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Palestinian Children

The Palestinian children project is a result of the positive response, the compassion and love of a number of individuals and companies, without which my initial sensitivity and willingness to do something about those children would have never materialised. 

I am very sensitive about anything concerning children working for the last twenty years as a volunteer with seriously ill children, with leukaemia, or children victims of domestic violence, children who live under the protection of social services in special homes.  Therefore, when Mrs Hillis referred to those Palestinian children whose one or both parents died and/or houses had been destroyed in the war and as a result they ended up living in special camps my heart broke.  Mrs Hillis mentioned that she and her friend Dr Abu Said have been working voluntarily with these children.  I felt an urge to be there and comfort them as well.  I felt the need to open my arms and close each one of them separately and give them a big hug and kisses.

Leaving Paphos, to return to Nicosia, I promised Mrs Hillis that I would try to bring some children to Cyprus for a short holiday.  That was my spontaneous response to her actual words when she mentioned that these children were born and brought up in the sounds of war.  She mentioned that these children had not spent one single day without hearing bombs and shootings, and that they continually see around them demolished buildings, human pain, crying faces, despair and that is their perception of life.  She also emphasized how wonderful it would have been if the children were given the chance to experience a peaceful environment.  

Until the end of June I could find no Holiday Home to accommodate the children.  All organisations’ and church’s holiday homes were booked until the end of August.  I was desperate so as I usually do, I placed myself and my problem in the hands of God and prayed to him to give me a solution.

I don’t believe in coincidences so when I found myself sitting next to Mr Nicos Rossos during a big event in early July, a Board Member of Hellenic Bank and a successful businessman, my problem started to be solved.  Mr Rossos’s family own a Holiday Home in Platres a mountain resort 45 minutes from Limassol, which has been operating since 1935 offering weekly holidays for less privileged children from 1st July to end of August each year.  Mr Rossos became interested in my request and responded positively towards having 60 – 65 Moslem Palestinian children the 1st week of September, provided I could find sponsors to cover the cost.  He had to extend the stay of the basic staff until the 3rd week of September.  However, a group of mentally retarded children were supposed to spend their holiday during the 1st week of September.  Therefore a letter had to be written to request the organisers to postpone the children’s holiday for after the Palestinian children’s departure as the latter were already going to miss school.  Letters had to be written also to the Palestinian children’s guardians and schools for permitting them to come to Cyprus and miss the first 10 days of their academic year.  I would like to mention that as I found out from our Embassy in Israel, 600 Christian children spent for the last two years a short holiday time in Greece having been invited by the Greek government.  However, as I found out in the process, Moslem children were not allowed by the Israel government to cross the border and go to Jordan or Egypt for a holiday.

When I informed Mrs Hillis about the above, she calmed down my enthusiasm saying that 60 children were far too many and difficult to manage but also the cost of such an event would have been difficult for me to cover.  Apart from that the finding of volunteers to accompany them would have been equally difficult.  Fortunately she suggested 20 children and 4 accompanying persons.  The head of the group was Dr. Abu Said a fine man, the Chairman of Sanabel Asthma Allergy Society – Gaza, a charity organisation, who is an Allergo – Immunologist Paediatrician.  I am grateful to him because thanks to his efforts and assistance these children were found and contacted.  The children were between 8 – 12 years old and came from all areas of the Gaza Strip.  Some of them were from hot areas with daily clashes with Israeli Defence Army and Settlers, some had their houses demolished/affected and/or had lost their parents.

Finally 7 girls and 11 boys, total 18 children arrived as two of them due to the death of the father of the one and unexpected illness of the other dropped out the day before their departure.

The basic programme for the children had been arranged by Mr Rossos and included walks in Platres, visits to Trout fish farms, walks to nearby known waterfalls, walks in the forest, one day excursion to Troodos to visit Mount Olympos 6.300 feet high and also a visit to the picturesque Omodos village with its old streets.  They also had for the evenings (1) a music teacher to play the piano and lead the singing, (2) an Art teacher to lead them with drawing and painting, (3) instructions of the girls for ballet and other dancing, (4) juggler to perform and entertain the children, (5) sports: volley – basket – football, (9) Inside games: table tennis, chess, domino trick track, video children’s entertaining films and films on Cyprus.  A pensioner theology teacher and his wife offered themselves voluntarily and spent the whole week at the country Home keeping company and taking care of the Palestinian children’s group wherever they went.

A hodja would have also been contacted for the praying of the children but Dr Abu Said told me it wasn’t necessary because the Cypriot hodjas being Turks would not speak Arabic.

The transportation to and from Limassol port to Platres, the excursion to Troodos & Omodos village and the cost of their stay nearly C£2.000 was covered by Hellenic Bank and Hellenic Bank staff.  The bank also offered them head caps following my request.  My husband being also a board member and General Manager of the bank helped in the bank’s decision.

· For their trip to Cyprus (there was no air connection) by boat from Port Said, cabins taxes, breakfast and dinner were kindly offered free by Louis Cruise Lines.

· The issuing of their passports was paid by the Palestinian leader Mr Arafat at the request of the Administrative Officer of the Cyprus Embassy Mr Takis Demosthenous in Jerusalem whom I had contacted. 

· I have also requested the issuing of free visas through our Ministry of Foreign Affairs and our Ministry of Interior for the whole group and the Cyprus government granted my request.

· Mr Takis also facilitated communication among the children, Dr. Abu Said and myself.  We were on the phone on a daily basis until each one of the children was granted a visa for Cyprus.  Mr Takis assistance was indispensable.  

· The transportation of the group from Gaza to Israel took place by taxis.  The whole group arrived at Israel – Egypt border by taxis.  They left Gaza on the 1st September to arrive in Egypt on the 2nd.  From Israel border they crossed Egypt to arrive in Port Said by special busses which I arranged through Louis Tours.  This transportation from Gaza through Israel through Egypt to Port Said and back by busses and taxis was paid by Mr Rossos’s company and cost US$1.772.00.

· The two nights stay, at a hotel in Egypt (one on the way to Cyprus and one on the way back cost US$2.000 but it was indispensable otherwise the children would have been exhausted.  The amount was transferred to Dr Abu Said’s account together with Mr Rossos donation for transportation of US$1.772.00.  Out of the US$2.000,00 for the hotels US$1.000,00 were contributed by Mr Michael Andreou the owner of the MacDonald’s Chain Restaurants in Cyprus and Germany.  Mr Andreou also offered the children’s group a free lunch on the day they visited Paphos.  Cyprus Popular Bank offered C£200,00, a friend C£100,00 and J & P Construction Co. C£250,00 thus covering the US$2.000 needed for the group’s 2 nights stay at the hotels.

I had also contacted in writing and in person, successfully the following donors having as my goal an unforgettable time for the children.  I requested clothes, underwear, shoes, track suits and entertainment.  All the responses were moving.

· The Cyprus Red Cross in Nicosia offered them winter jackets specially designed and ordered for them (as in Platres the weather gets cool at night), as well as socks and underwear. 

· The Cyprus Red Cross Limassol representatives who visited the children in Platres the following morning of their arrival, offered them track suits and shoes.  I had sent their sizes in advance getting them from Dr Abu Said.

· Coca Cola Co. Ltd offered them T-Shirts (Fruit of the Loom make) and head caps.

· Friends offered toys such as marbles, soap bubbles, dolls, balloons) and I bought chocolates, marshmallows, individual chocolate cakes, individual coconut cakes, small packets of biscuits, girls’ hair pins, a bottle of water for each and in individual envelopes I put C£7,00 for each child as pocket money (C£1,00 for each day of their stay) C£100,00 as pocket money was offered by a friend and I added another C£26,00.

· The Cyprus Telecommunication Authority also responded kindly to my request and offered to all the group 24 telecards (C£5,00 each).  These cards together with all the above I put in individual bags with name tags and gave to the children on arrival as they were entering the bus to go to Platres at Limassol port.  The Director of Telecommunications Authority Limassol visited the children in Platres and offered each one of them leather school bags with pens and colour books.

· A Cypriot Palestinian couple who owned a house in Platres saw the children, visited them and offered them a visit to Paphos where they went a trip in a glass-bottom boat, visited the ancient castle and Port Area.  On their return they stopped in Limassol had a free lunch at the biggest MacDonald’s in town and then visited a Fun-fair where they were offered a free entrance.  Before returning to Platres, they also visited a factory which offered them a pair of jeans of their own preference.  I believe that this day was the best of their stay.  On their last day in Cyprus they left Platres at 8:30 a.m. to arrive in Limassol an hour later.  They visited the Carob Mill, the Limassol old Castle area where Lanitis’ Company offered them free Entrance into the Time – Machine - History of Cyprus and a meal.  They were also offered a free guided tour by a professional guide a friend of mine at the Limassol castle and then they proceeded to the port for departure.

· They left on Wednesday but I was not there to say good buy as the day before I had to leave for U.K.  I am grateful though to the Palestinian lady Mrs Faysie who, I believe was God sent, and who was with the children the two last days of their stay, in Paphos and in Limassol and stayed with them until they embarked.  

Although I talked to Dr Abu Said daily and heard their news, I last saw the children on Sunday.  My husband and I went to Platres for the weekend to be with the children and stayed at a hotel.  On Saturday night the children danced and sang for us and on Sunday morning we took pictures together, copies of which I made for each one of them and had them delivered at the MacDonald’s restaurant as a surprise when they were there for lunch.  Although I didn’t speak their language (only the teachers and Dr Abu Said spoke good English) and very few children spoke a little English the affection and love shared between us will be unforgettable.

It would be unforgivable on my behalf not to mention the great assistance I had by the first Secretary of Israel Embassy in Cyprus, first Mr Eli Belotsercovsky and then his successor Mrs Revital Malka, so that the children’s group would have been on the computer of the Israeli army at the check-points otherwise they wouldn’t have been allowed to cross the border.

I worked very hard all summer months, having my husband and sons supporting me with their understanding, made and sent innumerable calls, 

e-mails and faxes, wrote many letters and visited many people to talk to them in person, to pick up presents from shops and factories etc.

I took a number of prospective contributors out for lunch but the experience was unique for me, the inner satisfaction beyond description and the outcome successful.  All the children were so lovable and affectionate and extremely well behaved.  This experience confirmed once more that love has no boundaries.  Children are our future and are always the victims of adult behaviour.  They will all be in my heart for ever and my prayers will always accompany them.

Before finishing I owe a big ‘thank you’ to Pola my husband’s secretary who was always willing to offer her services voluntarily, in sending and receiving all my letters and faxes.

Finally I would like to express my deep gratitude and appreciation to WFWP organisers who gave me the opportunity to attend the Conference in Paphos where everything started.  A long chain of people that were brought together by God’s will, made this short holiday possible for these 18 children.  Every single person offered and contributed in a different way but whatever the contribution, all along was given with love and compassion and willingness to help the children.  

To every single one of them I will always feel obliged and grateful as long as I live.  

Nadina Theodorou

30th April, 2004

P.S. The amounts contributed are written to be on record but will not  

        be read during the presentation of this paper to the Conference.
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