| learned a few years ago from someone working with an organisation
called Stop the JNF (Jewish National Fund) that in Occupied Palestine,
there is a national park called the Ayalon Canada Park, described as a
tourist destination for Israelis. What is not found in a cursory internet
search is that the park is built on the ruins of three ancient Palestinian
villages - Imwas, Yalu and Beit Nuba from where occupants were
evicted (ethnically cleansed) in 1967. | understand that outside the
entrance to the park, donors to its establishment are commemorated
with plaques on a wall built out of the rubble of the ruined villages, and
that one of those names is that of Paul Robeson. This was clearly a
startling revelation, troubling revelation to me. When one thinks about it
however, one will not be surprised to learn that Robeson might very well
have happily donated to European Jews’ search for a land of safety,
given his deep love for Jewish people and their history and culture. |
also doubt that his support would have remained unquestioned up to
1967, by which time he was already living in reclusive retirement and ill
health in Philadelphia. | say this because in an essay | did for Radio 3
recently (in which | dwelled on his mental distress), | argued that in the
space of twelve months he made two very contradictory declarations on
one subject. He told an interviewer in Honolulu in March 1948 that if war
was declared in the Holy Land, he would go to Palestine to sing for
Jewish troops as he had done for Loyalists during the Spanish civil war.
Exactly one year later, he spoke at an Anti-Apartheid rally in London,
pointing out that the Nationalists had succeeded in setting the Africans
against the Indians in Natal, warning that “They have provoked a
fratricidal clash which unless checked very quickly may have the same
tragic consequences for the non-European people of South Africa as
the Arab-Jewish conflicts had for the people of Palestine.” In other
words, whatever he had thought previously of the formation of Israel, he
had become aware of the atrocities long before his name was placed at
the entrance to the park. And what a wonderful coincidence that he
mentioned South Africa and Palestine in one sentence back in 1949,
and that that country has helped open the eyes of the whole world to
truth behind the genocide that is unfolding before our eyes. A man so far
ahead of his time as Robeson was, though long dead, deserves for his
story to be told, as do all the Palestinian martyrs and freedom fighters.
In the words of their late poet Refaat Alareer, such stories, like white,
long-tailed kites in the sky, give us hope for truth, justice and freedom.
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