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Maha Saca (center) with her daughter and mother

Q. Can you tell me what is your aim in this Heritage Center?

The most important thing is to preserve and promote our heritage. And | think, in this situatio, this is
another struggle, to show that this land belongs to people, this is not “a land without people”,
through our culture and heritage. The Center has more than 200 postcards showing the historical,
archaeological and religious places, and showing the dresses, which are like the identity for every
village and town in Palestine.

| think that this is the time to show that we have been here in this land for more than 5,000 years.
The Center also employs more than 100 women who work embroidery. They can increase their
income -- | give them the thread, the cloth and the design. We imitate the old design exactly, the
design and the color. In this way we keep the identity of the design in any thing we make. We have
bags, shawls, runners, cushions. | think this is a very good situation, because this is work that the
women can do in their house, between their children, when they have time. Especially because
Bethlehem is a closed area, and the people of Bethlehem have depended on tourism for their work.
Now, because of the Wall and the situation, there are no tourists. This means no work for anybody.

Q. You are located very close to the Wall here. How has that affected your Center?
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| think it's another....not struggle....| feel....it's important to open. But it's more dangerous for the
people to come here. They are afraid to come here! Because the Center is only 20 meters from the
Wall....the bad Wall. Because | don't believe that they divided Bethlehem for security -- they took
more than half of Bethlehem for this Wall. It means that many people living in Bethlehem are
behind the Wall or beside the Wall or after the Wall. It affects my Center very much, especially the
tourists. They can't come here.

Q. This road that you're on used to be a main road that was cut by the Wall?

It's very unbelievable. Since | was a child, this was the main road to Jerusalem. Everybody knows
this is the main road to Jerusalem. They cut it just like this. They can plan anything they like. We
ask the people just to come and _see_ how they have divided Bethlehem. They closed the main
road to Jerusalem. Like me, | can't enter Jerusalem since five years. | need a special permit and a
special excuse in order to just go to Jerusalem. | think it affects us very, very badly.

Q. Can you speak about the dresses you have here? You mentioned that the dresses represent
different regions of historical Palestine? What are those designs?

| made a map showing Palestine before 1948, showing the dresses for each village and town -- the
dress is like the identity of the village or town. Why do | say the dress is like identity? Because
every woman writes the story of her village -- what surrounded her, what she thinks about it -- with
embroidery on the dress. That's why the dresses are completely different. You can tell where a
woman is from by her dress. That is why | made the map, and many pictures and posters showing
these designs. We have many special designs -- for every village. Every design is different, it is the
identity of every village and town.

Q. Maybe you can describe that -- how does that indicate a continuous Palestinian cultural identity
in this land?

Like | said, every design is different. | can give you the example of Beer Saba. The bride wears a
red color dress, but if she becomes a widow, she changes to a blue colored dress. But if she would
like to marry again, she adds some red to the embroidery on her dress.

One of the aims of the Center -- when young people get married, they come to rent the dresses for
the day before the wedding, for the henna ceremony. In this way, we connect the old and the new.
Also, the young dancers take the old style dress for the dabke traditional dances. In this way we
preserve our traditions.
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Also, we put the old designs on new designs -- like blouses and fashion gowns.

Q. Prior to the Nagba, it was mostly peasant women who wore these dresses -- non-peasant
women scorned the dresses. How did it move from being a peasant dress to representing all
sectors of Palestinian society?

| think after the intifada, we have another struggle, to show that this land belongs to people. That is
why we returned to our traditional dresses, and wear them on every occasion.

Q. How does this challenge the Israeli presentation of what is the state of Israel?

| think they know they don't own our dresses, our designs. | attended an exhibition in Haifa with the
museum of Haifa, and they had dresses from Haifa, showing the dresses as Palestinian dresses,
not Israeli. No one from the Jewish side wears our dresses.

But one of our dresses -- my grandmother's dress, from Bethlehem, was featured in the World
Book Encyclopedia Vol. 4, page 692, saying that this dress was from Israel. We sent the World
Book many letters to tell them this dress was Palestinian, not an Israeli dress.

Q. Are there attempts by Israel to destroy this Palestinian cultural identity?

| don't think they can do this. Because every Palestinian from every village and town knows their
grandmother's dress. They return back to this dress to show they have rich roots in our culture.

Q. What about the refugees?

The refugees, some carried their dresses with them. | have done some research in Deheishe
camp. They remember every detail of their village's dresses -- the wedding dresses, they know the
design by heart. But after they were expelled from their villages in historical Palestine, the UNRWA
(United Nations Refugee and Works Agency) paid them to embroider different designs to make
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them forget their traditional designs. They brought them a catalog of designs from Europe to
embroider, and brought the thread, and they could earn money by sewing these new designs. They
said if the women forget their dress designs, maybe they will forget their village.

But after the intifada, the people returned back to their traditional designs.

Q. Do you think that women are the carriers of the cultural tradition, more than the men?

Yes, of course. The dress of the men, there are just one or two for all over Palestine. But for the
women, there is a different design for every village. So yes, the women keep the identity more than
the men.

Q. How old would you say this tradition is?

More than 5,000 years. | have a design for Jericho -- you know, Jericho is the oldest city in the
world. This Egyptian book shows a design carried by people from Jericho to Egypt 5,000 years ago
as a gift. This is the same design that we have for Jericho, that has been passed down in our
tradition. We wear the same dress generation after generation.

Q. Have you had any experience with Israeli authorities trying to suppress your work?

Well, when | bring thread from Jordan across the border, they confiscate the thread. | asked,
“What, is thread a weapon?” They said, “If you work in this embroidery....”, they took the thread and
threw it. They won't let me bring the thread in to Palestine. | buy it from Jordan because it is
cheaper there. And they won't let me sell my postcards sometimes. | don't know. Maybe because
we are still under occupation.

But I still, I try to do my work. | make exhibitions all over the world, showing people the beauty and
culture of Palestine. And people are astonished, they come to me and tell me they didn't know.
They say, “This is Palestine? You have beautiful dresses like this? Beautiful views?” They thought
we were just desert, they didn't realize that we have deep roots in this land, a deep connection to
this land.
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Once | made an exhibition in the US, and a grandmother brought her daughter in law. They saw
how beautiful it is, and that encouraged them to come here and see this for themselves.

Q. Do you think this type of work can help to end the occupation?

The worst thing is this occupation. In this century and still ongoing -- unbelievable! We'd like to
have two states for two people, to live together. We are human beings! We'd like for our children to
live in peace. Before 1948, we lived as people, together! But after the occupation began in 1948,
that's why - the bad thing is the government, but as people, we can live together, when we have
real peace, justice peace!

Now the power is the main thing. But maybe, step by step, in this way, people make pressure on
them to say, look, these are people! They have roots in this land....maybe in this way we can affect
the normal people. Because anyone who comes to Palestine, when they see how the occupation
treats us, how we are living in jail, they don't believe it! Because the media doesn't tell the right
thing about what is really happening to us, the Palestinians.

Q. Do you have Israelis come to your Center?

Yes, many of the people and groups who come are Israelis. They don't believe it, when they see
how we, the Palestinians, have such roots in this land. But there are many good Israelis, many
groups who support the Palestinians, who are working to end this occupation. This is only the
government, not the people. Everybody would like to live in peace. We just live one time, and we'd
like to live in peace. We hope and pray for that.
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