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Most villages in the central highlands of Palestine are located
on hilltops or the upper slopes of the hills overlooking the
valleys and plains below, and blending naturally into the
surrounding rocky landscape. The compact groups of old
houses in greying limestone merge harmoniously with the
stone terraces (sanasil) of fruit gardens and orchards. Only
occasionally does the minaret of the mosque change the focus,
raising the eye from the domed houses to the open expanse of
the bright blue sky.

 This was the picturesque setting of a Palestinian village until
the 1920s. Each village, a tight cluster of small houses, was
separated from others by well-tended private gardens
(hawakir) and then by fields, where a variety of rain-fed crops
-olives, figs, almonds, grapes, vegetables and cereals-were
cultivated for home consumption and the market.

This settlement pattern was determined by the scarcity of
fertile lands in the hilly regions, the fear of bedouin raids and
the land tenure system which did not allow private or public
building on the valuable agricultural land in the valleys or
plains. The only structures built on the terraces were field
storage houses (qusur). These square or round buildings of
neatly-aligned rubble stones were used to store summer crops
and to house the peasant and his family during the summer
months when they harvested their crops. Other buildings
outside the village were the holy shrines (maqamat), which
commemorated popular holy men associated with the rituals
and beliefs of the villagers.

Today the settlement pattern of Palestinian villages is very
different. Neighbouring villages are not as distinctly
separated, and the new, fashionable houses are now built
away from the village core, and spread along major routes,
often linking up with neighbouring villages.

Most highland villages were architecturally quite simple.
The more sophisticated central highland villages were known
as 'throne villages' (qura al-karasi), and were centres of power
and prestige for the rural landlords (shuyukh al-nawahi) who
resided in them. Throne villages borrowed some architectural
features and building styles from nearby urban centres,
reflecting the close economic and political alliances that
existed between rural landlords and urban notables.

The physical and spatial organisation of the village, and its
division into private and communal areas, was influenced by
status, kinship and gender relations as well as communal and

Overleaf: Women and children at the village spring, Artas, 1979.
Photo: Shelagh Weir

The Village
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Men gathered outside the guest house, Halhul
south of Hebron, 1940. Note the musician

playing the pipes on the left.
Photo: Matson Collection, Library of Congress
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religious needs. Each village contained a number of patrilineal
descent groups (hamuleh) grouped into separate quarters
named after them, (harat), each housing smaller groups made
up of several extended families. Village fields were also
divided into kinship domains.

Most villages were also subdivided on the basis of social
prominence and wealth. The more influential hamulehs
inhabited the more elevated areas of the village (al-harah al-
foqah), while those which were less well-endowed resided in
the lower quarter (al-harah al-tahtah).

Other areas in the village accommodated the communal
needs of the villagers. The main plaza (sahah) was a meeting
place for the men of the village, since they could not meet in
each others' homes because the house was considered 'female
territory'. The guest-house (madafah), usually situated in the
sahah, was also the centre of male gatherings and
entertainment. During the day, the elders of the village would
gather there, and in the evenings, after they had returned from
working in the fields, the younger men would meet there, to
relax, exchange news and perhaps listen to popular tales or
folk songs recited by the village musician (zajjal) strumming his
single-stringed fiddle (rababeh). The village mosque was
another important meeting place for men.

While these public areas were dominated by men, other
areas were the province of women, principally the village
spring (‘ayn). One of a woman's first duties of the day was to
fetch water and bring it back to the home. At the turn of the
century, the mother of the family sometimes took her children
to the spring and did the family washing-soaking the clothes,
laying them out on rocks and pounding them with wood. Soap
was rarely available so either breadcrumbs, wood ashes or a
special kind of sandy clay was used to rub off the dirt. The
spring was also where young children were bathed. The bread
oven (tabun) was another meeting place for women of the same
quarter (see below).

Often two or more hamulehs shared ownership of the village
oil-presses (al-badd), threshing floors (al-bayader), and local
shops which were centres for the daily activities of the
members of the different hamulehs.
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Members of each hamuleh lived in a group of adjacent houses
connected by one or more courtyards (hosh). The houses were
grouped round the courtyards in different ways depending
on closeness to the family patriarch, and the family's needs
for privacy and seclusion. Sons would move out of the family
house after they married and would establish separate
domestic units adjacent to those of their fathers', often sharing
the same courtyard. Generally, the more distant the
relationship in a single hamuleh, the more pronounced the
separation between the houses. Houses of cousins, for
instance, were often separated from the main grouping of
houses by unpaved pathways or winding narrow alleys.
Theoretically, however, the houses still belonged to the same
quarter.

The courtyard (hosh)

The hosh was a semi-private family compound, and was
sometimes defined by a large, arched doorway leading from
the alley. The organisation of this open space, and the
activities which took place there, reveal the significance of
the courtyard in the dynamics of Palestinian family life and
the management of daily activities.

The courtyard was where women carried out their daily
work and mixed with female relatives or neighbours without
inhibition or restriction. It was also an ideal playground for
the children. During summer nights, the courtyard became
a meeting place for family members as they discussed the
affairs of the hamuleh or their work.

Within each courtyard were several smaller, semi-private
areas, each leading to an individual house. These front yards
were defined either by steps from the main courtyard, or by
low walls of rubble stone. Here, women carried out most of
the domestic activities of the household - washing dishes and
clothes, preparing food, grinding wheat, gleaning grain or
pursuing one of the seasonal village crafts in which they
specialised, such as pottery, basketry and making storage bins
(khawabi, sing. khabiyeh) and other kitchen articles from mud
and straw. It is also where the main evening meal was taken,

The courtyard of an extended family in
Yatta near Hebron. Most of a woman's
domestic work takes place in the
courtyard.
Photo: Suad Amiry

The House (al-dar)
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Facing page, below: A mud-walled
bower (m‘arrash) roofed with
branches, southern Hebron Hills.
Shelters are constructed in this
region to provide a shaded area
outside the house during the hot
summer.
Photo: Suad Amiry

Facing page, above: Women
embroidering in their courtyard,
Bethlehem, British Mandate
period.
Photo: Matson Collection, Library of Congress

Above: A village family outside
their house, 1919. This posed
picture contains a number of
household artefacts: a water jar
(zir), often placed at the entrance
of houses; a basketry bowl covered
with hide; a hand mill inside a
mud container; a brazier (qanun)
and a cradle. British Mandate
period.
Photo: Matson Collection, Library of Congress
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cooked in a metal or clay pot over a fire of sticks in a round
brazier (qanun) made out of mud.

A number of household articles were to be found in these
front yards: large clay water-storage jars (zir), constantly
replenished with cold drinking water, vast copper washing
tubs, tin can containers, firewood and brush collected by the
women of the family, stone grain mills, and containers for
fodder and water for livestock. Foodstuffs such as tomatoes,
raisins and figs were dried here. The family laundry was
draped on clotheslines or on the stone walls, and occasionally,
colourful mattresses and bedding were hung outside in the
sun for airing.

The bread oven (tabun)

At one end of the courtyard was the quarter's communal bread
oven (tabun). This small conical structure was made from stone
rubble, and roofed either by a stone vault or wooden beams.
Inside, there was a circular mud case, known as 'the house of
bread' (bayt al-‘aysh), which was placed over a shallow fuel pit.
This case was approximately 70-80 cm in diameter at the base,
tapering to an open top of about 40 cm, and was built by
women from a local yellow clay (huwwar) mixed with straw.

The oven was heated by sticks and crushed olive pits. Once
the fuel was glowing, it was topped with, small, smooth
pebbles. The open top of the case was then covered by a tin
sheet with a handle, and dried dung and other slow-burning

Artas south of Bethlehem, 1979. On the
right is the village mosque, and on the
left examples of recent village
architecture.
Photo: Shelagh Weir

Facing page: Building a house in the
Palestinian highlands, British Mandate
period. House-building was a
co-operative venture, and involved
both men and women.
Photo: Matson Collection, Library of Congress
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Plan of the house of Abu Helweh in
the village of 'Ebwein near Ramallah.
Above: upper level; below: lower-level
(qa‘ al-bayt).
a. main entrance
b. family living space (mastabeh)
c. food storage area (rawiyeh)
d.mud-bins (khawabi) for food

storage and dividing room
e. fireplace (mawqid)
f. bedding niche (qos)
g. lower part of the house (qa‘ al-bayt),

for livestock and agricultural
equipment

Cross section (through x - x) and isometric diagram of the main
living room (mastabeh) of the same house (see key on left).

Facing page, above: Two storey houses in the 'throne' village of Ras
Karkar near Ramallah, mid 1980s. The big archway leads to a stable
(riwaq).
Photo: Suad Amiry

Facing page, below: The mansion of Sheikh Sihwail in the 'throne'
village of ‘Ebwein near Ramallah, mid 1980s.
Photo: Suad Amiry
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The village of Al-Janyeh, mid 1980s.
Photo: Suad Amiry
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materials were put around the mud hearth for additional heat.
Once the proper temperature was obtained, soft dough cakes
were placed over the hot non-stick pebbles and baked.

The tabun played an important role for the village women,
who would sit inside its cramped interior telling jokes and
exchanging news while their bread baked. The tabun therefore
functioned for women as the guest-house (madafeh) did for
men.

The façade of the house

Most highland village houses were simple square structures
built from the limestone rock abundant in the surrounding
hills, and often looked like an extension of nature, with wild
plants and shrubs sprouting from cracks between the stones
or growing freely on the domed roof. In springtime these plants
often bloomed in colourful hanging bouquets of bright pinks
and yellows, contrasting beautifully with the grey stone.

Most houses were single-storey, with only one low, arched
entrance. In older houses there were no other openings apart
from small ventilation holes. However, later houses dating
from the Mandate period have relatively large windows, often
in pairs (called mijwiz). The house walls were massive,
sometimes one metre thick, in order to support the heavy
stone vault of the roof. Each row of stones (midmak) comprised

Above: Baking bread in ‘Aboud, 1975.
Photo: Shelagh Weir
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Above: The main entrance of the
mansion of Sheikh Saleh in Deir
Ghassaneh near Ramallah, mid
1980s. The finely-dressed white and
pink stones, the segmented arch, and
the stone seats (maksaleh) flanking the
door, are all features copied from
Late Mamluk urban architecture.
Photo: Suad Amiry

Above right: An elaborately carved
interlocking vousoir in the door arch
of the mansion of Sheikh Saleh in
Deir Ghassaneh near Ramallah.
Photo: Suad Amiry

an outer and inner layer of stone blocks, with the space
between filled with mortar and stone rubble (dabish). This
impermeable facade was an effective security measure against
robbers.

It was common to whitewash part of the front façade,
particularly the arched doorway, since white was a symbol of
blessing (barakeh), and gave the appearance of purity and
cleanliness. Other touches of colour were the wooden panels
of the door painted blue or green. These auspicious colours
suggested prosperity and benediction to the owners. For more
blessings, the names of God, the Prophet Muhammad, or a
cross were inscribed on the keystone of the door alongside
other simple carved motifs.

Houses belonging to more prosperous families, especially in
'throne' villages, had urban architectural features such as
finely-dressed and decorated stone work, and elaborately
carved decorations above doorways and cornices. These were
marks of master-builders (m‘allimin) hired from nearby urban
centres. These wealthier houses often had two or three storeys,
and the ‘illayeh, the master bedroom or the guest room on
the top floor, symbolised family power and prestige.
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The house interior

To enter the house, one had to step over an elevated
threshold, (‘atabeh), a symbolic gesture in the passage from
the outside world to the intimate privacy of the home. The
villager always uttered the name of Allah as he crossed the
threshold of his house so as to pacify the jinn, which were
believed to reside under the ‘atabeh. On first entering her
husband's home, a bride had to stick a piece of fermented
dough on the door lintel for prosperity and fertility, and it
was also considered a good omen if she stepped over the
threshold with her right foot first.

House interiors were dark, the only light coming from the
single low entrance and the narrow ventilation holes. In
summer, when many activities took place in the courtyard
outside, the dimly-lit cool interior seemed solemn and
orderly, contrasting dramatically with the bright and busy
sunny exterior.

The internal arrangement of the one-roomed peasant home
projected a model of harmony between the various structural,
functional and aesthetic elements. The domed room,
approximately 5 x 7 m, was divided into three major areas
which met the villagers' social and practical needs: the main
family living space (mastabeh) and the food storage space
(rawiyeh), both occupying the upper levels, and the qa ‘al-
bayt, at a lower level, for livestock and farming equipment.
The organisation of the mastabeh was simple: there were no
proper walls separating the different activity areas, and only
a series of tall storage bins (khawabi) divided the mastabeh
from the rawiyeh.

The fireplace (mawqid or wujaq) was the main focus of the
mastabeh and was built of stone along the same wall as the
door. The fireplace area was used mostly on cold rainy days
when family activities shifted indoors. There the family sat close
together trying to warm themselves, as the fireplace was
usually the only source of heat in the house. While the women
cooked meals in the fireplace, the rest of the family sat around
helping or chatting.

On the wall next to the fireplace hung cooking utensils,
including wood or metal ladles (magharif), metal sieves
(misfah), straw trays (tabaq) and paraffin lamps (sraj). The
fireplace had an arched opening and was about 120 cm high,
80 cm wide and 40 cm deep. Above it was a shelf on which
stood objects such as kettles (abariq), and small pottery jugs.
Inside the fireplace, a mud brazier was propped up on a stand
15 cm high, and a two-handled earthen cooking pot (qidreh)
was used for cooking stew and rice. Around the fireplace were
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View inside the living room (mastabeh)
of a house in Silwan near Jerusalem,
1886. A number of typical household
utensils are pictured, including a large
water jug (zir), a circular basketry mat
(tabaq), a wooden bowl (batiyeh), a floor
mat and a hammock cradle.
Watercolour by James Clark RA, Palestine Exploration
Fund.

arranged a number of cooking vessels (tanajir), an assortment
of pottery and wooden bowls, and a large wooden bowl
(batyeh), an important kitchen item, used for kneading dough.

It was at the fireplace that the family took their main,
evening meal when the weather was too bad to prepare and
eat it outside. The whole family joined together for this meal,
which usually consisted of one kind of vegetable cooked with
tomato sauce. Either rice, cracked wheat (burghul) or lentils
were served on the side. Meat was available only once or twice
a week, but was always served on festive occasions, such as
weddings or circumcisions. The meal was always started by a
blessing of the food with the word bismallah (in the name of
God). Two large bowls, one of vegetable stew, one of the side
dish, were then placed on a straw tray in the middle of the floor
with a large number of bread loaves. The whole family
squatted round the bowls, sharing out the food and eating
with their hands or with spoons. They drank lots of water.

Most village homes contained little furniture - people sat on
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View inside the living room (mastabeh)
of a house in Silwan near Jerusalem,
1886. In the centre and on the left are
two mud storage bins (khawabi), and
near the entrance are a grain mill, and
various bowls and sieves. Bedding is
laid out on the floor.
Watercolour by James Clark RA. Palestine
Exploration Fund

the floor on closely-woven reed mats (husur) on which were
placed long flat cotton mattresses (masanid) which were moved
about as required. Only the richer homes possessed wooden
sofas (dawashiq), wardrobes and beds, imported from the
towns.

A cradle, mud storage bins (khawabi) and the bridal chest
(sanduq al-‘arus) were the only furniture in the mastabehs of most
villagers. The bridal chest was a rectangular wooden box
carved and painted with colourful floral designs, or studded in a
more sophisticated manner with metal nails and flattened
metal strips, depending on the wealth and status of the bride's
family. This chest was carried from the bride's house at
marriage as part of her trousseau, and was her most cherished
belonging for it was the only household item which gave her a
sense of privacy in the communal space of her in-Iaws. She
alone carried the key to the chest in which she stored her
embroidered dresses, shawls and other personal belongings,
and even her husband had no right to open it. The position of
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Above: House interior, ‘Ebwein near
Ramallah, mid 1980s. The family's
livestock was kept in the lower part
of the house (qa‘ al-bayt) (on the
right), and the mud storage bin
(khabiyeh) behind the woman
separated the family living room
from the food storage area.
Photo: Suad Amiry

Right: Interior of a Ramallah house,
British Mandate period. On the right
is a bedding store formed from mud
against the wall of a tall mud bin
(khabiyeh); sieves hang on the wall;
and on the left is a brazier (qanun).
The woman on the left is grinding
grain on a hand mill. The arches
leading to the lower area of the house
(qa‘ al-bayt) can be clearly seen below
the living area (mastabeh) where the
women are sitting.
Photo: American Colony

the bridal chest in the house defined the area the newly-wed
couple would occupy.

Instead of cupboards and shelves, the village house had
arched niches (taqah) in the walls. These contained objects such
as the water pitcher, a lamp and food containers. Sometimes
wooden pegs were driven into the wall on which would hang
clothes, baskets and other items.

The most important recess was the qos or mirkaz, a large,
deep, arched recess in which mattresses, blankets and pillows
were stored. The opening of the qos was normally covered with
a curtain (jlaleh) for protection against dust. At the end of the
day the bedding was rolled out of the qos and spread on the
mastabeh floor for the family to sleep on.

The most important articles of furniture in the house were
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Women inside their house, Ramallah,
1906. On the right, bedding is stacked
in a large, arched wall niche (qos). The
wall is whitewashed and decorated
with simple paintings, and the women
are seated on a straw mat.
Photo: Standard Scenic Company, Library of Congress

the khawabi, the mud bins made by the women for food storage
as well as to act as space dividers. Each khabiyeh stored a year's
supply of wheat, lentils, barley, dried figs (quttayn) and raisins
(zbib). The bins consisted of a row of tall, separate units which
opened from the top. At the bottom, there was a small opening
(rozanah), through which the contents were drawn. The
rozanah was usually closed by a cloth which, when removed,
enabled the food to roll down into a bowl placed beneath it.
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Above: A peasant family seated round
a brazier (qanun), an alternative to the
fireplace for cooking and heating.
Photo: UNRWA Collection

Facing page: Various basketry articles
from the Sinjil area north of Ramallah,
1960s. From left to right: a tray (tabaq); a
bowl; a wall decoration with a pocket
for trinkets; and a trinket box (quteh).
The latter two articles are decorated
with floss silk.
Museum of Mankind: Q78 AS21 (D.38 cm); 1971 AS2
20 (D.34.5cm); 1968 AS12 73 (H.46cm); 1968AS12 74
(H.40cm)

Sometimes the khawabi were built in the form of a cupboard,
and contained shelves or mattress compartments similar to
those of the wall niche (qos).

Women built the khawabi in the courtyards with a mixture of
red clay (samqah), fine straw particles and water. They were
left to dry in the sun, then brought inside by men. Large bins
were built up round a supporting framework of poles and reeds
in situ. Bin surfaces were often whitewashed then decorated
with fine reliefs using motifs such as the palm tree, a symbol of
life, or the serpent, a symbol of fertility.

The lower level of the houses (qa‘ al-bayt) was entered from
the main entrance which first led to a small service area before
extending into the deeper, darker space where the family
livestock (mainly goats, donkeys and chickens) were kept at
night. Villagers also stored farming equipment and tools
there. Propped against the wall would be a wooden pitchfork
(midhrah), the threshing board (loh al-dras), the plough
(mihrath), donkey harnesses and axes. Firewood, dung,
barrels, a pail and rope for drawing water from the well (dalu),
and rubber containers (qufaf) were also stored in this section of
the house.

layout1.p65 10/03/24, 10:28 Õ32



34

Agriculture

and Food Production

The peasant's year was divided into six agricultural seasons
(mawasim). The most important were harvest time (mawsim al-
hasad), the fig and grape season (mawsim al-ta‘zib), and the
olive-picking season (mawsim al-zaytun). The whole family
participated in these activities.

Though most agricultural activity was considered to be a
male responsibility, women's participation was crucial,
particularly during the harvest. The peasant's numerous tasks
included ploughing, sowing, planting and pruning trees,
threshing and winnowing grain, carrying produce from the
fields, repairing tools, building and repairing rubble walls
(sanasil), and house construction.

Harvest time

During the harvest (April-May for barley and June for wheat),
the village was almost deserted as most of the inhabitants went
down to the fields, leaving older people and a few others
behind to guard the property. Before sunrise, members of the
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family would start gathering the food, tools, animals and other
equipment for the harvest, which lasted several days. In the
fields, men reaped the crop using sickles, while women and
older children gathered the sheaves of wheat and tied them
into manageable bundles. Once this was over, the donkeys were
loaded with as many bundles as possible, so that often only
the head and part of the legs were visible. Women and young
girls also carried bundles on their heads as the whole family
headed towards the village threshing floor (baydar).

The (baydar) was owned by the whole village as communal
property (musha‘), and was normally near the village in a
location exposed to the wind. In most mountain villages, the
threshing floor was a huge flat rock, in the middle of which the
sheaves were heaped. Whatever pair of animals was available
(mules, donkeys, camels, oxen or horses), they were tied
together and driven in circles around the heap, dragging behind
them the threshing sledge (loh al-dras). This was a thick wooden
plank with sharp metal pieces inset beneath, and the friction
was increased by one or two persons standing on it as it was
driven over the grain. When the wind was favourable, the
crushed sheaves were thrown into the air with the winnowing
fork to separate them into grain, stalks and straw. The women,
sitting on the ground, used variously-sized sieves (ghurbal) to
sift the dirt from the grain. After weighing the crop for taxation
purposes, the men filled the sacks with grain, tied the stalk
bundles (qash) for use in basket-making, and gathered the straw
(quswal) for use as animal fodder, fuel or for mixing with mud
for building containers and utensils.

At the end of the day, the animals were loaded with the
gathered produce, and the fellah with the rest of his family
returned home and stored it in the mud bins inside the house.

The olive-picking season (mawsim al-zaytun)

Olives and olive oil were, and still are, the most valuable
produce of the Palestinian countryside, and most village fields
contained olive groves. The olive-picking season, which lasted
between two and four weeks (depending on the number of
olive trees a family owned), began in late October or early
November. In most villages, a specific date was set by the village
council of elders announcing the beginning of the olive-picking
season. Setting such a date was necessary in order to prevent
individual peasants from competing with others by marketing
their produce earlier. It also deterred villagers from picking
their neighbours' olives, since family groves were adjacent to
one another and had no clear boundaries.

Left: Men winnowing at the threshing
floor, Halhul south of Hebron, 1940.
Photo: Matson Collection, Library of Congress

Above: Woman sifting wheat grain
with a sieve, Ramallah area, British
Mandate period.
Photo: Matson Collection, Library of Congress
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Facing page: Beating the olives from the
trees, highland Palestine, British
Mandate period.
Photo: Matson Collection, Library of Congress

Right: Woman crushing olives with a
stone, Ramallah area, British Mandate
period.
Photo: American Colony, Jerusalem

Early in the morning on the specified day, all the inhabitants
of the village went to the olive groves with their mules and
donkeys loaded with ladders, baskets, sacks, long sticks and
food. Once there the men spread sheets on the ground
beneath the trees, climbed the trees or a ladder, and shook the
olives down onto the sheets. Alternatively, the branches were
beaten with long sticks. Women and children then put the
olives in straw baskets which were emptied into large sacks.

The olive season was a festive time for the villagers, and the
strenuous labour was often accompanied by songs celebrating
the quality of their produce and the collective spirit of their
work.

Before dark, the whole family loaded the sacks of olives on
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the mules and donkeys and returned to the village. There
the olives were first piled up in heaps, then spread out either
inside the house, outside in the courtyard, or on the roofs of
the houses. They were left for three to four days to reduce
the acidity of the olive oil.

Part of the olive harvest was processed for domestic
consumption. Big green olives were selected, crushed by a
stone, and pickled in brine with pieces of lemon and hot green
peppers. Black olives were pickled differently: after being
heavily salted, they were put away in sacks or baskets for
two to three weeks, when they were soaked in hot boiling
water to remove the bitterness; they were then stored in jars
filled with water and olive oil.

The bulk of the olive harvest was taken by the men to the
village or neighbourhood oil press (badd). This consisted of
two huge circular stones, the upper of which was generally
turned by a mule, donkey or horse, pressing the olives
underneath; the oil flowed into a channel and was collected
in jars. The residue of olives was pressed again in flat baskets,
the oil from this second pressing being of lower quality than
that obtained from the first. The crushed residue was used
as fuel. The oil was carried home in jars, some for household
consumption, the rest for sale in the market. Unlike fruits
and vegetables, which were normally marketed in small
quantities by women in nearby towns, olives and olive oil
were marketed in the towns by men.

The fig and grape season (mawsim al-ta‘zib)

In spite of the hard work entailed, the fig and grape season
was a joyful time for the peasant family. The whole family
moved to the vineyards and the fig grounds, living for two or
three months (between July and September) in the small rubble
stone structures (qasr) built specially in the fields to
accommodate the family and to store the produce. On the roof
of this structure was a small canopy (m‘arrash) of sticks and
tree branches to protect the family from the hot summer sun; it
also provided them with an elevated spot from which to guard
the vineyards and groves against thieves and wild animals,
such as jackals and foxes, which are fond of grapes.

While the men were mainly responsible for marketing this
summer produce, the women dried and prepared the fruit,
following specific procedures for each type. The villagers
followed a cyclical plan for processing and storing food to
ensure that produce was available throughout the year, even
out of season. Certain regions specialised in the preservation
of specific foodstuffs - for example, the Ramallah area was
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Men and a woman picking grapes in
Artas, 1925-31.
Photo: Hilma Granqvist

Villagers posing by a watchtower
and shelter (qasr) in a vineyard in
Taybeh near Ramallah, 1937.
Photo: Matson Collection, Library of Congress
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known for its dried figs, and both Ramallah and Hebron were
known for their raisins (zbib).

Good quality white grapes were chosen for raisins. Once
ripe, the fruit was carefully stripped from the bunch, leaving a
little stem on each grape. The grapes were then coated with a
little oil and left to dry in the sun on a surface made from
flattened red soil (mistah). After a few days when they became
brown and wrinkled, the stems were removed and the raisins
were stored in wooden boxes.

The raisin-making usually took place in September, after the
Feast of the Cross. This traditional Christian feast, widely
observed in Palestine, celebrated the finding of Christ's cross,
and was regarded by both Christians and Muslims as an
important date because it marked the hoped-for start of the
rainy season after the long, hot summer.

Molasses (dibs) were also made from the juice of ripe grapes
during the same season. This sweet light-brown treacle was an
essential component of the peasant's breakfast, and was a
delicious snack for children. Men made dibs, using abandoned
wine-presses that had existed in Palestine since antiquity, and
using the same methods as the ancient wine-makers to extract
the juice from the grapes. Large stone slabs were laid over the
grapes on the floor of the wine-press, and these were stamped
on to allow the juices to flow into a series of rock-carved
sloping basins. The juice was collected from the stone
receptacle and boiled for several hours, skimming off the
impurities, until a thick syrup was obtained.

Figs were also picked and dried at the end of the summer.
There were three varieties of fig suitable for preservation -
'black' (asmari), 'blonde' (shunnari) and white (abyadi). Ripe,
almost dry, figs (thbil) were collected from the ground after
falling from the trees, then placed on a flat soil surface (mistah),
or under the canopy of the field storage house (qasr). The figs
were carefully arranged so that they did not touch each other.
Five days later, after they had become red and fairly dry, they
were put in a special basket (slal ‘ullayq) woven by young men
from the long-stemmed thorn bush (‘ullayq), or the ratim, a
wild tree with long branches. In the home, the figs were
stacked tightly in tall wooden containers (‘anabir).

For the peasant, figs, raisins, walnuts and almonds
corresponded to the sweets and cakes that city people offered
their guests. A favourite village dessert consisted of dried figs
dipped in bsayseh, a mixture of olive oil, sugar and wheat flour.
Another sweet dish using dried figs was khabisah, a pudding of
white dried figs, starch, and coarsely-crushed wheat.

Above: Woman from Artas taking her
produce to the Bethlehem market,
1925-31.
Photo: Hilma Granqvist

Facing page: A decorative basketry tray
(siniyyeh) of the type used at weddings
to display the trousseau. Sinjil area,
north of Ramallah, 1960s.
Museum of Mankind: 1971 AS2 21 (D.92 cm)
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