A

Gypsy Dreaming
inJerusalem
Amoun Sleem
Edited by

Virginia McGee Butler

Amoun Sleem modeling clothing made by Dom women at the
Community Center, 2012.

© 2014
Published in the United States by Nurturing Faith Inc., Macon GA, www.nurturingfaith.net.
Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data is available.
978-1-938514-50-0
All rights reserved. Printed in the United States of America.

DEDICATION
This book is a gift to my father, Yasser Sleem, who taught me to
live in peace but know when I needed to take a stand, encouraged me to have strength and confidence in myself, and gave me
pride in the wonderful culture of Gypsy people.
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Every person’s life story is worth telling, but every once in a while there
comes someone whose life story will move the masses. That’s Amoun Sleem.
—Brittany Strange, friend and supporter of the Domari Society

Amoun and Domari are proof that miracles can still happen in Jerusalem.
Against all odds, she is able to become teacher, leader, mentor. Without the
benefit of any female leadership role model she invented a unique path and
walked it with courage. She pays the highest price for her struggle for her
people—she is usually alone on the front lines. Amoun’s spirit is a force of
nature. She has not succumbed to pressures from all sides “to be normal,”
bend her head, and accept a marginal role. Amoun can’t help following
her vocation to lift her people from the bottom strata of Jerusalem society.
Amoun is one of the bravest people I know. As long as there are Miracles like
her in the world one can believe that leadership is a divine gift.
—Anat Hoffman
Chairperson, the Domari Society of Gypsies in Jerusalem

I’m thrilled that Amoun’s story is finally being told. You’ll be amazed, shocked,
awed and inspired by this courageous and very special woman. Thanks to her
stamina and vision, other Dom women and their precious children are now
able to have a future!”
—Petra van der Zande, friend and supporter of Amoun
and the Domari Center in Jerusalem
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Our acquaintanceship started now almost 3 years ago, on a warm day in
October, when I entered the Domari Community Center for the first time.
Long black hair, dark and fiery eyes and tall, already on the first sight a very
special Arabic woman.
Happily laughing, she met us in the courtyard. “Ahlan wa sachlan,”
she greeted us and immediately disappeared to make us tea. I already felt very
comfortable in the Center.
Amoun is a Dom woman. I soon learned: The Dom are not Arabs,
they are Gypsies. As a minority they live in between Israeli and Arab people.
At one point, Amoun could not bear the humiliation and discrimination of
her people anymore and decided to do something.
Today she is the director of the Domari Society, which takes care of
the Gypsies in Israel and Palastine. Also she is leading the first center for
Gypsies in the Near East and this already for the last 10 years.
The way was not always easy. As a young girl she lived on the street
and sold post cards. She herself refers to this period as her golden years. She
learned a lot from the life on the street. At that time, she only knew a couple
of words of English. She learned to be a business woman. Today she has
graduated in economics and hotel management.
By now, we shared many ups and downs and it has always been a blessing to know her. I learned so much from her. The most important thing is
to never give up. Amoun never gives up. She also is a person who is able to
take other people as they are. That is why everybody feels comfortable at the
Domari Community Center.
—Stephanie Gauger, friend and supporter of the Domari Society
Amoun Sleem’s life story is unusual, fascinating and inspirational. She has
overcome countless obstacles to express herself personally, and in representation of the Dom Gypsy community in Israel and the Palestinian Territory.
Her stories speak to the struggles and triumphs of a rich cultural heritage
threatened by social and political struggles, and vibrantly convey one woman’s
daring determination to be heard.
—Ariela ‘Mouna’ Marshall, friend and former volunteer at
Domari Community Center, human rights advocate
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Amoun Sleem’s life story is an inspiring true tale of personal resilience and
strength in the face of incredible odds: poverty, bigotry, misogyny, lack of
educational opportunities, and the weight of history. But it is also the remarkable story of a misunderstood people whose language, culture, and history
deserve to survive, and the woman who refused to let it die. Having spent
a year working at the Domari Community Center, I can attest that Amoun
changes lives — not only of those Dom people who come to the Center to
find education and community, but the lives of everyone lucky enough to get
involved with her noble project.
—Rena N. Lauer, medieval historian, worked at the Domari Community
Center as a Shatil/NIF Social Justice Fellow (2005-6)
I love Amoun! And I fully support her mission to present and preserve the
beauty and strength of Gypsy (Dom) children, women and men in Jerusalem.
East-Jerusalem has been my home away from home ever since I traveled to the Middle East for the first time in 1989. It took me, however, a
good 10 years before I met Amoun. She showed me the life and plight of her
community, living nearby Saint Anne’s tomb and Lion’s gate.
I had the privilege to support her with some funds and advice and am
astonished by what she has achieved since: using her talents and energy as
well as her humor and brains.
Please, take some time to get to know Amoun and through her the
colorful and energetic Domari Society if Gypsies in Jerusalem. You won’t
regret it!
—Lilian Peters, friend of Amoun
Amoun’s bravery is astounding. As a Dom woman in the Middle East, her
stories capture a unique perspective very few can provide, and I’ve fallen in
love with her and this beautiful community through her stories.
—Michael R. Yates, friend and former volunteer worker
at the Community Center

INTRODuCTION

W

hen I was a child selling postcards to tourists, I never thought I would
write a book. Being raised in the Gypsy culture was like a movie with
sweet parts mixed with painful times. In my childlike thinking, I had no idea
how that drama would continue or how it would end. Looking back to the
change from that childhood to becoming Director of the Domari Center
gave me an incentive to tell my story and show the world what it is like to be
a Gypsy woman.
As I tell my story, this drama makes me laugh and cry. It was easy to
learn that I was Gypsy, but it was not easy being Gypsy. In those days and
even now, the world around me shows the feeling, “You have no right to live
because you are Gypsy.” Those are moments for crying.
Sometimes I feel my oil is finished. I’m tired of Gypsy ways. I feel like
I’m holding water, not taking it to the house. I blame God for choosing to
make me Gypsy. This is only at moments, but I live in reality and deal with
it. I try to be confident, tell people who I am even using the negative word
“Nawar” for myself. I’m dealing with it and moving into the future. As a
young child, I didn’t think so much about it, but as a teenager and adult I
think about it. I’ve always had to keep my expectations low because nothing
comes smoothly. In the sixth class when I went back to school, I decided this
all needs to change.
Then I remember great moments with my dear family. I remember
people who were my champions and helped me make my way. Those are the
moments for smiles. Every day of my life comes with steps. On those steps
are those who would push me down and others who would help me up.
I thank God that my life was never boring. Every day had a story—
a funny story or a painful story. In this good life, I call myself “Survivor”
because my will is strong and helps me prepare for each new day. I plan what
to do and how to do it in a way that will not bring pain.
I write this book to show the difficulties of being Gypsy, but also to
show the creativity and beauty in the Gypsy culture. I write it to thank the
people who were placed in my life as helpers and encouragers. Many of them
have passed away. I hope the readers will enjoy my story as I have enjoyed
living it. I give thanks to God for what He has given me in these years.
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