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The past is never dead. It’s not even past.

—WILLIAM FAULKNER
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In September 1991, I flew to Tel Aviv, Israel. I had begun working in New York City three years earlier at The Wall Street Journal, first as an entry-level news assistant whose main job was to create charts to illustrate the feature stories that other reporters wrote, and then, for the last two years, as a reporter myself on the legal beat. Every morning on my way in to work, before the day filled with meetings with lawyers or trips to the courthouse to sift through documents and pore over musty court filings, I would stop first in the indoor garden built inside a sleek tower connected to the Journal’s main offices by a glass corridor. Sitting on the cold marble stairs, I had a sweeping view of the Hudson River beyond and the garden’s palm trees, their height and grace an incongruous sight in a downtown Manhattan complex. They were a constant reminder of warmer foreign climes.

Since the age of seven, I had spent part of each summer in Jerusalem, the city where my parents had first met while spending time there in the early 1960s, and to which they continually returned after they married. As a child, the side streets of Jerusalem had felt as comfortable to me as our own neighborhood back home.

During those mornings staring at the palm trees before work started, I dreamed of going back, this time as a foreign correspondent. Like other young reporters at The Wall Street Journal, I was eager to find a way to get on the front page. But I also felt the pull of the city itself, with its dramatic history and sweeping beauty. It had always been a place about which I felt I had something to say.

Since speaking one of the languages of the region seemed like a good way to begin, I had been trudging every Sunday morning for two years to an intensive Hebrew-language class. I had studied Hebrew as a child, but still could not speak fluently. The class was taught by a young woman not long out of the Israeli army, and she ran the course with no-nonsense efficiency and an air of command. Her husband was studying at one of the New York universities, and she spoke longingly about going back to their neighborhood outside Tel Aviv, where many of the residents traced their roots to Iraq, and where the constant aromas of the women cooking traditional foods followed you down the street. She described the way the women hung their wet laundry on lines strung across the porch, the bright colors like lines of flags representing different countries, and how the older men whiled away the evening playing backgammon, the clicking of the dice and the cadences of their voices coming through the open windows as she prepared dinner for her children.

We were an odd assortment of students—retired men and women on pensions who seemed as if they had been looking for a reason to get out of the house, Holocaust survivors who spoke Hebrew with heavy accents and a sense of pride, a beautiful aspiring soap opera actress who was dating an Israeli and working as a waitress while she went to auditions, young couples planning on moving to Israel. The teacher allowed no English to be spoken; if you wanted to say something and couldn’t think of the word in Hebrew, she insisted on pantomime. That class is how I came to meet my husband, an Israeli who had come to New York to attend college. He was working his way through school as a security guard, checking our identification as we entered the building where the class was held. A year later, we married.

By the summer of 1991, as the first Persian Gulf War came to an end, the Journal no longer had a correspondent based in Israel; instead, it had been flying in reporters from London to cover major events. Many of the paper’s editors believed that the potential for peace between Israel and the Arab world had ground to a halt. Now, in the wake of the war, there was talk that the United States saw a unique opportunity to try to remake the Middle East, and resolving the Arab-Israeli conflict would constitute a major part of this effort. I asked the managing editor to give me a chance to cover this process on the ground, and he agreed. If the stalemate continued and there was no political change, we decided, I would return home.

One day soon after I arrived, while exploring one of the areas damaged by missiles from the war in a town outside Tel Aviv, I bumped into my Hebrew teacher from New York walking down the street. By that time, her husband had finished school, and they had moved back with their children to Israel. I was surprised to discover that the neighborhood about which she had regaled us with stories back in New York was the same one where I was now walking.

Many Israelis that I knew had been forced to sit out the war in bomb shelters or “sealed rooms” that they prepared at home with duct tape and plastic sheeting, wearing gas masks in case of chemical attack and waiting for code words on the radio that would indicate it was safe to take them off. The United States, which had led the struggle against Saddam Hussein, feared that its fragile coalition of Arab states against Iraq’s invasion of Kuwait might fall apart if the Israelis joined. The United States extracted a promise from then Israeli prime minister Yitzhak Shamir that Israel would try to stay out of the conflict, even if attacked by Scud missiles. That agreement had only added to the strange uncertainty that seemed to permeate everything during that period, for each time the Scuds hit Tel Aviv, Israelis wondered if Shamir would go back on his word. The lack of response to the Scud attacks seemed counter to the ethos that had driven Israel forward since its founding.

And yet by the fall of 1991, life more or less had returned to normal. The coffee shops were full, the nightclubs were crowded, the steady beat of daily routine went on, even amid the signs of damage. Within a few months of the end of hostilities, elections were held, and Yitzhak Rabin, the famed general and hero of the 1967 Arab-Israeli war, which had resulted in Israel’s capture of the West Bank and the Gaza Strip and the reunification of the eastern and western parts of Jerusalem, was chosen as prime minister. Soon afterward he became involved in secret negotiations with representatives of the Palestine Liberation Organization, which culminated in the 1993 signing of the Oslo peace accords—named after the Norwegian capital where most of the talks had taken place—and a formal ceremony on the White House lawn. At first, following the famous handshake between Rabin and PLO leader Yasser Arafat, it was a time of optimism. Everyone, Israelis and Palestinians alike, seemed to be signing a deal—to sell tomatoes to the Persian Gulf, to look for oil in the Dead Sea, to open a casino in Jericho. There was talk of a new Middle East, the falling of borders, and an era of open trade. The Tel Aviv cafés always seemed to be full of people talking business.

It is hard to pinpoint when things started going wrong. Looking back on that period now, I see the turning point as November 1995, when Yitzhak Rabin was killed by a Jewish right-wing militant following a peace demonstration in Tel Aviv. The image of Rabin’s closest aide—red-eyed from crying, unshaven and unkempt after an all-night vigil—announcing outside the hospital in a trembling voice that Rabin had died, became a symbol for me of all the dashed expectations. It was the end of an era.

When new elections were held Benjamin Netanyahu of the Likud Party became prime minister, promising to change what he considered Rabin’s foolhardy commitment to the Oslo accords. Conflicts between the Israeli army and the Palestinians continued in the West Bank and the Gaza Strip, and a new kind of terrorism gripped Israel—suicide bombing. Today, reports of suicide bombings throughout the world are common—in the subway in London, on a bus in Iraq, in a hotel frequented by tourists in Bali—but a decade ago, it was a shockingly novel act of violence. I would be walking somewhere—on the way to the supermarket, to attend a lecture at a museum, going to meet and interview a source—when suddenly a news bulletin would burst over the radio to report that a Palestinian militant had blown himself up on a bus or detonated himself in the middle of a crowd. The next day newspapers always featured pictures of the fatalities, tiny, grainy photos with black-bordered edges from someone’s national identification card, or sometimes candid pictures of happier times supplied by the families of the victims.

The bombing I remember most vividly took place on Friday, March 21, 1997. It was the Jewish holiday of Purim, which commemorates the miraculous escape of the Jews from the evil plans of the king of Persia’s adviser Haman, who wanted to kill them all. In Israel, it has always been a huge and festive celebration, with adults and children dressing up in costumes, parades held in virtually every town, and children feasting on candy and attending raucous outdoor fairs. I was preparing to go into Tel Aviv to one of the parades with my daughter, who was five months old at the time. I had dressed her up as Minnie Mouse, and I remember thinking that the costume felt stiff, the crinoline puffing up at the bottom of the red-and-white polka-dot dress and scratching me as I got her ready. We were walking through the center of the suburb where we lived, just eight miles north of Tel Aviv, enjoying the fine weather and the sight of so many people we knew wearing masks and costumes, when suddenly a hush seemed to settle on the entire street.

The radio announcer broke in to announce that at 1:45 p.m. that day, a twenty-eight-year-old Palestinian had walked into a popular Tel Aviv restaurant called Café Apropo. He tried to get a seat inside, but because it was packed with revelers for the holiday he couldn’t find an empty table. The waitress showed him to a place on the terrace, where moments after he sat down he detonated a bomb in his bag. Three women at nearby tables were killed, and forty-eight people wounded.

In the nearly six years that I had been living in Israel, terrorist attacks had become a fact of life. Some of them I covered as a reporter, interviewing the victims, trying to find the family members of the perpetrators, chronicling an endless cycle of revenge and destruction. I no longer gave a second thought to the armed guards who checked my purse every time I ran into the supermarket to buy milk. I’d grown used to every package I received in the mail being stamped with a warning not to open it if it seemed suspicious. When I saw an unattended bag in a hotel lobby, I knew to report it to a guard.

And yet, in the days following the Café Apropo attack, I sat riveted to the television, horrified by one image that was replayed again and again: a distraught policewoman cradling an injured baby outside the destroyed restaurant. That image haunted me in a way that coverage of previous terror attacks had not. The baby, Shani Winter, was six months old, a month older than my own daughter. Café Apropo was just a few blocks from the office where my husband worked as an architect. Sometimes, on the way back from a press conference or a meeting in Jerusalem, I had asked the cab driver to drop me off there and my husband and I had sat on that very terrace to drink a cup of coffee together before going home.

Nothing was ever quite the same for me after that bombing. For a time I stopped going to outdoor restaurants in Tel Aviv, preferring to eat at home or at restaurants outside the city. I no longer took my daughter with me to crowded places like the mall. I started to turn over in my mind one key question: How had this happened?

I didn’t mean the practical aspects of the attack, which over the ensuing weeks were laid out in precise detail in the Israeli press—the path the bomber had followed, the people who had recruited him and provided him with the bomb, those who had aided him in his journey that landed him in that restaurant in Tel Aviv. Rather, I was thinking much more broadly, pondering the violence, the carnage, the inability to see the other as a human being. Had it always been this way? At any moment along the path that had brought us to this point, could things have turned out differently?

I was not the first to wonder about the roots of this enmity. The Arab-Israeli conflict is not the legacy of millennia of hostility. Given that Zionist settlement in Palestine did not even begin until the end of the nineteenth century, the dispute is 125 years old, at the most. When the first Jewish settlers arrived in Palestine in the late 1880s with the goal of reclaiming Zion, the Ottomans had ruled the area for over four hundred years. Their hegemony ended in 1917, when the British army marched in and took over Jerusalem, the British soldiers accepting the surrender of the Ottomans in the garden of a Jerusalem hospital.

Most attempts to unravel the start of the conflict trace it back to that period, the time of the British Mandate, which officially began in 1920 and ended with Britain’s pullout from Palestine in 1948. In many ways, this is a sensible approach. There is no doubt that in the twenty-eight years of the Mandate period, the conflict that continues to dominate headlines today and fuels tensions in the wider Middle East became increasingly contentious. The Mandate ended with the outbreak of the first Arab-Israeli war, what the Israelis call the War of Independence because it began after the announcement of the creation of the modern state of Israel in 1948. A national army took to the battlefield, the Israelis emerged victorious, and Palestinians were displaced from their homes, becoming the refugees that many still remain even today.

Still, this intense focus on the Mandate period did not seem to offer a full picture, for by the time the 1948 war broke out, both parties were already too fully in opposition for the end to be anything but a full-scale war. Why had so little attention been paid to the earlier Ottoman era, when the two sides had lived in relative peace, when they had shared the same community and set of common experiences, when they saw themselves for better or worse as being part of the same group?

From the time I had arrived in Israel, I had been drawn to Jerusalem, in particular the part known as the Old City, its ancient core. There I could see the remains of each epoch of its history, piled one on top of the other, as one group came in and built upon what the previous generation had left behind. I had walked through the cobblestoned alleyways with a friend who knew every inch of the city, and as we made our way, she would point out a stone foundation dating from the Ottoman period, a beautiful Mamluk-era façade, a Roman arch, a tower King Herod built, an Abbasid vault, a Canaanite cornerstone. From these traces of the past, the outlines of an alternative narrative to the one that now dominated the news began to emerge. There had been a time when the various groups shared the city, when they saw this place as their common homeland. You could not help but wonder, when confronted with this amazing heritage, about what had gone wrong. How did a place with such a rich history of ethnic diversity become so divided by sectarian conflict? And when had it happened?
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In May 1913, a Russian filmmaker named Noah Sokolovsky arrived in Palestine, planning to make a movie about the Jewish settlements there. A devastating war was only a year away, and the world was teetering on the edge of a conflagration the likes of which it had not experienced before. Even those who could not fully imagine what lay ahead knew that a great change was inevitable. Sokolovsky wanted to make sure that he documented the Jewish enterprise in Palestine before it, too, was transformed.

By 1913, news about the Zionist movement’s work in Palestine was well known to Russian Jews like Sokolovsky. In fact, it was Russian Jews who then formed the backbone of the settlement movement, packing lectures about life in Palestine given by Menachem Ussishkin and other Russian-born Zionist leaders, and pooling their money in order to buy growing numbers of plots of land in Tel Aviv. They had contributed so much to help the Jewish National Fund obtain land that negotiations were soon under way to buy a beautiful plot on a hill with a commanding view of Jerusalem, which it was hoped would be the future site of the first national Jewish university in Palestine. (In 1918 the cornerstone was laid for what is today the Hebrew University in Jerusalem.)

Sokolovsky went everywhere around the country in May and June of 1913, filming what he saw and, more important, what he wanted others to see. He traveled to Tel Aviv and to Haifa, he visited the Wailing Wall in Jerusalem, and he followed penitents up to the seventh stair outside the cave where Abraham was believed to be buried in Hebron, the highest step to which Jews could ascend before being barred by the Muslim caretakers of the shrine. What he saw and observed during his journey amazed and delighted him. Throughout the film he shot, there is an almost palpable energy, a pulsing nationalism that did not need words or sound to vividly express itself.

Sokolovsky worked very quickly, wrapping up the filming a month after it began, in June 1913. He returned to Russia to compile and edit, and took the finished work to Vienna a few months later, in September 1913, to present it to standing-room-only crowds at the annual Zionist Congress meeting. This was the last congress before the onset of World War I, and so Sokolovsky’s movie debut would soon be forgotten amid subsequent events. When future historians wrote about that conference, what they chose to emphasize was Chaim Weizmann’s speech about the planned Hebrew University in Jerusalem, and the 25,000-person-strong pilgrimage to Theodor Herzl’s gravesite during one of the breaks in the proceedings.

Despite its popularity at the conference, however, Sokolovsky’s movie had been criticized by a number of people who worried about the vision it portrayed, a complaint that would be leveled in one form or another about the Zionist movement itself over the ensuing years. The film focused too much on the Jews, the critics said. You would never have guessed from the movie that anyone but Jews lived in Jaffa and Haifa, where vibrant Arab communities comprised the majority. The Jewish settlers were at the forefront of every scene, and it was often hard to distinguish anything or anyone else. Still, these were minor complaints in the overall enthusiastic response, and after its successful opening at the Zionist Congress the film made the rounds in Polish and Russian Jewish communities over the following year. When World War I broke out in August 1914, all signs—and apparently all copies—of the film soon vanished, lost amid the tumult of the war years and the upheaval arising from the carnage of that conflict.

Most people had long forgotten about The Life of the Jews in Palestine, as the film had been known, when in 1997 a researcher stumbled upon its original negative at the French national film archives. Here before the eyes of those who viewed it was a long-lost world, restored back to life. The French recognized its historical importance and contacted colleagues in Israel. In collaboration with Israeli researchers who scoured Zionist movement archives, both in Jerusalem and in Poland, they tried to find any written original material related to the movie and the events that it recorded. Working from what they found and the negative itself, the team of researchers managed to reconstruct the film. The new version was aired with great fanfare on Israeli television and then, almost in a repeat of its first incarnation, made the rounds of Jewish film festivals around the world. Inevitably a certain amount of nostalgia accompanied each viewing of the film, for the world that it had recorded no longer existed, and the life of the Jews in Palestine was vastly different from what it had been back in 1913.

Knowing of my interest in that era, Israeli friends who had seen the movie urged me to view it. One day in 2000 on a visit back to Jerusalem, I went to the Israel Broadcasting headquarters and asked someone to dig through the video archives to find it.

Viewing the film was a disconcerting experience. In Israel that year, the conflict between the Israelis and the Palestinians seemed as intractable as ever. The intense violence, which never totally abated, had surged again with a horrifying round of terrorist attacks and military strikes, suicide bombings and drive-by shootings. There never seemed to be a moment of peace or stillness. And yet here, before my eyes on the television screen, set to the kind of accordion-dominated musical background familiar from Jewish weddings, were the flickering images of another, more hopeful time, before all of the present conflict had begun.

Other than the soundtrack that had been added to it, the film was silent: no commentary, no narrative, no re-creation of the voices of the characters as they might have spoken when they were filmed going about their daily lives. Only a series of quick introductory placards succinctly oriented the viewer. I watched as people with long coats trudged up a gangplank in Odessa to board a boat that would take them to Jaffa, bearing a heavy burden not only of musical instrument cases, bulging packages, and ramshackle suitcases bursting with old clothes, but also their ambitions and dreams about the uncertain future that lay ahead in Palestine.

Here before my eyes emerged the shape of Jewish life in Palestine in 1913, and with it a growing realization: every conflict had a turning point, a moment when things could have gone a little differently, when choices were made or decisions postponed, and from this turning point emerged a cascade of consequences, a narrowing of further options, and the path that had led us to today. It seemed that 1913 held many of the answers to my efforts to understand what was happening in our own time in Israel and with the Arab-Israeli conflict.

In viewing the movie in this light, it was evident that some of what I was searching for was not always at the center of Sokolovsky’s camera lens, but often off to the side, at the corner of his frame. In one of the opening scenes, he films the boat bearing the new immigrants to Palestine as it makes its way through the Bosporous on the way to Jaffa. Sailboats go by, their triangular sails fanning out, and the tiered buildings of Constantinople press toward the sea as if they might topple into it at any moment. And then, just for a moment, the camera pans across a massive warship anchored at sea but clearly within easy range of Constantinople—one of the ships sent by Britain, France, and the other European countries as a reminder to the Ottoman Empire that it was being watched, a constant hovering threat that the empire’s days were numbered. Once the film moves to Palestine, a similar feeling prevails, a sense that the future, the conflict to come, is right there at the edge of things.

In one respect, I had never understood the criticism of Sokolovsky’s work. He had never intended to provide straightforward reportage or presented himself as an objective commentator. He had come to Palestine on a mission, and it was clear from the outset that his goal was to make a propaganda film. He had undertaken the task at the behest of the Zionist movement, and he had gone to Jerusalem, Haifa, and other cities in Palestine to capture the reality of Jewish life there, but only a selective reality. In the limits of the scope of his project, there was an important message.

At the 1913 Zionist Congress, the very one at which the film was screened night after night for the eager delegates, Arthur Ruppin, the head of the Palestine Office in Jaffa, gave one of the most important speeches of his career. The Palestine Office was the operating arm of the Zionist movement in Palestine, and many of the images of settlements, new schools, thriving enterprises, and earnest Zionist endeavors featured in the film were the result of projects that Ruppin had either funded or supported or in which he was somehow personally involved.

At the Congress, sometimes in formal sessions but often in casual conversations during breaks, delegates were already discussing the growing conflict with the Arabs in Palestine. In fact, Ruppin and many others in the Zionist movement were already involved in what can only be described as the first Arab-Jewish peace negotiations over the future of Palestine. But in his speech, Ruppin made no mention of these talks, instead articulating for the first time a topic that until then had been hidden or confined to memos that only a small group of the most devoted activists had been permitted to read. In his speech to the delegates in Vienna, Ruppin stated directly what the movie was showing them in images: namely, that Jews should attempt to become the majority in Palestine. They should fill every frame of the picture. If they wanted their culture, their language, their schools, and ultimately their army to be dominant, there was no other way. Things were changing rapidly, Ruppin argued. You only had to see Sokolovsky’s movie to understand that the warships already sat on the Bosporus at the entrance to Constantinople and weren’t going away. The competition for land in Palestine was well under way. The key question that was about to be decided was: Who would ultimately control Palestine?

Noah Sokolovsky’s film offered one compelling version of the answer. The filmmaker had worked diligently to demonstrate and reinforce the Jewish religious and historical attachment to the land, including footage of the tombs of Absalom, Zechariah, and Rachel, along with those of various rabbis and mystics. He crosscut the biblical and historical images with vivid pictures of the modern life in Palestine that the Jews who had returned there had started to build. He cut from Hasidic worshippers headed for prayers at the Wailing Wall in Jerusalem to farmers on the main street of the Jewish settlement of Hadera, their horse-drawn carriages struggling to get around the knots of women balancing heavy packages on their heads and the camels loaded with goods ambling down the street. One moment a viewer might watch religious students bent over the Torah in a school next to a biblical site; the next, shots of farmers picking almonds and packing oranges into crates to be sold abroad. Sokolovsky saw these images as being connected, and wanted his viewers to do so as well.

Later in the movie appears Meir Dizengoff, mayor of the new city of Tel Aviv, which Ruppin had helped create and had insisted should be built with wider than normal streets because he felt it would someday be the commercial center of a Jewish entity. Dizengoff is surrounded by a knot of men wearing straw boaters and planning the future of Palestine. Sokolovsky also included picture after picture of a line of girls, their long dark hair tied back in ribbons, pressed white smocks gleaming, skirts reaching down to their ankles, as they march in pairs holding hands in their Jaffa schoolyard. They are taking part in an agriculture lesson, planting tiny seedlings and then energetically hacking away at the dirt with their hoes as the filmmaker chronicles their dedicated labor. At one point in the movie, they tilt their heads back to the sun in unison as they line up for calisthenics. The images of the girls are followed by lines of men in white shorts doing gymnastic exercises, running and jumping and hoisting their bodies on the pommel horse or the parallel bars. Many of them wear small fezzes, which stay firmly perched on their heads despite their strenuous physical exertions. They run in synchronized fashion, each man shooting forward, exuding strength and control, power and discipline.

The Life of the Jews in Palestine’s penultimate scene records an outdoor ceremony on the sand dunes at the outskirts of Tel Aviv, as people gather to celebrate the rapid creation of the new town, the remarkable growth it has undergone in a short time, and its prosperous future. For a moment, the camera turns away from the center of the festivities and catches the image of several men, their heads wrapped in traditional Arab headdresses called kaffiyehs, standing apart from the others, looking on from the edge of the dancing circle. They appear to be older than the celebrants, and by their dress and manner are most likely Arabs from Jaffa or a nearby village. Although the camera moves on quickly, the viewer cannot help but notice their impassivity, how they watch and wait with intense stares. It is impossible to know what they might have been thinking. Were they looking beyond the sand dunes, where the future stretched? At that moment, it was still a blank slate, fresh and unmarked. Anything seemed possible. And yet the celebration has become so exuberant that the boisterous dancers are already straying across the line of the dunes and into the emptiness beyond, where nothing has yet been built. Their stomping feet leave traces of their progress in the smooth white sand.
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The rediscovery of The Life of the Jews in Palestine took place during a surge of interest in and nostalgia for the history of Israel. With the upsurge in violence in the country starting in 2000, people seemed more eager to escape into the past than to think about the present or the future. Clubs that specialized in Israeli folk songs, written mainly about the early days of the state’s existence and a staple of most Israelis’ childhoods, now were packed night after night with audiences who seemed to want to revel in their memories. Israelis would plan a night out with large groups of friends, filling row after row of large, picnic-style tables, singing along with whichever faded folksinger was featured that night. Sometimes, as the evening wore on, they would push the tables close together, link arms, and stretch from one end of the club to the other, performing truncated, drunken versions of Israeli folk dances.

One popular radio program of the time, which broadcast on Friday afternoons, when the pace of life in Israel slowed down and the beginning of the Jewish Sabbath and weekend got under way, was dedicated to old books: character series, adventures, books that Israelis had enjoyed as children and now suddenly felt the urge to locate and read again. The host of the program, who also ran a secondhand bookstore in a suburb north of Tel Aviv where cats wandered freely through the aisles, took calls from listeners. They would ask him to find a particular book, and would always recount with a mixture of pride and wistfulness the story behind their request, the emotions and memories that the book evoked. There was a sense that people longed for the past because then, at least, things had seemed clear. Now, with the unremitting violence and the confusion over how to stop it, there was a hopelessness, almost a feeling of bewilderment. The retreat to the past was fueled by the belief that things had somehow been better back then.

The Ottoman era seemed like the most obvious period to study if you were trying to trace the origins of the conflict that would play a key role in Israel’s future. It was the last time the Arabs and Jews had a shared, joint history, when the two sides lived together in relative peace. But for a long time, it held little fascination for scholars, historians, or most of the general public. For both Palestinians and Israelis, the Ottoman era was viewed as one of the low points in the history of the country. Disagreeing on so much about the present, they nonetheless shared the belief that the Ottoman rule was a time of desolation, unremitting poverty, and deep political oppression.

In his book Between Past and Present, Neil Asher Silberman, an archaeological historian, describes a visit he made years earlier to a gift shop in David’s Citadel, one of the most popular tourist sites in Jerusalem. Located just inside the Jaffa Gate leading to the Old City, the Citadel is one of the most familiar landmarks of the city skyline—jutting above the Old City’s wall, it appears to stand guard over Jerusalem. Despite its name, the structure itself dates to the Mamluk-Ottoman time, and was probably built in the fourteenth to sixteenth centuries, although the foundation of the building was constructed even earlier. There are six towers in the Citadel, the oldest of which was built by King Herod, and it survived the destruction of Jerusalem and the Second Temple in 70 AD only because the Roman conquerors wanted people to see the formidable defensive structures its army had breached and spared it. The tower known as David’s Citadel or the Tower of David had actually served as a mosque and was topped by a minaret. The Ottoman soldiers who stood guard there used it as their house of prayer.

David’s Citadel is now a popular museum where visitors go from room to room, tower to tower, learning about Jerusalem’s past. Sometimes concerts are held in its courtyard, and at night its walls are illuminated. On the day that Silberman visited, his eye was caught by a basket on the counter of the gift shop next to the cash register. It contained red- and gray-mottled pottery fragments, remnants of smoking pipes that had been found during archaeological excavations of the Citadel and were now on sale to any tourist who happened to visit. Silberman recounted how these pipes had been mass-produced during the Ottoman era and sold throughout the region. In excavations, they had often been discarded, a piece of history now reduced to a tourist trinket. It outraged Silberman that no one appreciated their value as vessels containing historical information about an overlooked time. The presence of the pipes there, he argued, was a symbol of a greater problem—the willful forgetfulness, the unacceptable ignorance, that Israelis as well as Palestinians had about the Ottoman past. Both sides preferred to disregard the Ottoman era, while they should be mining it for clues about how they became who they are today, how they ended up locked in such a bitter, bloody struggle.

In recent years, this indifference has given way to a new appreciation for the relevance of the Ottoman period in any consideration of the Middle East. Israeli scholars interested in reconstructing the history of Zionist settlement in Palestine started examining Ottoman court records, family papers, oral histories, and personal correspondence to try to learn more about the background against which the earliest phase of the Zionist movement had taken place. Palestinian scholars, who wanted to reclaim their own history, also turned their attention to the Ottoman era as a critical period before the onset of Israeli rule. Soon histories of individual towns like Jericho, Bir Zeit, and al-Taybeh were being published. One scholar of Palestinian history, Baruch Kimmerling, estimated that three-quarters of the present-day Palestinians were descendants of people who had lived in the Jerusalem sanjak, or administrative district, comprising Jerusalem and its surrounding environs, during Ottoman rule; understanding life in that sanjak, in turn, was seen to be a key in understanding the emergence of a separate Palestinian identity.

Even archaeologists, who had traditionally chosen to focus on the biblical period or the Crusades, regarding these as most deeply connected to Western civilization and identity, started reassessing the Ottoman era, and stopped discarding those clay pipes or selling them at gift shops. Palestinian archaeologists launched a dig to recover Ottoman-period artifacts in the Palestinian village of Ti’innik, located adjacent to the biblical-era site of Tannach. Some believed that Palestinian peasant life during that epoch might offer insights into more ancient practices of agriculture, perhaps even dating back to biblical times. Palestinians started collecting modern pottery made by local village potters, in an attempt to link their patterns and styles further back in time to older relics, some from biblical-era sites.

Uzi Baram, an archaeologist born in Israel but now living in the United States, told me when we met in Jerusalem that he hoped to spearhead and nurture the growing interest in the archaeology of the Ottoman period. In 1998 he helped organize and run a conference in New York, inviting scholars—Palestinians, Israelis, and Americans among them—who wanted to jump-start archaeological exploration of this era to share their findings from digs around the former provinces of the Ottoman Empire. Later, Baram and his colleagues collated the key papers and presentations from the conference into a book. In the introduction he and his colleague Lynda Carroll wrote for it, they discussed the political implications they discerned in the growing respect for the Ottoman legacy. That research, they wrote, “has the potential for aiding in rethinking the past for Israelis and Palestinians.” Someone who rethinks the past, they added, is more likely to contemplate different paths for the future, as well.


4

This book’s title is Jerusalem 1913, but the story that it chronicles actually opens fifteen years earlier, in 1898, the year that Theodor Herzl made his first and only trip to Palestine. Despite being considered the father of the Zionist movement, Herzl made the journey to Palestine unwillingly and had never shown much interest in traveling there. As a former playwright and working journalist, he had always preferred sojourns in European cities, preferably ones with
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