey where we first experienced what was to be the beginning of a welcome from people in the streets we had never experienced before. It was incredible. People had been lined up, waiting for us with flags and flowers and hugs since the early morning. Men, women and children greeted us with a happiness I had not seen previously in our journey. The warmth of their welcome can’t be adequately described in words. Over and over again, women come to me, shy at first, saying “Thank you, thank you!” -- then hugging me. I would respond with hugs and kisses and then the tears would start rolling down their cheeks. Yes, tears! They would cry softly, holding me tightly, thanking me, calling me sister. It was overwhelming. These are people who have families and people they love in Gaza and the West Bank. They feel helpless in the face of world silence regarding their plight. Their outpouring of emotion continued throughout the day and into the night when we finally entered Istanbul at 10pm.

There was dinner waiting for us and many speeches from Turkish people. When Kamel, Juana, Ran and I finally broke away to find Larry’s hotel in Istanbul, it was close to 12:30am. Larry had reserved rooms for everyone and once again we were happy to find real beds and wonderful showers one more time. We collapsed into bed with warm memories of all the people who had welcomed us into their country with such warmth.

Larry had been in Istanbul waiting for my arrival. When I told him of the incredible welcome we had received, he said he was not surprised because he found people in Istanbul full of enthusiasm for the convoy and its goals once they found out why he was here. He told me a story to give an example of this. At one point he had gone to an historical exhibit of a restored structure built around 300BC. He bought an admission ticket for 5TL (Turkish lira). After purchasing his ticket he walked down a path and came to a booth with two Turkish men about 23 years old. They took his ticket, stamped it and gave it back to him. They then suggested he rent a cassette to understand what he was looking at. It cost only 5TL so Larry paid for it. As one of them put his money into the cash register, the other asked, “What are you doing in Istanbul?”  

When they heard about the convoy they asked if he was going to drive one of the vehicles. When he said yes, they became really enthusiastic, talking at the same time, asking him more questions. Then, as one of them gave Larry the cassette, the other punched the cash register, took out the 5TL, and -- holding the money in his hand above his head, told Larry that because he was participating in the convoy the cassette was free for him. Larry smiled, took the refund and, holding it likewise in his hand above his head said, “It will go from your hands to the hands of the people in Gaza.” They shook hands 3 or 4 times, he went in to see the exhibit, and when he returned the cassette to them they shook hands many more times as they wished Larry well and reiterated how wonderful they thought it was that we were “helping the brave, heroic people of Palestine.” 

Larry left, extremely touched and thinking what a wonderful place the world would be and if the working people of the world talked directly with each other in order to solve their problems instead of going through their political leaders. 

I understood what he meant. The people who had been welcoming us were working people with tears in their eyes, happy to see us, wanting to help us in our journey. They didn’t care that I was American. They cared that I cared…

Indeed, there is a drastically different consciousness about the plight of the Palestinian people here than exists in the United States, and even in Europe. 

December 16-17, 2009
We left Istanbul at 11:30pm (yes, 11:30 pm!) after a full day of provisioning up for the rest of the journey, press conferences, meetings, eating multiple meals offered by our Turkish friends, and a rally in the rain at Taksim Square that evening. Out goal was to reach Adapazari, Turkey that evening. It was a grim drive in the rain at night after a very long day but we made it to Adaapazari at 3:30am, four hours later, with only two minor mishaps. 

The most unbelievable thing was that for the entire drive in the dark and the pouring rain, as we passed through small towns groups of people would be waiting to cheer us on, waving flags and smiling, wet to the bone from waiting in the rain for hours to welcome us as we passed through their village. When we reached Adapazari, there were perhaps 100 people waiting for us. They escorted us into the sports arena, offered us a hot dinner which most of us couldn‘t even think of eating despite its mouth-watering aroma. When I asked politely if I could borrow a blanket for the night because my sleeping bag was in the A6 vehicle still in Istanbul, a new sleeping bag was produced and I was told to take it with me. As usual, the women were taken to a separate room to sleep, the men to another.

We collapsed into bed about 4:30am, and only 3 hours later we got up to continue our journey to Ankara, but not before breakfast and another story, one that Larry told me about later. 

It seems that earlier that morning Kevin, the UK coordinator of the convoy, gave a briefing in the men’s sleeping area. Larry noted that Kevin’s role was to wake the very sleepy men and make sure they got up. His voice is loud, and he used the goal of waking the men up to give a little briefing. As the men began getting up, Kevin told them some of the big news of the day. The convoy had toured around Istanbul the day before, met with cheering crowds along their route, circled the city and stopped at several squares, one of which -- Taksim Square -- had not had a demonstration for 30 years because of some historical precedent. Our rally had broken that precedent and because of that had preempted all other news on the TV and in the press, including the visit to Turkey by Egyptian President Mubaruk! This set off another big cheer in the men’s gym. 

Kevin then began to brief the men of the new day’s activities. As he ended, a man asked, “Do we have insurance for the cars?” Kevin answered, “Yes, as long as they are in convoy use, not private use.” The man was insistent about asking other inconsequential questions, which Kevin patiently answered. But when the man finally asked, “Why are we going to use foreign drivers?” Kevin begin to lose his patience. He said, “Look, brother, we’re all members of the convoy.” The man was insistent. He responded, “Well, people who are foreign should not be allowed to drive.” 

Kevin looked at him, speechless. His mouth opened and closed several times, an interesting event because in fact Kevin is never at a loss for words. Larry said he was cracking up, watching Kevin lose his always-present composure. Kevin turned and started to leave, muttering to himself . But before he walked out the door, he turned. He looked at the man who had asked the question. He said, a little less patiently than before, “Look brother. We are all together here, many people from many different countries. All of us who can drive will drive the vehicles. We are going to Gaza to give these vehicles and the supplies in them to the people of Gaza. None of us are foreigners here, but believe me we will be foreigners in Gaza because none of us are natives of Gaza!”

Foreigners or not, we woke up to a full breakfast prepared by our Turkish hosts, and as if that were not enough, as we rushed to our vehicles each one of us was handed a large bag of food “for our journey that day.” This kind of generosity has been repeated throughout Turkey.

Most of the Americans on the convoy joined in Istanbul. As a result I have been yanked from the A6 group and put in charge as coordinator of the American group, at least until the US organizer, Fatima, arrives here. We don’t know when that will be because she has been in Egypt desperately trying to get the 46 pick-up trucks out of Alexandria and shipped here. They were supposed to be in Istanbul when we arrived, but Egyptian bureaucracy prevented that from happening. So the American group is traveling in a tour bus as we wait to pick up and drive the vehicles -- probably somewhere in Syria where our Turkish hosts will drive them to us after they are processed in Turkey. How ironic that while the rest of the convoy is traveling in trucks, vans and ambulances, the American group is now in a large, luxurious tour bus. No one is very happy: we want to drive those trucks into Rafah! But it can’t be helped at this point. The incredible outpouring of love from our Turkish hosts, however, has lessened our disappointment. 

December 18-19, 2009
From Ankara we drove another 5 hours to Konya  and stayed again at a sports arena after having been welcomed by hundreds of Konya citizens and fed to the brim. We are treated as though we are famous VIPs. As one person comments, “It’s as though there’s a Superbowl and we are the team being celebrated.” We have now left Konya after more press conferences, more meals, and more outpouring of emotion. Quite unbelievable! As we make our way to the Syrian border through Gaziantep and to the Syrian border tomorrow, I know I will never forget this experience.  

At Gaziantep, after we had arrived at the sports arena lodgings and I had taken a (much-needed) shower, I was approached by a group of women who wanted to interview me for a local radio show. They were very interested in the fact that I was American and traveling to Gaza and wanted to know why I was doing that. When I explained why, the one who was translating for the group said, “You know, I don’t know whether you believe in God or not and that doesn’t matter. It matter’s what is in your heart, and our hearts are the same I think.” (She was born in Russia but had married a Turkish man, become a Muslim and been living in Turkey for the last 12 years.) She continued, “But you know, what you say about American people not caring what happens in Palestine, that happens here, too.  A few people care, yes they do, but many more are very comfortable, and don’t want to think about it. Even if they know more facts about what is happening, they are too comfortable to do anything.” I noted that even if that were true, I had still seen many more people in Turkey coming out into the streets to cheer us on and encourage us; I had seen they happy waves, the looks in their eyes, and it was much, much more than I had ever seen in the United States. Much more.

The rest of the women standing there wouldn’t let me go, kept giving my interpreter questions to ask me. I finally had to excuse myself by saying I needed to rest, and they all came to wish me well on my trip. They said they wanted to go to, but could not. I told them that we would bring their love, their warmth and their hope for the Palestinian people with us to Gaza and in that way they would also be traveling to Gaza.

I will never forget the people here, but I especially will not forget the women I have met. I will never forget how they would shyly smile at me, then when I held out my arms, hold me close, kissing me again and again, tears in their eyes, thanking me, holding a hand at their hearts, calling me sister. I will never forget this.

*******

Here are some reports on our trip:
http://presstv.com/Sections1.aspx?section=3510301#h1
Viva Palestina reaches Greece en route to Gaza

Hassan Ghani, Press TV, GreeceSun, 13 Dec 2009 03:10:42 GMT

http://www.presstv.com/Sections1.aspx?section=3510301
Viva Palestina Convoy arrives in Turkey

Jody Sabral, Press TV, Istanbul Wed, 16 Dec 2009 22:42:51 GMT

(If  you keep checking on this website you will continue to get reports on our journey)

Here is a report on the wall being built at Rafah:

Wall on Gaza Violates International Law

by César Chelala
http://www.commondreams.org/view/2009/12/13-2

