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Why did you join the Gaza Freedom Flotilla? What was your mo-
tivation?
I was part of the first efforts to break the sea blockade on Gaza 

back in 2008. I was on the two small fishing boats (“the Free Gaza” 
and “the Liberty”) that sailed into Gaza’s port on August 23, 2008–
the first international boats to do so in forty-one years. It was a very 
important show of power of the people to confront injustice. That 
one success did not break the siege however, so we promised the 
people of Gaza that we would repeat our sail over and over until we 
opened a sea route to Gaza, effectively breaking the siege. We man-
aged to successfully reach Gaza by boat again four more times be-
tween August and December 2008. Then two days after Israel began 
bombarding Gaza, commencing a 22-day military campaign that 
killed over 1400 Palestinians, we–the Free Gaza Movement–tried to 
sail an emergency mission to Gaza, carrying with us medical sup-
plies, doctors and journalists. In the middle of the night on Decem-
ber 30, 2008, an Israeli warship rammed our small vessel (“the Dig-
nity”) in international waters causing significant damage. We didn’t 
reach Gaza. We tried again two weeks later, and the Israeli warships 
nearly caused our boat (“the Spirit of Humanity”) to capsize, and 
again we didn’t reach Gaza. In June 2009, we tried a third time to sail 
to Gaza, this time aiming to bring in construction supplies so the 
people of Gaza could rebuild their homes, businesses and institu-
tions after Israel’s brutal December 2008-January 2009 assault. The 
Israeli Navy attacked us and commandeered our vessel (“the Spirit 
of Humanity”) arresting everyone on board. After being violently 
intercepted by the Israeli Navy three times, we decided that we need-
ed to escalate. Instead of sending one or two small boats, we would 
need to send a flotilla. So, from July 2009 we started working to build 
this flotilla. When the IHH learned of what we were trying to do, 
they pledged their support.

To me, the Freedom Flotilla is more than just about Gaza; it’s 
about the power and responsibility of the global civil society to col-
lectively organize and to stand up to brutal regimes. It’s about what 
average civilians can do to defend freedom and human rights when 
our governments are shamefully silent. 

Did you foresee an Israeli attack before setting off? As you know, 
the Israeli authorities state that they warned in advance that they 
would not allow the Flotilla to go through.
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I was optimistic that we would make it to Gaza, but we did pre-
pare for the possibility of attack by reviewing different scenarios. Is-
rael’s threats were not new; Israeli leaders had threatened us before 
in attempts to intimidate us and get us to back down, and I did not 
think that this was any different. While I did not underestimate the 
violence that could be used against us, I believed that we were pro-
tected by the public and high profile nature of our action, by all of 
the journalists we had on board, and by the fact that Israeli leaders 
knew that the Freedom Flotilla was a purely civilian effort and that 
we did not constitute any kind of threat to Israel’s “security”. We did 
however constitute a threat to the legitimacy of Israel’s closure on 
Gaza, as well as its ongoing abuses of the Palestinian people as a 
whole under the pretext of “security”. Undoubtedly, the massive na-
ture of our global grassroots also constituted a threat to Israel’s entire 
colonial, apartheid project.

How was the atmosphere on the boat you boarded before the at-
tack?
I was on a small boat–the Challenger 1. We were only seventeen 

on our boat including the captain and crew; we had trained together 
and therefore were comfortable with and trusted each other. We had 
reviewed scenarios of how we might try to defend our boats, and 
therefore we were as prepared as we could be for what might happen. 
For this reason, we were calm and as relaxed as we could be consid-
ering the situation that we were in.

Could you please tell us what happened during the Israeli attack 
on the Flotilla? I would like to learn your personal experiences and 
what you witnessed. 
At a little before midnight on Sunday, May 30 into Monday, May 

31, the Israeli Navy began communicating with the Freedom Flo-
tilla. I was called to the wheelhouse to monitor and respond on be-
half of our vessel, as well as the Freedom Flotilla, since in previous 
missions undertaken by the Free Gaza Movement I have had the 
responsibility of communicating our political and legal position to 
the Israeli Navy. As such, I was at the VHF radio the entire time 
there was communication between the Israeli Navy and our vessels. 

After asking the routine questions, the Israeli Navy began issu-
ing a warning. I responded on behalf of the Freedom Flotilla, stat-
ing that we were unarmed civilians aboard six vessels carrying only 
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average civilians can do to defend freedom 
and human rights when our governments are 

shamefully silent.

humanitarian aid headed for the Gaza Strip. I asserted that we do not 
constitute a threat to Israel, and therefore they should refrain from 
using any violence against us. I repeated this a few times, and then 
the Israeli Navy stopped calling us at approximately 1:00 or 1:30 a.m.

Sometime between 4:00 and 4:30 a.m., one of the crew who was 
on the top deck of Challenger 1 on watch, signaled to us that the 
Israeli forces were approaching. We had our life jackets on and went 
out onto the deck. The Challenger 1 was traveling alongside (to the 
left of) the Mavi Marmara at a distance of maybe 100 meters. I saw 
a zodiac filled with soldiers come up along the left side of the Mavi 
Marmara. I heard at least one explosion (I believe a sound bomb), 
followed by gunfire. Then I noticed a helicopter over the Mavi Mar-
mara. Some people on the top deck of the Mavi Marmara had water 
hoses and were aiming at the soldiers in the zodiac below. All these 
took place before Israeli commandos boarded the Mavi Marmara, 
and that’s all I was able to witness, as our boat took off, trying to 
prevent or at least delay the boarding of our boat.

After about ten minutes of trying to outrun the zodiac(s) chas-
ing us, we were overtaken. I moved towards the side-rear of the boat 
where the soldiers were approaching to come on board. There must 
have been at least ten commandos in the zodiac, all wearing green 
uniforms and black face masks which were never removed or lifted 
even after our boat was taken over.

I put my hands out and yelled to the soldiers, “Ours is an Ameri-
can vessel; we are unarmed; stay away!” A sound bomb was thrown 
aboard, creating a bit of a startle. Masked and armed soldiers jumped 
on board. I was knocked down. I looked over at Grieta Deknopper 
(from Belgium), who was also down, had blood all over her face. I 
yelled, “Get off of our boat; stop your violence; get off of our boat!” 
A soldier tried to open the sliding glass door that led to the inside of 
the boat, but we had locked it. He used his boot to shatter the glass. 
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Huwaida Arraf on the Mavi Marmara

I scrambled up to block the ladder that led to the fly bridge, where 
the captain was steering the boat. I was yanked away from the lad-
der and wrestled down again. At this time I took notice of the M16 
guns that the soldiers were carrying. I worried for a split second that 
during the melee, their guns might go off, and at that point, I was 
directly under the nozzle of one of the guns. 

I tried to make my way (crawling) back to the ladder at which 
point a soldier grabbed me, bashed my head against the deck of the 
boat, and proceeded to step on my head, pressing so hard that I began 
to scream. My hands were being twisted behind my back in order to 
cuff them. As a soldier was putting plastic cuffs on my hands, an-
other soldier was searching my pockets. I was dragged by soldiers to 
the front end of the boat and pinned down, then a sack was placed 
over my head. I began screaming, “I can’t breathe!” but the soldiers 
wouldn’t listen. After about ten or fifteen minutes, with two of my 
friends’ request, the soldiers relented; took the sack off my head and 
cut off my cuffs. I joined the rest of my friends inside the boat. 

You were all taken captive on the boat, and then forced to sail to 
Ashdod Port. Could you please tell us your story about what hap-
pened in Israel?
When we arrived to the port we were all asked to get off the boat 

“nicely”. Most of us refused, asserting that we had been kidnapped 
(the journalists cooperated). We were told that if we did not go 
nicely, we would go with force. One soldier took out his taser, but 



Witnesses of the Freedom Flotilla Huwaida Arraf   334    335

we were only 17 on the challenger 1, but 
we used our bodies to try to keep israeli 

commandos from taking over our vessel. we put 
up as much resistance as we could, but israeli 

commandos with their guns, tasers, sound 
bombs and attack dog beat us down. 

another soldier subdued him. Those of us that refused to leave the 
boat were carried off by our hands and feet. I was the last one to be 
carried off the boat and was subsequently separated from everyone 
else. I’m not sure if I was saved for the last, because the soldiers knew 
who I was (that I was one of the organizers of the Flotilla and had 
been organizing nonviolent, direct actions against the occupation 
for years) or not? In any case, my Israeli citizenship meant that I 
would be handled differently from the others. Israel could not de-
port me as they were going to do with everyone else; they would ei-
ther have to charge me with an offense and prosecute, or release me.

Even though it was obvious that I was in pain and had difficulty 
in walking, I was marched from one place to another, and passed 
from one police officer to another. I refused to answer any ques-
tions but repeatedly asked for a lawyer and a chance to call the U.S. 
Embassy. I was not allowed either. At one point I was put in a room 
with individuals I believe to be of Shin Bet. After about an hour, I 
was given over to another set of officers who led me outside and told 
me that I was being released. I believe this was around 5:30 or 6:00 
p.m. I told the police officers that I needed my belongings before I 
left, because I did not have anything–no money, no phones to call 
anyone, nothing. I was told that I could not take my things. At this 
point I sat on the ground refusing to go. 

Two male officers picked me up and proceeded to try to shove 
me into a police van. One officer, from inside the van, pulled me in 
by my hair, then he elbowed me in the left jaw, and hit me across the 
face, knocking out one of my contact lenses. I was in a lot of pain 
and began screaming, demanding a doctor, but was refused. Four 
officers were in the van with me. As they drove out of the port, they 
proceeded to verbally assault me. At some point they stopped the 
van, opened the left door and pushed me out. I remember being 
sprawled across the ground, and then the next thing I knew a medic 
was opening my eyelids and I was being lifted onto a stretcher. I was 
in a lot of physical pain, and taken to a hospital in Ashkelon. 
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a soldier bashed my head against the deck 
and proceeded to step on it, pressing so hard 
that i began to scream. my hands were cuffed 
behind my back. a sack was placed over my 
head, and i began screaming, “i can’t breathe!” 
but the soldiers wouldn’t listen.

Then after 1:00 a.m. on Tuesday, June 1, I walked away the police 
station, and waited there until morning for someone to come and 
help me. At noon, someone drove me to Ashdod Port, but I was not 
permitted to enter. The driver relayed to me that everyone associ-
ated with the Flotilla had been transferred and I could not go into 
the port. At this point I consented to be driven to the bus station 
where I caught a bus to Jerusalem, then Ramallah. The International 
Solidarity Movement gave me a phone so that I could be in touch 
with the media. Since everyone else, except for Member of Knesset 
Haneen Zoabi, was still detained, I had to do what I could to get 
accurate information out and counter Israel’s propaganda. What Is-
rael had done was confiscating all of our recording equipment, and 
then keeping us in detention and incommunicado for the first criti-
cal hours and days so that they could dominate the media with their 
version of what happened. 

I stayed in Palestine for a while after the Flotilla attack, until I 
started traveling to work on organizing Freedom Flotilla II. I am not 
banned from Palestine like almost all of the others that were part of 
the Flotilla because of the fact that I have Israeli citizenship. I am har-
assed by the Israeli authorities every time I leave or enter the country, 
but that is something I have long ago become accustomed to.

You know, Israel claims that only passengers (“terrorists”) on the 
Mavi Marmara resisted while people on other boats did not resist 
at all but complied. As a passenger of Challanger 1, what do you 
think about that? 
In an attempt to deflect criticism from their illegal attack on the 

Freedom Flotilla, and to cover the fact that Israeli forces murdered 
nine unarmed human rights workers, Israeli officials tried to draw a 
distinction between the Mavi Marmara and the other six vessels that 
made up the Freedom Flotilla. They played on the Islamophobia that 
plagues much of the Western world in order to say that there were 



Witnesses of the Freedom Flotilla Huwaida Arraf   336    337

we were and are politically motivated. we are 
not interested in simply delivering aid, but aim 

to end the policies that leave palestinians in need 
of aid. the palestinians want their human rights 
respected so that they can work and provide for 

their families, and lead a life with dignity.

Muslim “terrorists” on the Mavi Marmara. The main difference be-
tween the Mavi Marmara and the other vessels that comprised the 
Flotilla is the size of it. The Mavi Marmara was the largest passenger 
vessel in the Flotilla, carrying 577 of the more than 700 volunteers. 
As such, that vessel had more Muslims on it than the others. How-
ever, we were all part of one effort, with one plan. 

The plan for all the vessels was to resist attack by the Israeli Navy. 
We planned to use various forms of nonviolent resistance, and we 
did. Some people on the Mavi Marmara used sticks and poles, which 
we had not planned on doing. However, this was a small number 
of people, and I can never blame them for trying to defend them-
selves in the face of a full military assault by one of the most power-
ful militaries in the world. Israel launched its attack on us in a way 
calculated to cause the greatest level of fear, chaos and confusion in 
people. Israeli forces attacked us at approximately 4:00 in the morn-
ing when it was still dark, coming up along the ships shooting inces-
santly while their military helicopters hovered above. We were still 
approximately ten hours away from Gaza. They could have waited a 
few hours until daylight. They could have approached in a different 
manner, communicating with the people on the vessels with their 
voices instead of their weapons. They didn’t do these but wanted to 
terrify the people. When you do this, you cannot always predict how 
people will act. 

We were only seventeen on the Challenger 1 but we used our 
bodies to try to keep Israeli commandos from taking over our vessel. 
We put up as much resistance as we could, but Israeli commandos 
with their guns, tasers, sound bombs and attack dog beat us down 
until they were in control of our boat. 

There were injuries on all the vessels. Bleeding and bruising on 
our vessel, and gunshot wounds and broken bones on some of the 
other vessels. The Mavi Marmara bore the brunt of Israel’s assault, 
but Israeli forces used violence on all of our vessels. 
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Huwaida Arraf on the boat, the Humanity, that set sail for Gaza in 2008

You are a first-hand witness of the Israeli aggression. What do you 
think about Israel?
Unfortunately the Flotilla was not my first direct exposure to 

the Israeli aggression. I have lived in the West Bank for many years, 
especially during the period of the Second Intifada, and have seen 
Israeli soldiers shoot at unarmed civilians, raid Palestinian homes, 
demolish homes and other buildings, massively detain Palestinians 
and hold them in inhumane conditions, purposely abuse and terrify 
Palestinian children, and the list goes on.  

Israel is a modern-day colonial, apartheid state. For the purpose of 
creating and maintaining a Jewish state, Israel has razed and burned 
Palestinian villages, and exiled hundreds of thousands of Palestinians. 
It continues to steal Palestinian land and resources, and when Pal-
estinians resist–whether using arms or nonviolent resistance–Israeli 
forces attack, arrest, maim and kill. Israel tries to justify its policies us-
ing the guise of “security”, and has sadly convinced most of the Israeli 
people that Palestinians just hate Jews, despite the fact that you cannot 
steal from and continue to oppress an entire people, and expect them 
to accept this. If Israel is truly interested in its security, it should end 
the occupation, and its racist and colonial policies.

Israel also claims that the activists on the Freedom Flotilla were 
politically motivated, and that there is no humanitarian crisis in 
Gaza since they have already been sending food, medicine and 
other humanitarian needs. As a person who went to Gaza before, 
what do you think about it? 
The United Nations Human Rights Council’s Fact Finding Mis-

sion concluded that a humanitarian crisis did exist in Gaza at the time 
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after the flotilla attack, the majority of the 
israelis became more irrational and fascist, and 

thousands of them demonstrated calling for 
death to arabs and down with turkey; whereas 

the palestinians were extremely supportive of 
our flotilla, and happy to see a strong global 

civilian front standing up to israel. 

our Flotilla set sail. Israel has a very sophisticated, heavily funded 
propaganda machine working to whitewash and justify its illegal poli-
cies. All one has to do is to look at reports from the United Nations 
and the World Health Organization regarding Gaza to understand the 
severity of the situation there. It’s true that people are not dying of 
starvation, but the situation has severely deteriorated as a direct result 
of Israel’s near hermetic closure. There has been a steep rise in the 
rate of unemployment, malnutrition, and aid dependency among the 
people. International aid organizations have warned of a possible out-
break of water-born diseases because Israel does not let Gaza import 
the materials they need to fix their sewage system or treat their water. 
Only 5-10% of the water in Gaza meets the minimum global health 
standard. Gaza barely has an economy as Israel has destroyed the ba-
sis for an economy in Gaza, and the list goes on.

People being forced to live on humanitarian aid is nothing to stay 
silent about. In that sense, Israel is right. The organizers of the Free-
dom Flotilla were and are politically motivated–we are not interested 
in simply delivering aid and contributing to a cycle of aid depend-
ency (a situation that Israel is more than content with); we aim to 
end the policies that leave Palestinians in need of aid. Palestinians 
do not want to live on handouts from the global community. We, as 
Palestinians, want our human rights respected so that we can work 
and provide for our families, and lead a life with dignity.

How was the atmosphere when you returned to your country? 
How did people react to the Israeli attack on the Freedom Flotilla? 
This is a difficult question for me to answer because I am a Pal-

estinian with American and Israeli citizenship. After the Freedom 
Flotilla, I was in Palestine. The Palestinian people in the West Bank 
were extremely supportive of our efforts. They were happy to see 
a strong global civilian front standing up to Israel. They were also 
thrilled with the strong stance that Turkey took against Israel. Eve-
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rywhere I went in Ramallah I saw the Turkish flag flying side by side 
with the Palestinian flag.

Since the attack on the Flotilla, I have also spoken at different 
venues in different states in the U.S. Most people saw Israel’s brutal 
attack on the Flotilla and thought that was wrong. However, many 
also fell for Israel’s misinformation–believing that we attacked the 
Israeli soldiers and this was the reason for the casualties we suffered. 
I explain that Israel was the initial aggressor, and so we cannot blame 
the individuals that tried to defend themselves from the violence of 
the Israeli commandos. Also, we cannot let our reaction to Israel’s 
assault deter us from the bigger issue–the illegality of Israel’s closure 
on Gaza and its ongoing colonial apartheid policies throughout Oc-
cupied Palestine. This is the root cause of the violence. 

If we are ever to see a better situation in the region for all people, 
we have to unite to force a change. Collectively we have to stand up 
to illegal, unjust and immoral policies, and this is what the Freedom 
Flotilla is. The Flotilla represents the power of international civil so-
ciety to act in defense of freedom and human rights. And I believe 
that together we are stronger than all of Israel’s weapons.

As far as Israeli society is concerned, unfortunately it seems that 
the majority has become more irrational and fascist. After the attack 
on the Flotilla, we saw thousands of Israelis demonstrating calling 
for death to Arabs and down with Turkey. Sadly, instead of recog-
nizing how their government’s actions are contributing to Israel’s 
isolation in the world, most Israelis choose to believe that everyone 
is against them because they are Jews. This victim mentality irration-
ally justifies extreme policies aimed at maintaining ethnic superior-
ity. History has shown that such a regime cannot last. 

Notwithstanding the above, there are Israelis that see past their 
government’s propaganda and are opposed to Israel’s ongoing occu-
pation, discrimination and ethnic cleansing policies. These Israelis 
are in the occupied West Bank everyday standing with Palestinians 
against the confiscation of their land, the uprooting of their trees, 
the building of the wall, the demolition of their homes, the violence 
of the settlers, the expansion of settlements, etc. It is with these Israe-
lis that we work for a better future. 

Are you hopeful of the ongoing international legal proceedings? 
Even though I am a lawyer and I believe in seeking legal rem-

edies, I realize that in the short term, we might not succeed in the 
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courts. Nevertheless, we have to keep trying. We have to pursue eve-
ry avenue we can in our struggle. We can use legal cases to educate 
people and to mobilize the streets, and we can use the people in the 
streets to support our efforts in the courtroom. We may have setback 
in both along the way, but we don’t give up. We must continue to 
look for creative ways to move forward… I believe that eventually 
Israeli war criminals will face justice, whether in the courtroom or 
in another public forum.

What does the Mavi Marmara mean to you?
From the grassroots efforts that procured such a ship to the 

diversity of people on board, the Mavi Marmara, as the other six 
vessels in the Freedom Flotilla, represents the power of global civil 
society to stand up to tyranny and injustice. I believe that the Mavi 
Marmara is more powerful than the force of the entire Israeli Navy.


