

    
        
          Fire in the Hill Country: The Forgotten War for Palestine, 1831–1841

        

        
        
          Jacob Moore-Delany

        

        
          Published by SilverBack, 2026.

        

    



  
    
    
      While every precaution has been taken in the preparation of this book, the publisher assumes no responsibility for errors or omissions, or for damages resulting from the use of the information contained herein.

    
    

    
      FIRE IN THE HILL COUNTRY: THE FORGOTTEN WAR FOR PALESTINE, 1831–1841

    

    
      First edition. July 23, 2026.

      Copyright © 2026 Jacob Moore-Delany.

    

    
    
      Written by Jacob Moore-Delany.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  


Table of Contents

Title Page

Copyright Page

Chapter 1: The Quiet Before the Storm

Chapter 2: The Lion of Egypt

Chapter 3: The Eastern Question

Chapter 4: Ibrahim Pasha's War Machine

Chapter 5: The Pretext and the March

Chapter 6: The Siege of Acre

Chapter 7: Damascus Falls

Chapter 8: Homs, Beilan, and the Road to Konya

Chapter 9: The Convention of Kütahya

Chapter 10: New Masters in the Land

Chapter 11: The Price of Order

Chapter 12: The Disarmament Decree

Chapter 13: The Conscription Crisis

Chapter 14: Qasim al-Ahmad's Choice

Chapter 15: The Spark at Nablus

Chapter 16: The Hills Take Up Arms

Chapter 17: Jerusalem Under Threat

Chapter 18: The Fellahin at War

Chapter 19: Ibrahim Pasha's Reckoning

Chapter 20: The Relief of Jerusalem

Chapter 21: Fire in the Hebron Hills

Chapter 22: The Fall of Qasim al-Ahmad

Chapter 23: Retribution

Chapter 24: The Druze Take the Field

Chapter 25: Exile

Chapter 26: A Land Remade

Chapter 27: The Second War and the Powers Intervene

Chapter 28: The Return of the Ottomans

Chapter 29: The Tanzimat Comes to the Hills

Chapter 30: The Land That Remembers

About the Author

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​Chapter 1: The Quiet Before the Storm
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Before the armies marched, before the decrees were nailed to mosque doors, before the hills filled with smoke and the cities trembled, Palestine lived in a rhythm older than empire. It was a land of terraces and stone, of olive groves that clung to the hillsides like the fingerprints of some patient and unhurried hand, of villages that seemed to have grown out of the earth rather than been built upon it. Life moved here in the only measure that mattered to the people who lived it: season to season, harvest to harvest, guided not by the distant will of Istanbul but by the unwritten agreements between families, clans, and the land they worked together and sometimes fought over. Empires rose and receded at the edges of this world like weather. What endured was the terrace wall, the olive press, the well.

In the early mornings, mist pooled in the valleys beneath Jabal Nablus, drifting between the orchards and the mulberry groves before the sun burned it away. Shepherds led their flocks along paths worn smooth by centuries of the same feet taking the same turns around the same outcrops of limestone. Women walked to springs their grandmothers had walked to, and their grandmothers before them, carrying water in earthenware jars balanced with an ease that looked effortless and was not. The call to prayer rose from village mosques built of the same pale stone as the hills themselves, and it did not rise as a single sound but as a chorus offset by geography, one village answering another a few seconds behind, so that a listener standing on a high place at dawn might have heard the whole landscape speaking to itself.

This was a world in which authority was negotiated rather than imposed, and the distinction mattered more than it might sound. An imposed authority announces itself; it garrisons towns, it posts edicts, it demands obedience as a matter of principle whether or not obedience serves anyone's interest. A negotiated authority is quieter and, in its way, more durable, because it survives only by continuing to make sense to the people living under it. For three centuries this had been the arrangement between the Ottoman Sultan and the hill country of Palestine, and it had worked for the plain reason that neither side could afford, or particularly wanted, anything else.

​The Unwritten Contract

The Ottoman Empire ruled the Levant, and its rule was real in the sense that mattered most to a government of that era: it collected taxes, it appointed governors, it issued the coin in which trade was conducted, and its name was invoked in the Friday sermon in every mosque from Gaza to Safed. But the empire's presence in the daily texture of life in the hill villages was thin, almost ceremonial. A tax registry compiled once a generation. A provincial official passing through, rarely, on business that concerned Damascus or Sidon more than any particular village. A distant reverence for the Sultan as the shadow of God on earth, invoked at prayer and largely irrelevant to the argument over whose goats had grazed whose terrace.

The day-to-day governance of Palestine — the governance that actually settled disputes over water rights, that determined which family married into which, that decided what happened when a shepherd's son killed another shepherd's son in a fight over grazing land — belonged almost entirely to the people who lived on that land and had never lived anywhere else.

Three groups shared this governance, each with its own instruments of power and its own vulnerabilities. The fellahin, the peasant cultivators who made up the overwhelming majority of the population, worked the soil their fathers had worked, paid the customary dues owed to whichever notable family held rights over their village, and organized their lives around the agricultural calendar with a precision that had nothing to do with literacy and everything to do with knowing, in the body, when the olives wanted picking and when the wheat wanted cutting. Rural sheikhs, drawn from families whose standing rested on land, lineage, and the loyalty of the villages under their protection, mediated the disputes the fellahin could not settle themselves, organized defense against bandits and rival clans, and stood as the visible face of order in a countryside the Ottoman state rarely bothered to visit. Urban notables, the a'yan of the market towns, controlled something different and in its way more valuable than land: the flow of goods. They held the caravan routes, the soap factories, the grain markets, the credit that let a poor harvest survive until the next one, and through these instruments they extended influence deep into the countryside without ever needing to set foot in a village.

It was a delicate arrangement, and everyone within it understood its terms even though no one had written them down. The Ottomans permitted this degree of local autonomy because the alternative — imposing direct administrative control over a landscape of steep hills, narrow passes, and fiercely defended village boundaries — would have cost far more in soldiers and silver than the province could ever be made to yield. The rural sheikhs and urban notables, for their part, accepted the fiction of Ottoman suzerainty because it gave them exactly what they needed: a distant sovereign whose name lent legitimacy to their own local power, and whose armies were far enough away not to interfere with how that power was actually exercised.

Everyone knew their place, and knowing one's place, in this system, was not the same as submission. A sheikh who mediated a land dispute badly could be abandoned by the very families who had once deferred to him. A notable who overreached in his demands on a village could find the roads to his warehouses suddenly less safe than they had been. Stability here did not mean the absence of conflict; it meant that conflict, however sharp, was contained within limits that everyone recognized and no one — not yet — had reason to break.

The Ottoman provincial system reflected this reality with a candor that later administrators, arriving with reforming ambitions, would find almost bewildering. Palestine in these years was not a single coherent unit but a patchwork of jurisdictions divided between the districts of Jerusalem, Nablus, Gaza, and Acre, each nominally answerable to the governor of a larger province and, above him, to the Sublime Porte in Istanbul. In practice the governors who mattered to a Nablus villager's daily life were not the distant pashas of Sidon or Damascus but the tax farmers, the multazims, who purchased from the state the right to collect revenue from a given district and who in turn depended entirely on the cooperation of local sheikhs and notables to extract anything at all. A tax farmer who alienated the countryside collected nothing; a sheikh who alienated the tax farmer risked losing the imperial sanction that made his own local authority legible to the wider world. The system worked, when it worked, because both halves of it needed each other, and each half possessed just enough leverage to keep the other honest.

​The Tuqans of Nablus

At the center of this mosaic, in the city that sat cupped between Mount Ebal and Mount Gerizim, stood the Tuqan family, the great urban dynasty of Nablus. Their wealth ran through the soap factories that had made the city's name known as far as Damascus and Cairo, through the grain markets that fed a region, and through the caravan routes that connected the coastal ports to the interior. To say the Tuqans controlled Nablus's commerce would understate the case; they were, in important respects, the mechanism by which Nablus's commerce existed at all, extending credit to merchants who could not otherwise have financed a season's trade, arbitrating disputes between rival guilds, and maintaining the relationships with Bedouin escorts and rural sheikhs that kept caravans moving safely between the coast and the hills.

Inside the Tuqan family compound, in a courtyard shaded by fig trees and cooled by the sound of a stone fountain that had run for generations, the decisions that shaped the region's fortunes were made in conversations that left no written record beyond, perhaps, a ledger entry or a marriage contract. Alliances were arranged here, often through marriage, binding rival families into temporary cooperation. Rivalries were managed rather than resolved, kept below the threshold of open conflict through an unending process of gift, favor, and reciprocal obligation. The Tuqans were not rulers in the sense that a European reader of the period would have recognized the term. They held no army, issued no laws, and claimed no sovereignty. They were brokers — of credit, of information, of access — and their power rested entirely on their skill at keeping a fragile equilibrium from tipping.

That equilibrium was not eternal, and men of the Tuqan family's generation understood this better than the outside observer might assume. Nablus's soap trade depended on olive oil, and olive oil depended on rain, and a run of dry years could undo in three seasons what had taken three decades to build. Their caravan routes depended on the cooperation of Bedouin confederations whose loyalty was rented rather than owned, subject to renegotiation whenever a better offer appeared from elsewhere. Their credit depended, ultimately, on the willingness of a village population to keep producing a surplus worth financing, and that willingness rested on a set of customary expectations about taxation and obligation that the Tuqans, whatever their wealth, could not unilaterally set. Power of this kind is patient work. It is also, by its nature, reversible.

​The Abd al-Hadi Clan of Arraba

To the north of Nablus, in the modest village of Arraba, a different kind of power was accumulating, quieter than the Tuqans' but no less consequential in the long run. The Abd al-Hadi clan were not urban magnates. They held no soap factories, no grain warehouses in a great market town, no counting houses through which the region's trade was made to flow. Their authority came from an older and, in the hill country, more fundamental source: land, lineage, and the loyalty of villages scattered across the rolling country of the Galilee's southern approaches.

At the head of the family in these years stood Husayn Abd al-Hadi, a man whose reputation among his contemporaries rested less on any single dramatic act than on a quality harder to name and more dangerous to underestimate: he watched. He watched the shifting balance between Nablus and the coast, between the Tuqans and their rivals, between the Ottoman governors who came and went in Damascus and Sidon and the deeper currents that outlasted any one governor's tenure. He understood, in a way that some of his more comfortable urban counterparts perhaps did not yet feel the need to understand, that the order into which he had been born was not a law of nature. It was an arrangement, sustained by particular conditions, and arrangements can end.

Where the Tuqans had built their power on the visible machinery of trade, the Abd al-Hadis were building theirs on something less visible and, in its way, more portable: relationships. Marriages that tied Arraba to villages the family did not directly rule. Debts of obligation owed by smaller sheikhly houses who had once needed the Abd al-Hadis' protection and had not forgotten it. A reputation for shrewdness that made other families prefer Husayn Abd al-Hadi as an ally rather than risk him as an adversary. None of this made the clan of Arraba the equal of the Tuqans of Nablus, not yet, not in this generation. But it meant that when the ground beneath the old order began to shift, the Abd al-Hadis would have something the Tuqans' wealth alone could not buy: a network built to survive precisely the kind of upheaval that fixed capital — a soap factory, a warehouse, a caravan route — could not.

Husayn Abd al-Hadi did not know, in these years before 1831, what shape the coming change would take. No one in Palestine did. But he had the instinct, sharpened by a lifetime of watching men more powerful than himself misjudge a moment, that when change came it would reward those who had built for flexibility over those who had built for permanence. He waited, in the way a man waits who is not idle but attentive, and he kept his family's relationships in good repair.

​A Land of Rivalries and Alliances

Between the great houses of Palestine — the Tuqans of Nablus, the Abd al-Hadis of Arraba, and the wider constellation of families that included the Jarrars of Sanur, the Barqawis of Kafr Ra'i, and the Jayyusis of Kur — ran a web of rivalry as old as the hills themselves and, to an outsider, nearly as illegible. Some of these rivalries traced back to disputes over land whose origins no living person could precisely date. Others grew from competition over the caravan trade, where one family's gain in tolls or escort fees was necessarily another's loss. Still others were rivalries of pride and precedent, sustained by the simple and durable fact that in a landscape with only so much authority to distribute, one house's rise was rarely felt by its neighbors as anything other than a corresponding diminishment of their own.

Yet these rivalries operated within limits that every party to them understood, even if none could have articulated the rules explicitly. When bandits threatened the roads that fed every family's trade, rival houses set aside their disputes long enough to mount a joint response, because a caravan route unsafe for one family's goods was unsafe for all of them. When drought struck a district, grain moved between rival territories in arrangements that owed more to enlightened self-interest than to charity, since a starving neighboring village was a source of desperate raiders as much as it was a moral concern. When Ottoman tax collectors arrived to press for revenue beyond what custom sanctioned, families who spent most of the year maneuvering against one another found common cause in the more immediate task of managing — and where possible, deflecting — the demands of a distant sovereign.

Conflict, in other words, existed everywhere in this world, and no honest account of it would pretend otherwise. Villages raided one another over grazing rights. Sheikhly families feuded, sometimes with bloodshed, over succession and honor. But the conflict was bounded, contained by mechanisms of arbitration, marriage, and mutual dependency that had evolved over generations precisely to keep any single dispute from escalating into something the whole region could not absorb. The land was divided among rival powers, yes, but it was a divided land that had learned, through long practice, how to remain a stable one.

​Market Towns and Mountain Villages

On Fridays the markets of Jerusalem, Nablus, and Hebron filled with a movement of goods and people that made visible, for a few hours each week, the interdependence the rest of the week concealed beneath rivalry and routine. Bedouin traders arrived from the desert fringe with wool and livestock. Villagers came down from the terraced hillsides carrying baskets of olives, figs, and the pale soap that had made Nablus's name a byword for quality as far as the markets of Cairo. Merchants from the coast displayed spices carried up from Jaffa, fabrics woven in Damascus, copperware hammered into shape in workshops whose techniques had not much changed in centuries. The air in these markets carried the mingled smell of cardamom, dust raised by hundreds of feet and hooves, and the smoke of cooking fires tended by women selling bread and roasted meat to traders who had walked or ridden since before dawn.

Away from these weekly convergences, in the mountain villages that gave the hill country its character, life moved at a quieter and more private pace. Children chased goats along the stone terraces their fathers and grandfathers had built and maintained, terrace by terrace, out of a landscape that offered almost nothing to agriculture without this constant, patient intervention. Men gathered in the shade of olive trees old enough to have shaded their grandfathers in turn, and there they conducted the real business of village life: settling the terms of a coming harvest, negotiating a marriage between families, working through the intricate politics of who owed whom what obligation and how it would be discharged. Women baked bread in clay ovens built into courtyard walls, and their conversation and laughter rose above the crackle of the firewood in a register that had nothing performative about it, because there was no one present to perform for. This was simply what the hours between labor and sleep were for.

It was a world that felt, to those who lived inside it, very nearly timeless — not because nothing ever changed, since drought came and receded, families rose and declined, and disputes flared and were settled, but because the underlying structure within which all of this change occurred seemed to renew itself endlessly, generation folding into generation without any visible seam.

Travelers who passed through the hill country in these years — European consuls, itinerant scholars, the occasional pilgrim bound for Jerusalem who took a detour through Nablus to see the Samaritan community that still kept its ancient rites on the slopes of Mount Gerizim — tended to describe what they saw in the language of the biblical past, as though the fellahin working the terraces below them were living illustrations of a world preserved rather than participants in a living, adapting economy. This was, in its way, a flattering illusion, and a dangerous one, because it obscured how much deliberate work sustained the appearance of timelessness. Terrace walls did not maintain themselves; they required a constant labor of repair, generation after generation, without which the hillsides would have eroded within a few seasons into the barren slopes a careless observer might otherwise have expected of this terrain. The Nablus soap trade did not persist by inertia; it persisted because the Tuqan family and the merchants who depended on them actively cultivated the relationships, the credit arrangements, and the quality standards that kept buyers in Damascus and Cairo returning season after season. What looked, from the outside, like a landscape simply continuing to be what it had always been was, from the inside, a landscape being continuously remade by the people who lived in it, in order that it might go on resembling itself.

​But Beneath the Surface

And yet even in this quiet landscape, something was shifting, and it was shifting in places far enough away that most of the men gathered under the olive trees on a given evening would have had no direct knowledge of it, even as its consequences were already, invisibly, gathering toward them.

The Ottoman Empire that had underwritten the terms of local autonomy for three centuries was weakening in ways that went beyond the ordinary rhythm of a distant sovereign's rising and falling fortunes. Its armies had suffered defeats that would once have been unthinkable. Its treasury strained under debts that outran its capacity to collect. Along the empire's southern frontier, in Egypt, a new and formidable power was consolidating itself under a former Ottoman officer who had learned, more thoroughly than the Sultan's own ministers seemed to have learned, how to build an army that could actually win battles. Trade routes that had run one way for generations were beginning, in small and easily overlooked ways, to bend toward new destinations. Foreign consuls — British, French, Austrian — had begun to appear in the coastal cities in numbers that would have seemed extraordinary a generation earlier, their presence a symptom of a European interest in the region's fate that the region's own inhabitants had not invited and could not control. Rumors of reform, of new taxes, of armies on the move, drifted north out of Egypt and through the port towns of the Levant with the vague, half-credible quality of distant thunder heard on a still evening — audible, unmistakable, and not yet close enough to say with certainty from which direction the storm itself would arrive.

In the hills above Nablus, a man who had spent his life managing the very kind of local equilibrium that gave this world its shape felt these tremors before most of his contemporaries allowed themselves to name them. Qasim al-Ahmad, sheikh of Jabal Nablus, was by every account a man suited to the world as it had stood: respected by the villages under his protection, proud in the manner expected of a man of his standing, and fiercely protective of a population whose loyalty he had earned through years of patient mediation and careful management. He had inherited a position built for negotiating disputes between neighbors, not for confronting the kind of force that was, even now, assembling itself on the far side of Sinai.

He could not have said, in these years, precisely what was coming. No one in Palestine could have. But he had the sheikh's trained instinct for reading the small signs that precede a larger disturbance — the shift in a caravan's usual timing, the odd note in a merchant's report from the coast, the unfamiliar caution in the voice of a Damascene trader passing through on his way to Jerusalem. Word reached the hill country, in these years, in fragments rather than reports: that the ruler of Egypt had built an army unlike any the region had seen in living memory, drilled by foreign officers in the European manner; that this same ruler had cast a covetous eye toward Syria and Palestine, provinces he believed the Sultan owed him; that somewhere beyond the Sinai, preparations were underway whose purpose no merchant passing through Nablus could yet name with confidence. None of this amounted, in the early months of 1831, to more than the kind of rumor that had always drifted through the hill country and always, until now, come to nothing.

Qasim al-Ahmad sensed, as men in his position had learned to sense the coming of drought or the coming of a raid, that the old balance could not hold indefinitely. He sensed that whatever the coming change proved to be, it would not respect the unwritten contract that had governed this land for three hundred years. And he sensed, perhaps before almost anyone else in the hill country understood it as more than rumor, that when the storm finally broke over Palestine, the quiet world of terrace and olive grove, of Friday markets and courtyard councils, would not remain quiet for very much longer.
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​Chapter 2: The Lion of Egypt
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Empires are not always conquered from without. Sometimes they are hollowed out from within, so gradually and so unevenly that the men living through the process cannot say with any precision when the old order ended and the new one began, only that one day they looked up and found a stranger sitting where the old order used to be. Egypt in the first years of the nineteenth century offered as clear an illustration of this process as the age produced, and the stranger who came to sit in its seat of power was, in origin, no stranger to obscurity at all. He was a tobacco merchant's son from a small port town on the Macedonian coast, a man who had arrived in Egypt as a junior officer in an Ottoman expeditionary force and who would, within a decade, make himself the effective sovereign of a province the Sultan in Istanbul could no longer claim to rule in anything but name.

His name was Muhammad Ali, and by the time the sheikhs of Jabal Nablus began to sense the tremors of a coming storm, he had already spent a quarter of a century demonstrating exactly what kind of storm it would be.

​A Vacuum and an Opportunist

The vacuum into which Muhammad Ali stepped had been created, unintentionally, by Napoleon Bonaparte. The French invasion of Egypt in 1798 had shattered the centuries-old rule of the Mamluk beys, the military caste of manumitted slave-soldiers who had governed the country under nominal Ottoman suzerainty since the sixteenth century, extracting revenue with a heavy hand and maintaining just enough internal cohesion to keep the province from falling into open anarchy. The French occupation lasted only three years, ended by a combination of British naval power, Ottoman counterattack, and the simple attrition of holding a hostile country against a population that had never asked for liberation from anyone. But three years had been enough to break the Mamluk system beyond any easy repair. The beys who had survived the French campaigns emerged from them divided, weakened, and shorn of the aura of invincibility that had once made their rule seem an immovable fact of Egyptian life. Into the resulting contest for power came an Ottoman expeditionary force sent to restore the Sultan's authority, and within its ranks, commanding a contingent of Albanian irregulars, came Muhammad Ali.

He was not, in these early years, an obviously exceptional figure. He held no exalted rank, commanded no decisive force, and possessed no claim on Egypt beyond the accident of having been present when its future was up for negotiation. What he possessed instead was a set of qualities that would prove, over the following decade, to matter a great deal more than birth or rank: a capacity to read a shifting balance of power with unusual clarity, a willingness to act on that reading before his rivals had finished deliberating, and an appetite for risk that his more cautious contemporaries mistook, at their peril, for recklessness. Cairo in these years was a city of shifting alliances — Ottoman troops, Mamluk factions, and a restive urban population whose merchants and religious scholars had their own grievances against whichever power currently claimed to govern them, and whose support, once won, could tip the balance between rival claimants decisively. Muhammad Ali courted this urban constituency with a patience his Mamluk and Ottoman rivals largely neglected, cultivating relationships with the religious establishment and the guild leaders of Cairo at the same time that he maneuvered, more conventionally, among the competing military factions.

The contest that followed the French withdrawal in 1801 dragged on for the better part of four years, and it is worth pausing over how little of it followed a predictable script. The Ottoman commanders sent to restore imperial authority found themselves almost as dependent on Mamluk cooperation as the Mamluks had once been dependent on Ottoman recognition, since neither party commanded, on its own, sufficient force to impose a settlement on the other. Muhammad Ali's own Albanian contingent, nominally a subordinate unit within the larger Ottoman expeditionary force, proved unusually resistant to central discipline, and more than once during these years its soldiers mutinied over unpaid wages, sacking parts of Cairo in episodes that a lesser commander might have found politically ruinous. Muhammad Ali instead turned even this instability to his advantage, positioning himself as the one figure capable of managing his own troops' unruliness while his rivals, Ottoman and Mamluk alike, appeared progressively less capable of managing anything at all. By the time Cairo's notables settled on him as their preferred candidate for the governorship, he had spent four years demonstrating, in circumstances that would have destroyed a less patient man, precisely the combination of ruthlessness and control that the province's chaos demanded.

By 1805 this combination of popular cultivation and military calculation had produced a result that would have seemed, only a few years earlier, close to unthinkable: the notables of Cairo petitioned the Sultan to recognize Muhammad Ali as governor of Egypt, and the Sultan, whose own capacity to dictate terms to a province he could not control by force had been thoroughly exposed by the preceding decade's chaos, found it more prudent to ratify the choice than to contest it. Muhammad Ali had become, in the formal language of Ottoman administration, the vali, the governor, of Egypt. What he would make of that office over the following years bore only the loosest resemblance to what any previous holder of the post had made of it.

​The Massacre in the Citadel

A governorship granted by petition, however, was not a governorship secured, and Muhammad Ali understood this with a clarity that would define the whole of his subsequent career. The Mamluk beys, battered by the French war and the subsequent scramble for power but far from extinguished, remained the single greatest obstacle to any durable consolidation of his authority. They retained landholdings, private military retinues, and a residual prestige among segments of the population who remembered, not always inaccurately, that Mamluk rule had at least been familiar in a way this new Ottoman-appointed governor was not. So long as they survived as an organized force, Egypt would remain what it had been for three centuries: a country in which the formal governor's authority extended only as far as his ability to manage, outmaneuver, or bribe a rival power he could never fully absorb.

Muhammad Ali resolved this problem in March of 1811 with an act whose brutality has echoed through the historiography of the period ever since, not because such acts were unusual in the politics of the age but because of the completeness with which it achieved its purpose. He invited the principal Mamluk beys, several hundred strong, to attend a ceremony at the Cairo Citadel marking the departure of an Egyptian military expedition against the Wahhabi forces in Arabia — a plausible pretext, framed in terms of an alliance rather than a trap, and one that drew the Mamluk leadership into the Citadel's narrow processional route in a formation from which escape would prove all but impossible. As the procession moved through the Citadel's gates, Muhammad Ali's own troops, stationed on the surrounding walls and in the narrow passages the Mamluks had just entered, opened fire. The corridor became, within minutes, a killing ground from which almost none of the assembled beys emerged alive. In the days that followed, Muhammad Ali's forces extended the massacre beyond the Citadel itself, hunting down Mamluk retainers and family members across Cairo and the provinces in a campaign explicitly designed to ensure that no faction capable of reconstituting Mamluk power would survive the purge.

The scale of the killing shocked contemporaries, Ottoman and European alike, and it has continued to shock historians assessing it from the distance of two centuries. But the calculation behind it was neither impulsive nor, from Muhammad Ali's own vantage point, disproportionate to the problem it solved. Three centuries of Mamluk resilience — their capacity to absorb defeat after defeat, from Ottoman conquest to French occupation, and still reconstitute themselves as a power to be reckoned with — had taught Muhammad Ali that half-measures against this particular rival were worse than useless. A Mamluk faction weakened but not destroyed would simply wait, as it had waited before, for its moment to return. Only annihilation, thorough and unambiguous, would clear the ground for the kind of state Muhammad Ali intended to build. The massacre at the Citadel did not merely remove a rival. It announced, to every remaining power broker in Egypt, the character of the man who now held the province's fate in his hands, and the lesson was absorbed by exactly the audience it was intended for.

​Building the Centralized State

With the Mamluks destroyed as an organized political force, Muhammad Ali turned to a project more ambitious than anything Egypt's previous rulers, Mamluk or Ottoman, had attempted: the construction of a state capable of extracting the full economic potential of the country and redirecting it toward purposes he alone determined. The instrument of this transformation was land. Where the Mamluk system had distributed agricultural land among a hereditary military caste who extracted revenue for their own private benefit, subject only to loose and irregular obligations to whatever central authority claimed sovereignty over them, Muhammad Ali moved with methodical determination to bring the land itself under direct state control. Mamluk estates confiscated in the wake of the 1811 massacre were only the beginning. Over the following years, religious endowment lands, tribal holdings, and the customary rights of village communities were progressively absorbed into a system in which the state itself became, in effect, the ultimate landlord of Egypt, collecting revenue directly rather than through the mediating layer of a semi-independent military aristocracy.

This centralization extended into commerce with an equally systematic logic. Muhammad Ali established state monopolies over Egypt's principal export crops, most consequentially the long-staple cotton whose cultivation he promoted with an intensity that would reshape the Egyptian countryside for a century to come, purchasing the crop from cultivators at prices the state itself set and selling it into European markets at whatever premium the arrangement could bear. Grain, indigo, sugar, and a lengthening list of other commodities followed the same pattern: production organized, or at minimum heavily directed, by the state; sale conducted through channels the state controlled; profit accruing, in the first instance, to the treasury in Cairo rather than to the merchants, landholders, or cultivators who had once captured a larger share of the value their labor and capital produced.

The human cost of this transformation fell, as it fell in nearly every state-building project of the era, disproportionately on the peasant cultivators whose labor underwrote the whole system. Corvée labor, conscripted for the digging and maintenance of canals essential to the expanding cotton economy, drew men away from their own fields for months at a stretch under conditions that contemporary observers, even those broadly sympathetic to Muhammad Ali's modernizing ambitions, described as harsh to the point of lethal. Taxation, assessed with a thoroughness the old Mamluk system had never approached and enforced by an administrative apparatus answerable directly to Cairo rather than to any local intermediary who might have tempered its demands, left Egyptian villages with less discretionary surplus than they had commanded even under the acknowledged extractions of Mamluk rule. Muhammad Ali was building, by any reasonable measure, one of the most effective revenue-generating states of the early nineteenth-century Middle East. He was building it, as such states were almost invariably built in this period, on the backs of a peasantry who had no meaningful voice in the design and no realistic recourse against its demands.

What Muhammad Ali intended to do with the revenue this system generated would, within two decades, make the fate of that same question — a centralizing state extracting revenue from peasant cultivators who had no voice in the arrangement — a matter of direct and violent concern to the villages of Palestine as well. The methods he perfected on the banks of the Nile did not remain confined to Egypt. They traveled north with his armies, and they arrived in the hill country of Nablus and Hebron carried by men who had learned their trade collecting cotton dues from Egyptian fellahin and saw no reason the same methods should not extract an equivalent yield from the fellahin of Palestine.

​A Modern Army for an Ancient Ambition

Revenue, in Muhammad Ali's conception of the state he was building, was never an end in itself. It was capital, to be reinvested in the instrument that would let Egypt project power beyond its own borders, and the instrument he settled on, more decisively and more successfully than any other ruler of the Ottoman world in this period, was a modern conscript army built on European models.

The project began in earnest in the 1820s, after an earlier and costly experiment in recruiting Sudanese slave-soldiers convinced Muhammad Ali that a sustainable military establishment required a different foundation entirely. He turned, with the same ruthless practicality that had characterized the destruction of the Mamluks, to conscription of the Egyptian peasantry itself — a decision that broke sharply with Ottoman military tradition, in which the fellahin had rarely been considered suitable material for regular soldiery, and one that provoked resistance fierce enough, in its early years, to include instances of village men mutilating themselves to escape the draft. Muhammad Ali persisted regardless, and the army that emerged from a decade of forced recruitment, French military instruction, and rigorous — often brutal — discipline bore little resemblance to the irregular provincial levies and tribal auxiliaries that had traditionally defended Ottoman territory. It was drilled in European tactics, organized into standing regiments with a regularized chain of command, and equipped through an armaments industry Muhammad Ali built at Cairo specifically to reduce his dependence on foreign suppliers who might, at a decisive moment, prove unreliable.

Alongside the army rose a navy, constructed at the Alexandria shipyards and manned by crews trained under a mixture of Egyptian and European officers, intended to give Muhammad Ali a Mediterranean reach that no Ottoman provincial governor before him had commanded. He imported timber his own country could not supply, hired French and Italian shipwrights to oversee construction, and by the late 1820s had assembled a fleet substantial enough to make Egypt, rather than the Sultan's own dwindling arsenal, the effective naval power of the eastern Mediterranean. Together, army and navy represented an investment of a scale and sophistication that had no precedent among the Sultan's other provincial governors, and Muhammad Ali did not build them for defensive purposes alone. A ruler who has spent two decades constructing the most formidable military machine in the eastern Mediterranean does not, as a rule, content himself with the borders he started with, and Muhammad Ali gave every indication, by the late 1820s, of a man who considered his current borders a beginning rather than a limit.

​The Debt Unpaid

The specific ambition that would draw this army north, into Palestine and Syria, had its roots in a war Muhammad Ali had fought not for his own advantage but at the Sultan's request. When the Greek revolt against Ottoman rule escalated, in the 1820s, into a war the Sultan's own forces could not suppress, Istanbul turned to its most capable vassal for help, and Muhammad Ali dispatched his adopted son and most trusted general, Ibrahim Pasha, at the head of an expeditionary force to fight in the Peloponnese on the Sultan's behalf. The campaign was, from a narrowly military standpoint, a success, and it came at a price Muhammad Ali had understood, from the outset, would need to be paid: the Sultan's promise, made in exchange for Egyptian intervention, that Muhammad Ali would be granted the governorship of Syria — a province that included, within its loosely drawn boundaries, the whole of Palestine — as reward for his son's service.

That promise dissolved in the wreckage of the war's actual outcome. European intervention on behalf of Greek independence, decided at the naval battle of Navarino in 1827, destroyed the combined Ottoman-Egyptian fleet and with it a substantial portion of the very naval investment Muhammad Ali had spent years building. The Sultan, humiliated by a defeat inflicted by European powers rather than won through his own vassal's failure, showed little inclination in its aftermath to make good on a reward promised for a war that had ended in catastrophe rather than triumph. Syria remained under its existing Ottoman governors. Muhammad Ali's claim went unanswered, deferred by a sovereign who had every reason to hope the matter might simply be forgotten.

It was not forgotten, and it is here that the ambitions traced across this rise converge on the ground where the rest of this history will play out. Muhammad Ali had, by the end of the 1820s, built precisely the instrument — a modern, disciplined, well-supplied army answerable to himself alone — that made forgetting his claim to Syria a matter of choice rather than necessity. He had a grievance he considered legitimate, sanctioned by the Sultan's own prior word. He had a son in Ibrahim Pasha whose military talent had already been proven in a campaign fought on someone else's behalf, and whose ambition, by every account, matched or exceeded his father's own. He had, in the weakening condition of the Ottoman state more generally, an adversary whose capacity to resist a determined push had visibly diminished even as Muhammad Ali's own capacity to mount one had visibly grown.

And he had, across the border in Palestine, a population entirely unaware of the calculations now underway in Cairo — a fellahin peasantry accustomed to Ottoman neglect rather than Egyptian ambition, rural sheikhs and urban notables who had spent generations perfecting the delicate art of managing a distant and largely disengaged sovereign, and a sheikh in the hills above Nablus who had already begun, on instinct alone, to sense that the arrangement his forebears had negotiated with Istanbul might not survive contact with whatever was gathering on the other side of Sinai. Muhammad Ali did not yet know Qasim al-Ahmad's name, and would have had little reason to consider a single hill-country sheikh relevant to the calculations occupying him in these years. But the state he had built in Egypt, the army he had built to project it, and the grievance he had nursed since Navarino were, by the closing years of the 1820s, converging on a single conclusion that would make that sheikh's name, and the fate of the land he governed, impossible for history to set aside. Syria and Palestine were his by right, Muhammad Ali had come to believe, and by now he possessed the means to make that belief a fact on the ground rather than a claim left to molder, unanswered, in the Sultan's chancery.
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