
Rafat
Introduction
Four Palestinian villages share the name Rafat. In the Jerusalem Governorate, there is the
northern village of Rafat, and to the west is the uprooted village of Deir Rafat. Rafat is also a
village in Nablus, and Khellet Rafat is located south of Hebron.

Since Jerusalem's Rafat is the subject of our brief research, we will address some aspects of its
social and economic life, its role in resisting the British and Zionists in Palestine, and the
manifestations of Zionist colonization and Occupation policies in the village.

Location and Area
Rafat is located 10 kilometers northwest of occupied Jerusalem. It is bordered from the north by
Ramallah’s al-Masyoun and Ein Munjid neighborhoods, from the south by al-Jdeirah and
Qalandia, from the east by Kufr Aqab and al-Birah’s Umm al-sharayet neighborhood, and from



the west by Beitunia.

Rafat is one of the smaller villages in the Jerusalem Governorate. Its original area does not
exceed 3,777 donums, and at 800 meters above sea level, Rafat is one of the more elevated
villages in Jerusalem.1

Administrative Division

Following the West Bank administrative divisions produced by the Oslo Agreement, Rafat is
divided into Area B (420 donums) and Area C (2,380 donums).2

Origin and History
The name Rafat is derived from the Semitic root Rafa and Rafu, which denote healing,
tranquility, cohesion, and rehabilitation. It is likely that the name is of Syriac origin.3 The people
of Rafat speak of two contradictory narratives. The first refers to healing, tranquility and
well-being, while the second refers to Rufat — Arabic for “bone remains,” which may be a
function of the large number of ancient tombs found in the area.4

Like most Palestinian villages, Rafat’s origins are deeply rooted in history. According to Mustafa
Murad al-Dabbagh, it is believed that the Canaanite city of Yerevil once stood on its present
location, and the village of Atarot was built there during the Roman era.5 Among the ruins found
in the village are rock-cut tombs near an area known as Mullatha, south of the village. The
population is denied access to the area due to barbed wire installed by the Zionist occupation.

Population
According to available statistics, 2,500 to 3,000 people live in Rafat today,6 original Rafat families
as well as newcomers. Ramallah's expansion into Rafat has led to the arrival of many new
residents seeking to live near the city center. They purchase land there and build their homes, a
factor that has rendered the original villagers of Rafat a minority in their village, contributing to
a shift in Rafat's characteristics and lifestyle.

The second factor behind Rafat’s original inhabitants' low population involves a historical

6 Based on information obtained from Rafat Village Council during a phone call on December 1, 2020.

5 Mustafa Murad al-Dabbagh, “Our Homeland, Palestine,”
http://www.palestineremembered.com/Articles/Biladuna-Filisteen/Story25837.html

4 According to information obtained from researcher Sari Orabi during an interview with Grassroots Jerusalem staff on October 7,
2019 in Rafat.

3 Abu Khdeir, Nasser al-Din. Journal of the Association of Arab Universities for Literature, n.d. Also published on Bab al-Wad,
December 6, 2016. داللیةلغویةدراسةالقدس،قرىأسماء

2 Ibid.
1 Based on information obtained from Rafat Village Council during a phone call on December 1, 2020.
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incident that occurred in the village centuries ago. Sheikh Muhammad Darwish (buried in the
Shrine of the Elders) arrived in the village about three centuries ago and settled in Khirbat
al-Burj near the village. The Sufi Sheikh Muhammad was beloved by Rafat’s people and thus
given the land known today as Zaitoun al-Saff. He planted it with olive trees and married a
woman from nearby Beitunia, with whom he had three children — Yusuf, Taha, and Yassin —
forefathers of many current families in the village, including Jabr, al-Sheikh, Ahmad al-Haj,
Omar, Taha, Abu Sharara, Yahia, and al-Rafati.

A dispute ensued between the family of Sheikh Muhammad and the people of Rafat — called
Qarariyat al-Balad — who had settled there before him. According to the narrative, the dispute
led to the uprooting of the olive trees that Sheikh Muhammad had planted and the killing of
one of his shepherds. Consequently, "40 beds," as the villagers say, were displaced from the
village, a euphemism for the many families who had to emigrate.7

Sources report that the families who emigrated from the village settled in the village of Daniyal
in the Ramlah district. Following the 1948 Nakba and the destruction of the village of Daniyal
and displacement of its people, some families returned to Rafat while the rest dispersed to
various parts of Palestine. This is why we find al-Rafati families in al-Shujaiyya neighborhood in
Gaza and in the villages of Deir Qaddis and Nilin.

As for Rafat’s original population, they belong to the following families and clans: Dar Taha, Dar
Omar, Dar Jabr (Dar al-Sheikh), Dar Muhammad, Dar Hamdan, Dar Odeh, Dar Abu Hassan, and
Dar Dhaif Allah (Dar Issa).8

Social and Economic Context
Prior to the urban expansion in Rafat taking its current form by the end of the 20th century,
Rafat’s homes had been concentrated in a traditional residential community called al-Ahwash
(plural of hoash, meaning “courtyard”). A single hoash housed several related families and was
divided into four or five mastabas (terraces), where each family settled in one, overlooking a
shared courtyard.

8 According to information obtained from researcher Sari Orabi during an interview with Grassroots Jerusalem staff on October 7,
2019 in Rafat.

7 Ibid.



The old mosque, al-Omari Mosque, was built in the old village center near al-Ahwash. Omari
mosques in Palestine are said to have been built following the Omari conquest of Palestine.
Attached to this mosque was the village guest hall, where meetings, councils, and social events
were held. Located opposite of the mosque is the Shrine of the Elders, a destination for the
distressed and ill amongst the village's women. They traditionally headed there carrying oil
lamps, praying to God and asking for healing and relief.9

Given that most of the built area was concentrated in the village center, the rest of Rafat
consisted of agricultural land, especially its western area. Known as the Baqaa Plain, it is a large
area of flat land that borders Ramallah's southwestern edge and extends to Beitunia, al-Jib, and
al-Jdeirah.

The Baqaa plain, with its deep, red fertile soil, was vital to the village economy. Farmers grew all
kinds of high-quality rainfed crops in the summer: tomatoes, cucumbers, okra, cowpea, squash,
watermelons, and sunflowers, in addition to grains and legumes, such as wheat, sesame, barley,
chickpeas, lentils, and vetches, including Palestine Vetch.

9 Ibid.



The plain's crops covered the villagers’ needs and provided pasture and fodder for livestock
breeders. Rafat farmers who owned three or four donums in that vast plain often took the
surplus of their crops to Jerusalem's markets before the 1967 occupation, and to Ramallah after
that.10

Outside the village lands, Rafatis cultivated grapes, plums, cherries, oak, and olives. Once
harvested, olives were pressed in an area below al-Ahwash (Beit al-Badd). Quarries also
emerged in Rafat and employed workers from the village and nearby areas, including Kufr
Aqab.11

Agriculture in Rafat came to an end due to many factors. The Zionist colonial monstrosity crept
onto village land to establish the Ofer military base on the fertile Baqaa plain. Consequently,
Rafat lost a significant portion of its local resources. In addition, the natural population growth
in the village and accompanying changes in lifestyle spurred urban expansion over its
agricultural lands. The old houses (al-Ahwash) were abandoned, and most of them were
destroyed. Today, only the eastern and western houses remain, in addition to the Old Mosque
and the Shrine of the Elders. The mosque was restored in the 1970s, and the houses are still
standing, albeit in poor condition due to a lack of maintenance.

Landmarks
Maqam al-Mashaikh (Shrine of the Elders): located in Rafat’s center, this shrine consists of three
tombs belonging to the forebears of the village: Sheikh Muhammad bin Ahmad bin Ali bin
Ahmad al-Rafati bin Muhammad al-Darwish, the forefather of many of the village families, his
son Sheikh Yousef, and his brother, Sheikh Hamzah.12

Natural Landscape

Despite its relatively small area, Rafat is distinguished by its natural landscape that ranges from
hills to fertile plains and deep valleys. Some of the most famous of these landmarks are:13

Hills: Jabal Batn al-Meghra (or Batn al-Ain) on the village’s northern side, Jabal al-Abbass to the
northwest, and Jabal al-Shakf to the south (its name is likely attributable to the Arabic word
describing the flat rocks that are prevalent there).

13 According to information obtained from researcher Sari Orabi during an interview with Grassroots Jerusalem staff on October 7,
2019 in Rafat.

12 According to a study by researcher Imad Daoud Taha, published on the Rafat village residents' Facebook page. Accessed at
https://bit.ly/2Tb4V4h

11 Barakat, Karima Menwer. Interview with 85-year-old Karima Menwer Barakat, one of the elders of Kufr Aqab, interviewed on 8
October 2019.

10 Ibid.
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Valleys: Several valleys run through the village, including Wadi al-Deir and Wadi al-Balad to the
north, and Wadi Ramallah to the west.

Plains: The Baqaa plain extends from Ein Munjed in the north, southward to the village of al-Jib,
then across Rafat's western side. It is a fertile plain that was central to Rafat’s agriculture.

There are three springs on which the village relied for drinking and irrigation: Ein Um Aisha and
Ein Jabal al-Abbass feed the al-Deir well in the north of the village, and Ein al-Ein is located in
its center. The phenomenon of evanescent springs was also common. Known as Aed, it occurs
when groundwater flows to the surface, forming a spring or Aed. In recent years, however, this
phenomenon has diminished, and the reason for its decline may be the Occupation’s practice
of groundwater extraction.

History of Resistance
Like other Palestinian villages and towns, the people of Rafat participated in resistance action
against British and Zionist colonialism. Atarot colony, located on land belonging to the villages
of Qalandia, al-Jdeirah and Bir Nabala, adjacent to Rafat, met the largest share of this
resistance. As of the colony's establishment in 1910, tensions arose between its colonists and
the farmers of the surrounding villages. These tensions ultimately turned into direct clashes
with the colonists and attacks that included the uprooting and destruction of trees planted by
them. In many instances, Palestinian rebels launched their attacks from the village of Rafat with
its people's participation.14

With Palestinian rebels escalating their confrontations against British colonial rule and the
Zionist movement, and due to the presence of the British garrison at Qalandia Airport and the
British reconnaissance planes informing the Atarot colonists of the rebels’ movements, the
attacks on Atarot were undertaken by rebels from Rafat and adjacent villages and largely
focused on targeting Zionist convoys. Moreover, main water and telephone lines were cut off
and sabotaged, culminating in a siege imposed on the colony, which led to its near-complete
evacuation in late-1936.

Between January and March 1948, Palestinian sniping operations persisted against convoys and
buses carrying inhabitants of the Atarot colony, which was isolated from the Zionist
settler-colonial center in western Jerusalem.15 As part of the Zionist retaliation against this war
on their transport lines, and in an effort to raise the morale of the besieged inhabitants of the

15 Ibid.

14 Odetallah, Khaled. “Atarot Settlement: 100 Years of Conflict from Yinkel to Rami Levy.” Bab el-Wad, April 15, 2019. "عطروت":مستوطنة
لیفي"راميإلى"ِینكل"ِمنالصراعمنعاٍم100 "

https://www.babelwad.com/ar/Atarot-Rami-Levi-100-Years-Of-Conflict
https://www.babelwad.com/ar/Atarot-Rami-Levi-100-Years-Of-Conflict


Atarot colony, on March 4, 1948, a squad of 19 Zionist combatants left Atarot to carry out a
special mission, Operation Shmuel. They intended to target a bus transporting Palestinian
workers from Ramallah to their jobs in a British military base in Latroun.16 The tables were
turned, however, and their attack turned into a fierce battle, which would become known as the
Battle of al-Masyoun.

That day, at dawn, the Zionist unit crossed the plain in northern Rafat, ambushed an Arab bus
on Tal al-Najayem hill in al-Jib village (opposite present-day Ofer Prison), and fired at it.
However, most shots did not hit their target, as the bus driver accelerated when he sensed the
ambush. Following their failed attempt, the unit withdrew to Atarot.

Dawn loomed as the Zionist unit withdrew. Fearing being spotted by fighters from Rafat
positioned on the plain’s southern edge, and to avoid crossing through the center of Rafat,
squad commander David Grossman opted for a longer bypass route around Rafat for their
withdrawal. However, a dispute within the squad over the safest way to withdraw to Atarot
caused three cadets to rebel against Grossman’s orders, choosing to pass directly through Rafat
instead.17

Grossman’s group crossed the Wadi el-Deir area, north of Rafat. As it ascended Tal al-Masyoun,
Palestinian resistance fighters ambushed them. That resulted in the unit's destruction and the
death of all its members.

The battle included two clashes. Qassem Muhammad al-Rimawi, a leader of al-Jihad
al-Muqaddas (Army of the Holy War) at the time and the battle’s principal overseer, recounts:

“The commander of the Eighth Brigade of al-Jihad al-Muqaddas, Dr. Khalil Badran, the Youth
Organization leader, along with a faction of Ramallah Defenders, headed to the battlefield and
took command. I sent a force from the Radio Guards on a truck to the battlefield’s eastern side
and situated them on the western side of the Qalandia colony. They reached the colony’s
western side before the Jews, cutting off their path of retreat and ambushing them from
elevated, fortified positions. That force was led by Mr. Abd al-Dayem Abd al-Samad, chief of the
al-Birah militia. I transmitted a radio signal to inform the Commander-in-Chief, Abd al-Qadir
al-Husseini. I led a unit of al-Jihad al-Muqaddas and advanced to the center of the attack, the
heights between the Ramallah-Latroun and the Ramallah-Jerusalem roads. I learned that Rafat
and al-Jib’s defenders had encircled the aggressors from the south, thus having them
completely surrounded.”18

18 Shalash, Bilal. “The Battle of Al-Masyoun: Ramallah Annhilates Its Invaders,” December 19, 2018.
https://metras.co/معركة-المصیون-رام-هللا-تبید-غزاتھا.

17 Ibid.
16 Ibid.

https://metras.co/%D9%85%D8%B9%D8%B1%D9%83%D8%A9-%D8%A7%D9%84%D9%85%D8%B5%D9%8A%D9%88%D9%86-%D8%B1%D8%A7%D9%85-%D8%A7%D9%84%D9%84%D9%87-%D8%AA%D8%A8%D9%8A%D8%AF-%D8%BA%D8%B2%D8%A7%D8%AA%D9%87%D8%A7


The fighters were able to eliminate the first group despite the machine guns, grenades, pistols,
and modern automatic weapons they wielded.

As for the second clash in the same battle, al-Rimawi adds, “We ambushed seven of them who
were hiding at the base of the hill. We tried to capture them and demanded that they march on
all fours, which they did. But one of them, who was wounded and bleeding, held a grenade in
his hand. He shouted in Hebrew, and the Jews threw themselves to the ground. Immediately, we
realized that he would toss the grenade, so we took to the ground as well. He set off the
grenade, injuring several of his companions and wounding Abd al-Dayem with a minor injury to
his face. Our men then fired at the Jews and killed them. The battle came to an end within two
hours. Their leader had fired several flares from a pistol he carried, but to no avail."19

The battle resulted in the killing of the unit's 16 members and the seizure of all their weapons.
As for the three who had disobeyed their leader's orders, they arrived at the colony, wounded
and carrying with them news of a defeat that would usher the beginning of the fall of Atarot in
the 1948 War. The colony would only be reoccupied in the 1967 Naksa.

According to the memoirs of Palestinian educator and nationalist Khalil Sakakini, Rafat’s
defenders also participated in the various battles of Jerusalem between 1947 and 1948. One
such example was the village mayor, Abu Ata, who participated in the defense of al-Qatamon
neighborhood.20

Rafat and the Naksa

On the eve of the Naksa, a Jordanian army base, known as Beitunia Base, sat on the
southwestern edge of Rafat. The Zionist movement’s goals in the village of Rafat centered on
occupying that base. Following a clash with the Jordanian army, the Zionist Harel Brigade
charged from al-Nabi Samwil mountain towards the strategic base on the
Ramallah-Jerusalem-Latrun road.21

Attesting to the fighting that the village witnessed between the Jordanian army and the Zionist
forces were the scattered graves of Jordanian soldiers, whose remains the Jordanian
government would ultimately transfer to Jordan.22

22 According to information obtained from researcher Sari Orabi during an interview with Grassroots Jerusalem staff on October 7,
2019 in Rafat.

21 "67 2017،325-327מטר،،אביטל-אפשטייןגדעוןמלחמה"،ירושלים، .
20 Musallam, Akram. “Khalil Sakakini: To the End of Jerusalem, and So On.” Hawliat al-Quds 9, no. Summer 2010.
19 Ibid.
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Colonization
Zionist colonization in Rafat has three main components: Ofer Military Base, colonial bypass
roads, and the Annexation and Expansion Wall.

Ofer Military Base

Immediately following the village's occupation in 1967, the Occupation forces seized 287
donums in the fertile Baqaa plain west of the village to expand the occupied Jordanian Beitunia
Base and convert it into Ofer Base.23

Ofer Military Base was established in 1968 on land belonging to Beitunia, Rafat, and al-Jdeirah.
It was named after Zvi Ofer, commander of the Zionist army's Haruv Reconnaissance Unit, who
was killed in the battle of Wadi al-Qelt on December 20, 1968, days before the opening of the
base. Palestinian resistance fighters had shot him in his neck and lung, and he had fallen to the
bottom of the valley. Ofer’s unit left his body lying there until the next morning, as there was no
way to remove it without getting struck by Palestinian gunfire.24

In 1988, during the first Palestinian Intifada, the Zionists built a prison within the Ofer Base
itself, initially naming it Incarceration Facility 385. Following the 1993 Oslo Agreement between
the Palestine Liberation Organization and the Occupation authorities, many Palestinian political
prisoners held at Ofer were released, and the rest were transferred to Megiddo Prison. Ofer
prison was shut down in accordance with the Agreement, only to be reopened in 2002 as part of
the Israeli military assault campaign dubbed Operation Defensive Shield.25

Today, the military complex includes a Zionist army base, Ofer prison, military courts, and Israeli
intelligence (Shin Bet) interrogation facilities.

As of the writing of this research (2020), about 1,500 Palestinian political prisoners are being
held in Ofer Prison.26 Despite the fortifications and complex security measures implemented in
prisons and detention centers, and particularly in Ofer prison, three Palestinian prisoners,
Amjad al-Deek and the martyrs Riyad Khalifa and Khaled al-Shanaytah, were able to dig a
15-meter-long tunnel using spoons, and On May 22, 2003, they managed to break free and
evade capture for seven months.27

27 Sadiq, Mervat. “Spoons… a Palestinian’s Tool to Escape from Prison.” Al-Jazeera Net, January 31, 2018.
https://www.aljazeera.net/news/reportsandinterviews/2018/1/31/المالعق-أداة-فلسطیني-للھروب-من-السجن.

26 Based on information obtained from Addameer Prisoner Support and Human Rights Association during a phone interview in
January 2020.

25 More information can be found on prisons and detention centers on the website of Addameer Prisoner Support and Human
Rights Association: Ofer Detention Center, Prison, and Military Court (&& Beit El Settlement Compound)

24 Al-Aqrabawi, Hamzah. “The Battle of Wadi al-Qelt ... the Revolution Hunts One of Israel’s Heroes.” Ultra Palestine, December 20,
2018. htt://ultrapal.ultrasawt.com/معركة-واد-القلط-الثورة-تصطاد-أحد-أبطال-إسرائیل/حمزة-العقرباوي/ذاكرة-وطنیة. ps

23 Based on information obtained from Rafat Village Council during a phone call on December 1, 2020.
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http://www.addameer.org/content/offer-prison
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Occupation forces re-arrested Amjad al-Deek (released in 2018) following a clash that led to the
death of Riyad Khalifa, who, at the time, was the leader of al-Quds Brigades. As for their
comrade, Khaled al-Shanaytah, he was later arrested and imprisoned for years before being
released and ultimately falling in an armed clash with Occupation forces in 2006 near
Bethlehem.

Colonial Roads

In the early 1990s, the Occupation authorities confiscated 300 dunums from Rafat and
al-Jdeirah to construct Highway 45 and connect Ofer Military Base with Jerusalem.28 In addition
to the 300 donums confiscated from Rafat and al-Jdeirah to pave Highway 45, effectively cutting
off the villages’ natural link to the villages of northwest Jerusalem, the Occupation authorities
confiscated 300 more donums in the early 1990s to build a bypass road north of Rafat that
would connect it to Ramallah, only to abandon the project subsequently.29

During the second Intifada, the Occupation authorities constructed Route 436, a colonial bypass
road along the village's southern edge. They dug a trench beneath it to impede the movement
of Palestinians coming from outside the village, for whom Rafat was the only way into Ramallah
during the Israeli military assault initiated in 2002.

The Annexation and Expansion Wall

In 2004, the Occupation confiscated 500 donums of land from Rafat to erect the Annexation and
Expansion Wall. 168 donums were allocated for the Wall's construction, and 300 donums were
left confined between the Wall and Highway 45. Surrounding Rafat, except on its northern edge,
where the village connects with Ramallah, the Wall effectively cut Rafat off from the city of
Jerusalem. Rafat’s link to Jerusalem’s northwestern villages is now confined to a tunnel beneath
Route 443.30

In total, an estimated 1,000 donums of land were seized from Rafat. Of its original area, only
2,800 donums remain, 420 donums as Area B and 2,380 donums as Area C, as per the West Bank
administrative divisions produced by the Oslo Agreement.31

31 Based on information obtained from Rafat Village Council during a phone call on December 1, 2020.
30 The Palestinian Information Center, March 12, 2007. جانبكلمنوالجداراالستیطانیقتلھاقریةرافات.. .
29 Based on information obtained from Rafat Village Council during a phone call on December 1, 2020.
28 The Palestinian Information Center, March 12, 2007. جانبكلمنوالجداراالستیطانیقتلھاقریةرافات.. .
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Epilogue
Historically, and despite its contiguity with Ramallah, Rafat was linked to Jerusalem, the primary
destination for Rafatis seeking medical and educational services. Moreover, it was in Jerusalem
where the village’s commerce was carried out. However, due to colonial segregation policies, the
entire village was excluded from Jerusalem's direct urban geographic space, isolated by the
Wall, roadblocks and settlement roads, and annexed to another city instead: Ramallah.

Rafat’s geographic proximity to Ramallah has brought about changes to its social and economic
life. That geographic contiguity has drawn many to seek housing in the village in order to live
near the city. This has affected Rafat’s social fabric and cohesion that was historically
characteristic of all Palestinian villages. Also, the number of new arrivals increased at the
expense of the village’s original population, rendering them a minority.

As a result of this proximity to Ramallah, land and real-estate rates in the village rose,
prompting Rafati families to refrain from working the land, in stone quarries, and so on. Instead,
they began to rely on selling their land to secure income. This proximity is also a factor
underlying the absence of large economic or social projects within the village, leading villagers
to head for the nearby city to fulfill their needs.


