
Bir Nabala
Introduction
As one of Jerusalem’s commercial hubs in the recent past, a destination for shopping and
recreation, where people also availed of expansive areas to build spacious homes, Bir Nabala
had been known for its prosperous economy. That was before it was isolated from Jerusalem
and surrounded with concrete walls, and before its residents abandoned it for fear of losing
their Israeli-issued residency cards and being expelled from occupied Jerusalem.

Location and Area
Bir Nabala is located eight kilometers northwest of the occupied city of Jerusalem. It is
bordered by al-Jdeirah and Qalandia from the north, Beit Hanina from the south and east, and
al-Jib from the west. With an area of about 2,600 donums,1 it is administratively divided into
Areas B and C in accordance with the Oslo Agreement, 14.4% and 85.6% respectively.2
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Origin and History
The word “Bir” in Bir Nabala is the colloquial pronunciation of the Arabic word “Bi’r,” meaning
“water well,” which may refer to the well that was located in the center of the village, hence,
“Nabala well.” Researcher Nasser al-Din Abu Khdeir suggests that “Nabala” likely denotes Jars in
which wine, oil and grains were stored.3

Population
The population of Bir Nabala in 2018 was approximately 8,000 Palestinians.4 The town’s families
descend from four clans: Zaydan, Issa, Abdullah and al-Hajjah.

Some of the Zaydan clan families originate from Deir Tarif village in the Ramla district, and
others from Gaza city. As for the rest of the clans, they are said to originate from Yatta in the
Hebron Governorate.5

The population of Bir Nabala began to decline in the mid-20th century due to the emigration of
many residents, especially to the United States. However, its population size was bolstered by
incomers from different areas of Jerusalem, only to decline again following the construction of
the Annexation and Expansion Wall.

Social and Economic life
As in most Palestinian villages, there is an old center in Bir Nabala from which the village
expanded. The previously mentioned well is located there, and close by, is the old village
mosque. Most of the houses in the old center are abandoned today, with a few exceptions.

Historically, the economy of Bir Nabala depended primarily on farming and livestock
agriculture. The main crops cultivated in the village were grains and legumes like wheat, barley,
lentils, sesame and Palestine Vetch, which made for the village’s self-sufficiency and provided
livestock fodder. The villagers also cultivated vegetables, figs, almonds and olives.

The people of Bir Nabala, as in most villages, practiced crop rotation to help maintain soil
fertility and health. When the eastern fields were planted with grains in a given season, the
western fields would be planted with vegetables.6
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For irrigation, the villagers relied on the main well in the old center, in addition to the wells dug
by each family for personal use. They also used al-Minya spring on the southern side of the
village, which was known for its abundance of water, fulfilling the villagers’ water needs. The
spring has since run dry.7

Today, agricultural and pastoral activity has been restricted and is practiced by very few families
due to urban development and land confiscation for Zionist settler-colonial expansion.

Landmarks
The village well: Prior to the arrival of water infrastructure in the village in the mid-20th century,
the well in the old center was the main source of water for the villagers. The well has since run
dry due to the Occupation’s practice of pumping and extracting spring water throughout
Palestine. The well was sealed, but a dome-shaped structure was built over it to mark its
location.

Religious Sites
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Shrines

There are two shrines (maqams) in the village: The Shrine of Hasan Ghrayyeb in the north of
the village and the Shrine of Abu al-Shuqaf in the east; there are no remains left of the latter.
As for the first, it was comprised of a small cave that was honored and revered by the villagers,
where they lit lanterns and appealed to the saint by pledging to carry out acts of virtue.8

There are also two mosques in the village: The Old Mosque of Bir Nabala, constructed in 1926,9

and Tawfiq al-Nabali Mosque, constructed in the 1980s.

History of Resistance
Due to Bir Nabala’s proximity to Atarot colony, which was built in 1914 on parts of the village
and on land in Qalandia, the villagers have engaged in confrontations and armed clashes with
colonists over the years. These skirmishes developed in later stages, especially during
Palestinian revolts, into more organized and effective attacks that reached their peak in
mid-May 1948, when the attacks led to damage in the colony and the flight of its inhabitants.

Of the martyrs who were killed in the battles against British colonial rule were Saber Abdullah,
Izzat Abdullah and Hasan Abd al-Muti, all of whom were likely killed in Ramallah.10

Due to the absence of historical documentation of the village’s resistance to colonialism, not
much is known about its participation in the battles of the Nakba. It was affected, however, by
the battles it witnessed in the villages of north Jerusalem due to its proximity to significant
strategic locations. The village is cited by Bahjat Abu Gharbieh for the attack launched by its
resistance fighters on May 26, 1948 against Jabal al-Radar (Radar Mountain), which overlooks
Biddu, Al-Qubeiba, Qatanna and, to some degree, Bir Nabala.11

The village was under Jordanian rule between 1948 and 1967, after which it fell under Israeli
occupation and control. There were no major events in Bir Nabala itself during the 1967 war, as
its residents fled for some days to nearby caves like Shkaf al-Adasah cave east of the village.
Most of the villagers eventually returned, with the exception of a few who relocated to other
cities like nearby Ramallah or the Jordanian capital Amman, and who remain there until today.12

More recently, in October 1994, a resistance cell of Izz al-Din al-Qassam Brigades captured a
Zionist soldier, Nachshon Wachsman, in an operation planned by the martyr Yahya Ayyash. The

12 Al-Ashqar, Khairallah. Phone interview with Khairallah Mahmoud al-Ashqar (Abu Khairi), born in Bir Nabala in 1936. April 9, 2018.

11 Abu Gharbiyeh, Bahjat. Essay. In In the Midst of the Struggle: The Memoirs of Bahjat Abu Gharbieh, 1916-1949, 1st ed., 315. Beirut:
Institute for Palestine Studies, 1993.

10 Al-Ashqar, Khairallah. Phone interview with Khairallah Mahmoud al-Ashqar (Abu Khairi), born in Bir Nabala in 1936. April 9, 2018.
9 See note 1.
8 Ibid.



aim was to reach a prisoner exchange agreement and liberate a number of Palestinian
prisoners, among whom was sheikh Izz al-Din al-Qassam.

After his capture, the Occupation soldier was transported to Bir Nabala and kept there in a
house, which was raided by Occupation forces six days later. An armed clash ensued, in which
the captive soldier was killed and three resistance fighters fell as martyrs: Salah al-Din Hasan
Jadallah, Hasan Taysir Abd al-Nabi al-Natsheh, and Abd al-Karim Bader al-Maslamani.13

Colonization
Features of Zionist settler-colonialism that sever Jerusalem’s rural, economic and demographic
contiguity, like the Annexation and Expansion Wall and the colonies, are starkly present in Bir
Nabala.

Colonies

The first roots of colonial presence in Bir Nabala date back to the early 20th century, when the
Zionist movement successfully established the first outpost of Atarot colony. It was established
in 1910 on an estimated 230 donums of Qalandia. It was expanded in 1913 to about 700 donums,
including land in Bir Nabala.14 After the occupation of the village in 1967, an estimated 685
donums15 were confiscated from Bir Nabala for the construction of Atarot colony’s industrial
zone in place of the initial outpost.

The Annexation and Expansion Wall

Towards the end of the 1990s, Palestinian entrepreneurs invested in the establishment of
factories, warehouses, workshops, wedding halls and parks in Bir Nabala, in addition to retail
stores and produce markets. Bir Nabala was a residential hub in the midst of a development
boom boosted by the village’s location between Ramallah and Jerusalem.

However, a new reality was created after the construction of the Wall between 2004 and 2006.
Bir Nabala was now trapped by the wall on three sides: east, west and south along four
kilometers, isolating it from the occupied city of Jerusalem and about 1,120 donums of its own
land.16 This new reality brought economic activity to a near halt in Bir Nabala, with almost half
of its businesses shutting down17 and relocating for easier access to Jerusalem.
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In the past, to get to Bir Nabala, you began your trip in Jerusalem, headed north to Beit Hanina,
and took only one left turn to reach the village, all in less than 15 minutes. Following the
construction of the Wall, you can now reach it via two routes:

- From occupied Jerusalem to Giv’at Ze’ev colony, through al-Jib military checkpoint to
al-Jib village and on to Bir Nabala.

- Through Qalandia military checkpoint to Ramallah, then through al-Masyoun
neighborhood along a colonial bypass road to Bir Nabala, taking a total of 45 minutes.

This twisted route reflects Bir Nabala’s transformation from a suburb of Jerusalem into one of
Ramallah, isolated from Jerusalem by walls and colonies and reachable through Ramallah
rather than its original city.

Epilogue
Up until the early 2000s, Bir Nabala had been a rising commercial hub approaching a period of
prosperity and development. Today, its residential buildings are empty, and many of its
commercial businesses have closed. Despite this economic setback, new businesses, including
retail stores, car repair shops and branches of Palestinian banks, have recently been pushing to
revive the town. Bir Nabala’s main road has become somewhat lively, though far less than it
had been prior to the Occupation’s Annexation and Expansion Wall.


