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“Let’s enjoy a cup of coffee in our kitchen.” He squatted 
down, picked up a twig, and pretended to hold a pot of 
coffee and pour me a cup. Yakoub and I were not sitting in 
his parents’ house. We were sitting on top of it—literally. 
In the midst of what looked like a wild mountain full of 
weeds were the remaining stones of the homes of his 
village, Iqrit, in the Upper Galilee. “There is only one 
thing we are allowed to do now—be buried here.”  

Za’atar, an herb in the oregano family, is a staple of the 
Palestinian diet. It is commonly believed that za’atar 
makes you smart and cures many ailments. In the wild, 
its aroma is so intense that to find it one can just follow 
the smell.

A journey through these ancient terrains is a culinary 
voyage into different forageable flavors. Through herbs 
ranging from nutty, tender Pistacia palaestina leaves 
to wild fennel and za’atar, hundreds of Palestinians, 
like most Indigenous people around the world, have 
developed long and intimate relationships with their 
landscape. Their kitchens are infused with aromas that 
recall their valleys and mountains. But this millennia-long 
tradition has been illegalized in an attempt at cultural 
dominance through vegetal transformation. People 
like Yakoub and Abu Nidal are now seen as criminals in 
the eyes of a system that has severed them from their 
ancestral terrains and deemed them “uncivilized” for 
eating their history rather than abandoning it. The mere 
process of walking the land and tasting its bounty has 
become a risky act requiring great bravery. 



Foraging for luféteh (wild mustard) leaves, a beloved 
wintergreen, with Abu Nidal in the village of Al Walejeh. 
Sixty percent of the community’s land has been confis-
cated for the construction of an “apartheid wall” that 
effectively severs them from their food sources and 
disrupts the area’s biodiversity. In this image we see the 
wall as it was being constructed along the mountain.  
Its completion destroyed more than 160 of Abu Nidal’s 
fruit trees.  

The use of legal barriers and military surveillance to pre-
vent people from accessing both communal and private 
property, along with Israel’s construction of colonies 
and, ultimately, a concrete dividing wall, is rarely consid-
ered in terms of its impact on our seasonal food supply. 
But these strategies have changed the geography of our 
senses. We once could depend on our sense of smell to 
identify a bunch of wild thyme, on our sight to identify a 
hiding wild asparagus shoot, on our taste buds to tell an 
edible mustard leaf apart from a weed, or on our grand-
mother’s intuitive wisdom to know the medicine that is 
present beneath our very own feet. 



Shakhakha, the pissing plant, is used in traditional 
Palestinian medicine to promote urination and the elim-
ination of toxins from the body. The sample above was 
given to me by Abu Diaa, a farmer in Wadi Fukin village,  
in 2018. He was shy to tell me its name but then whis-
pered with a smirk, “Don’t repeat the name, just know 
the benefits.”

Foraging traditions have not been the only fatalities 
as this landscape has been transformed: in the course 
of eliminating a population, entire villages have been 
erased. The village of Immwas, featured in these photo-
graphs, was demolished in 1967. Its site has been planted 
over with non-native pine trees that serve to cover the 
evidence of a once-vibrant agrarian society. In an effort 
to trace the history of this village, I followed a hand-
sketched map that was created from the memories of 
the people who once inhabited it. Walking in the shade of 
the tall trees, accompanied by the sounds of dried pine 
needles tickling the bottoms of my shoes, I found myself 
uncovering botanical evidence of an imperfect crime. 
This crime was challenged by the sprouting almond and 
pomegranate and the sixteen other native varieties of 
plants. Their seeds could only exist in this terrain today if 
at some point in history there had been a community that 
cultivated and devoured their fruits. I thought about this 
as I sketched bundles of sumac, a plant used profusely  
in Palestinian cuisine. And I couldn’t help but wonder how 
it is that trees—in this case the non-native pine and  
the heirloom almond—have in the process of eliminating  
a people simultaneously become both the victim and  
the culprit. 



A young heirloom almond tree growing from a seed that 
has survived the invasion of the non-native pines 



A political map of the destroyed village of Immwas, north 
of Jerusalem 



Map of Immwas based on the memories of its people. 
Dots identify the homes of families that were forced  
out. To the right are samples of some of the botani-
cal evidence I identified, including carob, sumac, and 
almonds. 



This duality of botanical resilience and violence is seen 
across the once-familiar topography of Palestine. Ahmed, 
a farmer from the village of Auja in the Jordan Valley, 
shows me an image of his sister on their once-lush farm. 
“Eggplants, tomatoes, watermelons. You name it, we 
grew it in our little farm. We sold the produce across 
the West Bank.” A farmer turned agribusiness worker 
who sought employment on settlement date plantations 
after water was allocated to settlers and cut off from 
his village, Ahmed says it most accurately: “The valley is 
now thirsty.” He takes me to the top of a mountain where 
segregation is made starkly visible through a line of sym-
metrically placed green palm trees that emphasize the 
thirst felt in the yellow soil alongside them. 

Ahmed showing a picture of his sister on their farm 
before water was cut off and their land turned to des-
ert. “It was a heaven of diversity. It was so abundant 
people often came to pick and eat for free.”



Israeli agribusiness farms in the Jordan Valley have 
replaced Palestinian sustainable farming, resulting 
in the desertification of large areas of the valley and 
transforming Palestinian producers into day laborers  
on plantations that were once their own farms. 



Young Palestinian day laborers on date plantations in 
the Jordan Valley



Today, organic and foraged foods are experiencing a 
renaissance in Western markets, and my own practice is 
similarly revered as “innovative.” Yet I stand humbled in 
front of an old chocolate tin. “I am looking for the heir-
loom eggplant,” I say, in an attempt to entice Om Wisam 
to open her sacred container that has been emptied to 
serve as storage for all kinds of ancient seeds. I stare 
at her collection of zucchini, lettuce, beans, peas, and 
other heirloom crops that have been slowly disappearing 
from farmers’ hands. In that moment I understand that 
while the landscape of my ancestors has been deformed, 
ravished, reformed, and appropriated—much like those 
pomegranate and almond sprouts in Immwas—I have 
inherited a resilience that has called me to re-create 
Om Wisam’s Quality Street Mackintosh’s chocolate tin 
in a time of landscape transition. And as I sit in my nicely 
decorated seed library studio in Battir, a UNESCO World 
Heritage site, I am interrupted by the blaring of Israeli 
environmental police sirens on the pine-filled hill across 
the way. This is the sound of armed officials shoving farm-
ers off their land to make way for natural reserves. 



The Jadu’l watermelon The Jadu’l watermelon was the seed that sparked my 
practice of heirloom crop collection. Tens of farmers, 
elders, and community members I interviewed mentioned 
this watermelon when recounting personal stories. 
Some women said they gave birth in the watermelon 
fields; many men spoke about their fathers and grandfa-
thers loading trucks of Jadu’l and taking it to Beirut and 
Damascus; a woman told me how they used to keep the 
giant melon under the beds to stay cool so they could 
eat it in the late autumn. The stories were endless, and 
the joy in the beaming faces of those talking about this 
beloved crop was contagious. But when I asked them 
where the seed of this watermelon was, they said, “You 
are asking about the dinosaur.” A few years later I met 
Abu Ghattas, a farmer from my hometown, Beit Jala. 
When I asked him about the Jadu’l, he opened his every-
thing drawer full of screwdrivers, nails, and old pieces of 
paper. He took out a few of the extinct seeds from the 
chaos of his everything drawer and said, “Here! You are 
looking for these. Take them. Nobody wants them.” The 
image above is of the first sprouts of the Jadu’l seeds in 
2016, when we celebrated the vitality of the long-lost 
crop and affirmed that there are indeed still those who 
want them—who still want, in essence, who we are! 



Samples of my seed collection at a teachers’ workshop  
in Bethlehem

Soil, seed, and water become weapons of war in an 
environment that is dedicated to a global system of 
warehousing communities deemed unwanted and seeds 
deemed unyielding. The ways our terrains have been 
dominated through lies that make us unfamiliar with 
ourselves and create a kind of confusion that changes our 
taste buds, our culture, and our landscape are the most 
insidious form of control that has been forced on colo-
nized people across the globe. Its rejection is thus the 
most revolutionary act of all. 
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