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Praise for Ghosts of a Holy War


“In this groundbreaking account of the origins of the Arab-Israeli conflict, Yardena Schwartz tells a compelling story of how one American’s tragic life converged with a seminal moment in history. Focusing on the ancient city of Hebron, Ghosts of a Holy War masterfully weaves together past and present, the historical and the personal. With a keen reporter’s eye, Schwartz reveals the best and the worst in both sides of the conflict. If you are going to read one book to help you understand the current Middle East tragedy, this is it.”

—Yossi Klein Halevi, senior fellow, Shalom Hartman Institute, and author of the New York Times bestseller Letters to My Palestinian Neighbor

“With meticulous archival research and journalistic skill, and aided by a fascinating trove of letters left by a doomed young American, Yardena Schwartz gives us a valuable account of one of the key tragedies in the meeting between Jews and Arabs in Palestine. Ghosts of a Holy War fills in a missing piece in our understanding of a conflict that continues to echo worldwide, reminding us of the human characters at the heart of global dramas.”

—Matti Friedman, author of Who by Fire: Leonard Cohen in the Sinai

“The Hebron massacre is a pivotal event in the history of the Jewish-Arab confrontation, one with profound resonance with our own troubled time. Yardena Schwartz has written an engaging, accessible, and deeply personal account of the massacre and its enduring legacy in the post–10/7 Middle East.”

—Oren Kessler, author of Palestine 1936: The Great Revolt and the Roots of the Middle East Conflict, winner of the 2024 Sami Rohr Prize for Jewish Literature

“Important, timely, deeply researched, and beautifully written. Yardena Schwartz has made a key contribution to understanding the roots of the Israeli-Palestinian conflict. A family story is seamlessly woven into the political narrative, which explains comprehensively the present sad state of affairs.”

—Martin Fletcher, former NBC News Bureau Chief in Tel Aviv and author of Promised Land: A Novel of Israel
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AUTHOR’S NOTE


October 7 has been called Israel’s 9/11, Israel’s Pearl Harbor, the deadliest day for the Jewish people since the Holocaust. Yet we need not look beyond the borders of Israel itself—or Palestine, rather—for a massacre of Jews that was hauntingly similar. In 1929, before the State of Israel was born, long before its military occupation of the West Bank began, Palestine was the scene of one of the worst pogroms ever perpetrated outside of Europe.

The massacre of Jews in the Holy Land nearly a century ago was on a scale far smaller than October 7. Yet it transformed the region into what we know today. Hebron, the burial place of Abraham, became ground zero of the world’s most enduring conflict. The massacre in Hebron did not just destroy one of the world’s most ancient Jewish communities. It set the stage for the Holy War still raging at this time.

Jews had lived in Hebron, their second holiest city, since the days of Abraham. Their pious lives were centered around the Tomb of the Patriarchs and Matriarchs, where the Jewish forefathers and mothers are believed to be buried. The 1929 massacre ended centuries of peaceful coexistence between Jews and Muslims in Hebron. Today that city is the face of the settlement movement, the place where Israeli control over Palestinian life is on fullest display. Hebron has since produced some of the most radical Israelis and Palestinians.

This book was not meant to be about October 7. It was meant to be about the aftershocks of a century-old massacre that continue to reverberate. Those aftershocks culminated in the attacks of October 7.
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My work on this book began five years ago, when I was introduced to a family in Memphis, Tennessee, with an epic tale to tell, of a time and a place lost to history. It was the story of a young American caught in the tidal waves of this conflict, and the complicated Jewish American connection to the Jewish state.

Before I met this family, I had been to Hebron just once. My visit had been so disturbing that I never returned until I began writing this book. My research took me on a journey into Hebron to discover how the cradle of the Jewish people became the deepest wound of this conflict. My goal was to understand why the return of a persecuted people to their native land led to the misery of another people who feel their homeland has been taken from them. Did it need to be this way?

Between 2019 and 2023, I spent hundreds of hours in Hebron, reporting extensively on both sides. During my time there with Israelis and Palestinians, I came to understand why this conflict persists, and why every peace effort has failed.

There is a direct line between 1929 and 2023. The forces that drove Arabs in Hebron to slaughter their Jewish neighbors in 1929 were identical to the forces behind October 7. Just as the riots of 1929 were fueled by passions surrounding Al-Aqsa Mosque, the third holiest site in Islam, so too was Hamas’s “Operation Al-Aqsa Flood.” On one level, this is a conflict like many others, involving borders and other rational issues. But as the line connecting the 1929 massacre with the Hamas massacre of 2023 makes clear, the religious dimension of this conflict cannot be ignored.

The massacre in Hebron, its impact, and its echoes today, hold the key to understanding how we got here and what needs to change if the people destined to share this land are ever to know peace.

—Yardena Schwartz






INTRODUCTION


The Box in the Attic

ON A HUMID AFTERNOON IN THE SUMMER OF 2009, SUZIE LAZAROV sat on her living room couch in Memphis, Tennessee, sifting through half a century of memories. Suzie and Paul, her husband of fifty years, would soon be moving to a new house in the leafy suburbs of East Memphis. Before he left for work that morning, Paul had brought down all the dusty boxes from their attic. Scanning the room, Suzie’s eyes settled on one mysteriously unfamiliar box.

Important papers do not throw away! wrote someone, she wasn’t sure who, in faded black marker on the white box. Suzie carefully peeled off the tape and opened the box, revealing dozens of antiquated handwritten letters, interspersed with typewritten cables, telegrams, black and white photographs, and a diary. All were dated from the mid to late 1920s. As she leafed through the delicate pieces of paper, distant places, names, and dates seemed to float from the yellowed, timeworn pages.

Hebron, Palestine

October 5, 1928

Dear Folks

Rest assured, nothing that I can write or that words can describe can do justice to the beauty of Palestine.

Devotedly, Dave
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David Shainberg before his move to Palestine, c. 1925.


The letters, more than sixty of them, each five to ten pages long, were written by Suzie’s late uncle, her father Herbert’s eldest brother David. Suzie, a 70-year-old grandmother, had never met her uncle Dave. She knew he had moved to British Mandate Palestine in 1928 to study at a renowned yeshiva, and that he had been killed there. Yet she knew little about the massacre that took his life, beyond it being a traumatic subject for her father, his three surviving siblings, and their parents. Growing up in Memphis, that day was rarely discussed. Its memory was simply too painful.

The First Black Sabbath

David Shainberg was 22 years old when he sailed to Palestine in September 1928 and enrolled at the prestigious Hebron Yeshiva. A spiritual seeker and intellectual, David went with dreams of studying Talmud in the Holy Land. In his eloquent letters to his family in Memphis, he described the city’s serenity, and the unique comradery between the city’s Jewish and Muslim population. One year later, that fragile bubble of peace was violently punctured.

On the morning of August 24, 1929, 3,000 Muslim men armed with swords, axes, and daggers marched through the Jewish Quarter of Hebron. They went from house to house, raping, stabbing, torturing, and in some cases castrating and burning alive their unarmed Jewish victims. The rioters who broke into Jewish homes did not distinguish between men, women, or children. Infants were slaughtered in their mothers’ arms. Children watched as their parents were butchered by their neighbors. Women and teenage girls were raped. Elderly rabbis and yeshiva students were mutilated.

Sixty-seven Jewish men, women, and children were murdered, and dozens more wounded. Many of the victims knew their assailants by name. Until that day, the rioters had been their neighbors, landlords, friends.

Among the horrors were heroes: nearly two dozen Muslim men and women risked their own lives to save their Jewish neighbors. Estimates of how many Jews were rescued by Arabs differ from list to list. But at the very least, 250 Jews and their descendants owe their lives to these courageous men and women.

Those who survived were forced to leave Hebron, exiling one of the world’s most ancient Jewish communities. For centuries, Muslims and Jews had lived harmoniously in Hebron. This was when that harmony ended, and the reality we know today began.

In Defense of Al-Aqsa

The riots of 1929 were driven by rumors that Jews were planning to conquer Al-Aqsa Mosque. Perched upon a sprawling courtyard on a biblical hilltop in Jerusalem, the mosque sits atop the ruins of the two ancient Jewish temples that were the centerpiece of the Hebrew nation. With the advent of Islam 600 years after the Second Temple’s destruction by Roman conquerors, Al-Aqsa was built on the sacred site known to Jews as the Temple Mount. Jerusalem, the holiest city in Judaism, was the capital of the ancient kingdom of Judaea, from which Judaism derives its name. For millennia, Jews around the world have prayed in the direction of the Temple Mount, the single holiest site in Judaism.

In the year that preceded the riots, Haj Amin al-Husseini, the Grand Mufti of Jerusalem, waged a campaign of fear and propaganda to rally the Arabs of Palestine behind him, and to elevate his standing in the wider Muslim world. The Jews of Palestine, claimed the leader of Palestinian Muslims under British rule, sought to conquer Al-Aqsa to rebuild their holy temple. The Grand Mufti’s campaign was wildly successful, galvanizing Islamic sentiment against the country’s Jewish minority and against rising Jewish immigration from Eastern Europe, where pogroms were raging.

In sermons at Al-Aqsa the morning before the Hebron massacre, Islamic preachers called on the faithful to defend Al-Aqsa with their blood. Armed worshippers flowed from the mosque and down to the Old City, where they attacked Jewish passersby and set fire to Jewish businesses. The riots ricocheted throughout Palestine, killing 133 Jews and wounding 400 more.

The Jews of Hebron paid the heaviest price, suffering more death and brutality than any other community in Palestine. On the eve of the Hebron massacre, there were 800 Jews living among 20,000 Muslims in Hebron. Refusing to believe the many warnings they had received, the city’s Jewish leaders rejected offers of protection from the Haganah, the underground Jewish defense force that would later become the Israel Defense Forces (IDF).

Writing of what he witnessed in Hebron in the days after the massacre, the British High Commissioner of Mandatory Palestine, Sir John Chancellor, wrote in his diary, “I do not think history records many worse horrors in the last few hundred years.” It was both more deadly and more gruesome than the notorious Kishinev pogrom of 1903, which drove tens of thousands of Eastern European Jews to move to Palestine. Some of those who fled the shtetls of Europe built new lives in Hebron only to have them shattered by a different form of Jew hatred.

Grand Mufti Haj Amin al-Husseini, the father of Palestinian nationalism, would later flee Palestine and ally himself and his cause with Adolf Hitler. Living in a Nazi-financed villa in Berlin throughout World War II, Husseini became Hitler’s chief Arab propagandist, and one of the most lavishly paid Nazi accomplices.

The First Sparks of a Holy War

The tensions between Palestine’s Arab majority and its Jewish minority had already claimed dozens of lives by 1929. Yet the riots that engulfed Palestine that week marked the conflict’s first mass casualty event, turning what had long been a sleepy province of the Ottoman Empire into what remains today a perpetual war zone.

Hebron would never be the same, nor would Palestine or the Jewish people. In many ways, the Hebron massacre is ground zero of this conflict. The hope that these two nations could coexist in peace was extinguished that day, in the sacred city where their ability to coexist had seemed most promising. From that moment on, Muslims and Jews would be engaged in a holy war for the soul of the Holy Land.

The Jewish leaders of Hebron did not believe, or want to believe, that their friends and neighbors would hurt them. After all, they were not militant Zionists, but pious Jews living a quiet existence centered around the Torah. That the massacre happened there, of all places, was a turning point for Zionism and the conflict itself.

In 1929, Zionism was not a mainstream Jewish value. Many Orthodox Jews, including David Shainberg, disdained the burgeoning movement as a secular contamination of Judaism. The return of the Jewish masses to Zion, they believed, could only be realized through God’s will, and the arrival of the Messiah. Many secular American Jews also rejected Zionism, fearing it could threaten their fragile place in American society.

This antagonism was challenged by the Hebron massacre, which epitomized the tragedy of the stateless, powerless Jew. Those murdered that day were not Zionists rebuilding the Jewish homeland. They were unarmed women and children, yeshiva students, elderly rabbis, Arabic-speaking Sephardic Jews whose families had lived in Hebron for centuries. Thousands of Jews had returned to their biblical homeland to escape the pogroms of Russia, Ukraine, and Poland. That the pogrom followed them to the city of their forefathers was both devastating and galvanizing.

For centuries, Jews had been treated as unwanted strangers precisely because they lived in exile. European anti-Semites often urged Jews to go back to Palestine. Now they had come home, and the world was seemingly telling them they shouldn’t be here either.

The failure of British forces to protect them in 1929 led the Jews of Palestine to unite around Zionism. After the massacre, many of those who had opposed it now agreed that Jews could only be safe in their own country, under the protection of their own army. This was also when many Zionists became radicalized, pursuing a forceful end to British rule and the establishment of an independent Jewish state.

The massacre of 1929 did not just strengthen Zionism. Forty years after the expulsion of Hebron’s Jewish community, the settlement movement was born in Hebron. Early settlers envisioned themselves righting a historic wrong—returning an ancient Jewish community to its home. The settlers still see themselves that way.

Letters from Hebron

Until she discovered that box in the attic, Suzie Lazarov and her grown children knew very little about David’s time in Hebron. “None of us knew we had these letters,” Suzie told me years later. David’s parents and siblings had done what their generation often did: they moved on from the trauma of David’s death and focused on building their future.

The box from the attic revealed the missing pages not only of David’s life, but of a Hebron that has ceased to exist. While David’s letters depict a serenely peaceful city nestled in the Judaean Hills, today Hebron is the largest city in the West Bank, a massive urban sprawl whose streets are divided between Israeli and Palestinian territory. Before 1929, Hebron was a symbol of coexistence, the safest place to be a Jew in Palestine. Today, it is the opposite of both. The Old City is patrolled by hundreds of Israeli soldiers, stationed there to protect the settlers, and navigated through checkpoints. A microcosm of the dueling narratives that make peace between Israelis and Palestinians so unattainable, Hebron today represents the dreams of an exiled people to return to their homeland, and the sorrow of a people whose homeland is no longer their own. What is to some the face of Israel’s military occupation is to others the face of the Jewish connection to this land and the Palestinian rejection of that history.

From the day he disembarked in Palestine on September 27, 1928, until four days before his death on August 24, 1929, David wrote home to Memphis every week. His eloquent letters paint a vivid portrait of Hebron before the massacre. David walked the alleyways of the Jewish Quarter, with its ancient stone homes arranged like puzzle pieces. He wrote of Jewish holidays and weddings attended by Hebron’s Arab leaders and sheikhs, who danced into the night alongside rabbis. He described the Sephardic Jews of Hebron as indistinguishable from their Muslim friends and neighbors. David stood at the center of one of the most pivotal moments in Israel’s pre-state history. The events he witnessed and lost his life to brought forth the reality in which Israelis and Palestinians live today.

When Suzie discovered David’s letters, her daughter Jill Notowich was captivated by them. Between raising three children and running a handmade jewelry company, Jill had little free time. But over the course of ten years she organized, read, and digitized each one. Jill grew up in a Zionist home and had visited Israel many times, yet she never learned of the massacre until she was an adult. “We just didn’t talk about it,” she told me the first time I visited her in Memphis. “We’re Southern. We like to sweep ugly things under the rug.”

After organizing the letters, Jill archived them at her synagogue, Temple Israel, one of the oldest in the American South, founded in 1853. Yet Jill felt this treasure trove of history should not simply gather dust in an archive room in Memphis. She wanted to share David’s story. And so, in 2019, Jill found me through a friend and entrusted me with David’s letters, his diary, and the telling of this saga.

Truth Seekers

Like David, I too was a young American Jew who returned to the homeland. That, however, is where our similarity ends. David boarded a steamship to Palestine in 1928, when the Jewish state was nothing but a dream, when the Holocaust had not yet destroyed more than one-third of the world’s Jewish population. I flew to the State of Israel in 2013 as a 27-year-old Jewish woman raised on the words Never Again. David hailed from Memphis, and spoke with a thick Tennessee twang, the way members of his family speak today. I’m from New Jersey, a less exotic home to American Jews. David settled in pastoral Hebron to study ancient Jewish texts. I moved to the liberal bastion of Tel Aviv to practice journalism. David arrived as a religious young man profoundly skeptical of secular Zionism. I came as a secular Jew deeply concerned by the direction in which religious extremists were leading the Jewish state. David and I both came to Hebron seeking truth, albeit a different truth in a vastly different Hebron.

Before I read David’s letters, I knew little about the Hebron massacre or the history of Hebron. What I knew was that Hebron today is antithetical to the Hebron David described. The Hebron I knew was the godforsaken place I had visited once in 2011, and never wished to see again.

I was a student at Columbia’s Graduate School of Journalism at the time. Led by Professor Ari Goldman, a former New York Times religion correspondent, and Adjunct Professor Gershom Gorenberg, author of The Accidental Empire: Israel and the Birth of the Settlements, 1967–1977, our Covering Religion class spent ten days reporting from Israel and the West Bank. Each of us covered a story of our choosing. My focus was a grassroots effort to teach Arabic—the language of 20 percent of Israel’s population—to Jewish schoolchildren, who were learning only Hebrew and English. The force behind this effort was the Abraham Initiatives*, a Jewish-Arab nonprofit promoting equality in Israeli society, named for the common ancestor of Jews and Arabs.

As the only Jewish student in my Covering Religion class, and the only one to have visited Israel before, I knew more about Hebron than others in our group. Yet nothing had prepared me for what we encountered that day. Our tour was led by a member of Breaking the Silence, an organization founded by Israeli soldiers who had served in Hebron and objected to the injustices they were forced to carry out. They wanted Israelis to know what was being done in the name of security—nightly raids into randomly chosen Palestinian homes, beatings of those who resisted, stifling restrictions of movement on their own streets, and more.

Our tour began just outside Hebron, in the Jewish settlement of Kiryat Arba, at the grave of Jewish terrorist Baruch Goldstein. Just after dawn on February 25, 1994, the Brooklyn-born physician and resident of Kiryat Arba entered the Tomb of the Patriarchs and Matriarchs, the ancient burial site of Abraham and Sarah, Isaac and Rebecca, Jacob and Leah. Sacred to both Jews and Muslims, the imposing stone complex contains a synagogue and a mosque. As Muslim worshippers bowed their heads to the ground in prayer, Goldstein opened fire, spraying bullets across the Hall of Isaac. By the time congregants overtook him and beat him to death, Goldstein had killed 29 men and boys and wounded more than 100 others.

When visiting a cemetery, it is Jewish custom to place a stone on the grave of someone beloved or revered as a sign of respect and mourning. The long gray slab of Goldstein’s grave was covered in stones. “To the holy Baruch Goldstein, who gave his life for the Jewish people, the Torah, and the Land of Israel,” read the words engraved on his tombstone.

I knew about Goldstein’s attack. I did not know he had so many admirers.

The setting for his grave, in Meir Kahane Park, is itself a glorification of Jewish extremism, a memorial to Goldstein’s mentor. Meir Kahane, the godfather of today’s Jewish nationalist movement, was assassinated in Manhattan in 1990 in one of the earliest cases of Islamic terrorism on US soil. The gunman, Egyptian American El Sayyid Nosair, was acquitted following a trial in which his defense was partly funded by Osama bin Laden. Nosair was later linked to the 1993 World Trade Center bombing.

As we stood around Goldstein’s grave, listening to our professors discuss his and Kahane’s actions, a settler from Hebron approached and listened, then attempted to forcefully remove us from the site. He called a soldier and threatened to have us escorted out of Hebron by the military if we didn’t leave immediately. Knowing that this man could easily end our tour, we left and made our way to Hebron.

Hebron is the only city in the West Bank that is populated by both Israelis and Palestinians. While the notion of Jews and Muslims living together in such a contentious place may sound like a remarkable sign of hope, a walk through Hebron’s Old City was a good way to extinguish that hope. The streets were dotted with memorials to Israelis as young as 10 months old who had been killed there in terrorist attacks. Young soldiers with M16s slung over their shoulders stood guard at nearly every corner. Others sat behind the glass windows of checkpoints or gazed down from the rooftops of buildings. Lines of barbed wire scratched through every view of what could have been a beautiful landscape of ancient stone homes and terraced hillsides. The streets of the Old City were largely deserted, with Arab storefronts permanently shuttered. Some of the doors of abandoned Arab shops and homes had been spray-painted with blue Stars of David, as if to say, this is ours now. Others triumphantly declared “Am Yisrael Chai.” The people of Israel live.

We walked through the Tomb of the Patriarchs and Matriarchs, the imposing stone edifice built by the Jewish king Herod in the first century BCE. Standing like a fortress atop the cave in which the Jewish forefathers and mothers are believed to be buried, it is one of the world’s oldest structures still standing in one piece, still serving the same purpose it served 2,000 years ago. After Goldstein’s attack, the holy site was divided into a Jewish side and a Muslim side. From the Jewish side of the tomb, we could hear the Muslim call to prayer, and see Muslim worshippers through the windows of rooms containing cenotaphs of the biblical forefathers and mothers. The cavernous space was humming with worshippers and tour groups, footsteps and blessings. Yet outside, the streets of Hebron were a ghost town.

Parts of Shuhada Street, the main artery of the Old City whose Arabic name means “Martyrs Street,” are restricted to Jewish passage only. Jewish settlers, who numbered approximately 800 in this city of more than 250,000 Palestinians, walked with their heads held high, exchanging friendly greetings with the soldiers manning the streets. The few Palestinians we saw on the Israeli side of Hebron walked with their heads down.

Shuhada Street, to be sure, is an anomaly. The only street under Israeli control where Arabs require special permission to walk, it is a street whose Arab history has slowly been erased, as if to avenge the erasure of Jewish history in Hebron under Arab rule. We would later learn that most of Hebron is off-limits to Israelis, as 80 percent of the city is controlled by the Palestinian Authority. The restrictions on Shuhada Street were introduced in 2001, during the Second Intifada, or Palestinian uprising, when deadly terror attacks became a daily fact of life.

Military jeeps rolled by as our guide recounted his IDF service in Hebron. He and his comrades sometimes punished stone-throwing teenage boys by beating them. They conducted regular midnight raids of Palestinian homes, often for no reason other than to remind them who was in control. Every Palestinian was a suspect, treated as a potential terrorist. If a soldier saw a settler harassing a Palestinian, it was not his or her job to interfere. As our guide spoke, I gazed up at what I thought was an abandoned home and glimpsed a pair of tiny hands gripping the iron bars of a window. I locked eyes with a young Palestinian girl, who peered down at me with the look of a caged bird.

That day, a city that should be a monument to Judaism’s ancient past, and could embody our shared future, became for me a symbol of Israel’s moral unraveling. After moving to Tel Aviv two years later as a freelance journalist in 2013, I stayed away from Hebron. In October 2019, David’s letters brought me back on a mission to comprehend how Hebron had come to this.

So began my journey into the heart of the place where the Jewish people at once most deeply belong, and where the consequences of our return home are most harshly felt. My quest to piece together David’s life took me through his more than fifty lengthy letters to Memphis, hundreds of documents from the era of British Mandate Palestine, dozens of archival newspaper articles, films, memoirs, testimonies, books, and letters written by survivors of the massacre, and into Hebron itself on dozens of visits to get to know the Israelis and Palestinians who call this tortured city home.

The Jews of Hebron, who cling tightly to the memory of the massacre, are known for harboring some of the most violent elements of the settlement movement. That movement began in 1968, ten months after the Six-Day War, with the goal of reversing the expulsion of Jews from Hebron. Back then, it occupied the fringes of Israeli society. The radical rabbi Meir Kahane, whose anti-Arab ideology was informed by the Hebron massacre, was banned from the Knesset, Israel’s parliament, his party outlawed as a terrorist group. By October 7, 2023, one of Kahane’s disciples had reached the upper echelons of power. Israel’s hardline national security minister, Itamar Ben-Gvir, who lives in Kiryat Arba, is the most prominent Kahanist in Israeli government, but he is not the only one. Palestinians from Hebron are also known for being among the most extreme, with many terrorist attacks emanating from the city. While the more secular Fatah faction technically rules the West Bank, support for the Islamist group Hamas is widespread in Hebron.

The Impact and the Echoes

Most people outside of Israel have either never heard of the 1929 massacre in Hebron or know very little about it. That massacre was the harbinger of the deadliest day for Jews since the Holocaust. The parallels between 1929 and 2023 are haunting, and too dangerous to ignore.

Hamas is the political descendant of the Grand Mufti Amin al-Husseini, the man who sparked this holy war a century ago. Just as the mufti claimed that the Jews of Palestine sought to destroy Al-Aqsa, Hamas perpetuates that claim today. Hamas named its October 7 onslaught Operation Al-Aqsa Flood, presenting itself as the defender of Islam against the Jews, just as the mufti did.

The euphoric celebrations in the West Bank and Gaza on October 7—the images of Palestinians crowding around tortured Israeli hostages in Gaza, cheering Hamas’s attack—will not be forgotten in Israel. The perpetrators of the massacre in 1929 were also hailed as heroes. According to Palestinian polls, the majority in the West Bank and Gaza deny that Hamas murdered children, raped women, or killed any innocent civilians. Their supporters on college campuses blamed Israelis for the attack. In 1929, the atrocities in Hebron were also denied by Arabs in Palestine and blamed on the victims themselves.

Just as the Jews who were killed in Hebron in 1929 were not Zionists, the Jews killed in southern Israel on October 7 were not settlers. Many of them, in fact, were peace activists who spent decades building bridges with Palestinians and trying to help civilians in Gaza.

The rejection of a proposal for a two-state solution by every Palestinian leader in history began with the Grand Mufti, who dismissed the first two-state solution in 1937. He did so again in 1947, when the UN voted to partition Palestine into Jewish and Arab states. Palestine could have gained independence for the first time in its history. Instead, Palestine’s Arabs and surrounding Arab states declared jihad against the Jews of Palestine. The war that ensued led to the flight and expulsion of more than 700,000 Palestinian refugees.

The mufti’s political descendants have rejected every two-state solution they have been offered since. Their dedication to armed struggle has made life for Palestinians ever more hopeless, the prospects for peace ever more distant. It has also allowed Israel to expand the settlement enterprise, which began in Hebron.

The more attacks Israelis suffer, the more wary they become of the prospect of a Palestinian state. A century of Palestinian intransigence has now convinced even left-wing Israelis who oppose Netanyahu and his right-wing government that there truly is no partner for peace. If the massacre of 1929 led to the absolute transformation of the Middle East and laid the ground for the world’s most enduring conflict, we can only imagine what the massacre of October 7 will leave in its wake.

This is a book about memory, and the political, religious, and emotional forces sustained by trauma. It is a story of tragedy and triumph, and a nation haunted by grief. Zoom in and this is a story of two nations that so deeply treasure this land, they are willing to die for it. Zoom out and it is the story of how one day can change the trajectory of history. It is the story of how holy places and our connection to them can be weaponized and exploited with the deadly power of disinformation. Rather than serving as the nexus of the shared history of Islam and Judaism, Abraham’s burial ground has instead become a focal point of what is, in its essence, a holy war between two peoples who share the same forefather.



* Not to be confused with the Abraham Accords.





PART I
STATELESS








CHAPTER 1
The Floating Palace


SHORTLY BEFORE MIDNIGHT ON SEPTEMBER 12, 1928, DAVID Shainberg boarded the RMS Aquitania at New York Harbor, beginning his two-week journey at sea to Palestine. As the luxury steamer pulled out of the port that windy night, David waved good-bye to the dozen friends and mentors who had gathered at the dock to see him off.1

The Aquitania sailed out through the mouth of the Hudson River and into the Atlantic Ocean, passing the Statue of Liberty, the same monument David’s parents gazed upon in awe when they sailed in the opposite direction four decades earlier from Ukraine to their version of the Promised Land. Lady Liberty symbolized the new life that awaited the downtrodden Jews of Eastern Europe. America was a place where they could practice their religion freely. Twenty-two-year-old David saw the same statue as a false idol of hope for the uprooted, wandering Jew.

Rejecting the prevailing ethos of assimilation into American culture, David sought a deeper connection to his roots through a life of simplicity in his people’s ancient homeland. While other young intellectuals were moving to Paris to find themselves, David was moving to the land of the Bible. His destination was Knesset Israel, also known as the Hebron Yeshiva, the Holy Land’s largest and most prestigious school of Jewish learning at that time.

Upon reaching Hebron, he would live footsteps from the Tomb of the Patriarchs and Matriarchs, the 2,000-year-old stone palace, beneath which lies the cave where Abraham, father of the Israelites, is believed to be buried. Here, according to Jewish mystical tradition, Abraham found the resting place of Adam and Eve, the entrance to the Garden of Eden, and purchased the first plot of land owned by the Jewish people in the Land of Israel. That cave is where Abraham chose to bury his 127-year-old wife, Sarah, and where his sons Isaac and Ishmael buried him. It is through Isaac and Ishmael that the Jewish and Arab people trace their ancestry.

David’s friends at the dock were now specks in the distance. He had just moved to New York from Memphis one year earlier, but in that short time had made many friends. All were either Jewish immigrants or sons and daughters of Jewish immigrants. They shared his dream of returning to their homeland, but David was the only one with the audacity to do it. In 1928, young men did not leave their family and move across the world to study ancient Jewish texts. In 1928, Zionism was not yet a prominent force in American Jewish life. The Land of Israel was still relegated to the pages of prayer books, the lyrics of Hebrew songs, the stories of Jewish sages.

David’s closest friend in Brooklyn, Henry Chill, was meant to be on the Aquitania with him. Instead, Henry watched the steamer disappear into the horizon. He backed out at the last minute, blaming the opposition of his father and vowing to join David in a few months. David’s Brooklyn housemate and tutor, Rabbi David Leib Genuth, had also come for the sendoff, along with his childhood friend from Memphis, Louis Engelberg.* Rabbi Georges Bacarat, the man who inspired David’s spiritual awakening, was also there to say good-bye. Notably missing at the dock were David’s own parents. They were not there to bid farewell to their eldest son, not only because they lived in Memphis, but because they opposed his decision. For recent Jewish immigrants to America, the notion of moving to Palestine was utterly insane. David was meant to finish business school and help run the family business, which his penniless father had started from nothing, and grown into a retail empire. David’s parents were Jewish in every sense of the word, but not nearly as pious as David, who seemed to have taken things a bit too far. While he had mentioned his interest in studying in Hebron, he only notified his parents of his departure after purchasing his ticket to Palestine, in a letter he sent one week before his ship set sail. That letter arrived in Memphis while David was at sea.2

Though he yearned for it, David had never needed his father’s approval. By now he had already dropped out of business school at Wharton, quit working at his father’s store, and moved to Brooklyn to study Torah. After the destruction of the Jewish temples in Jerusalem, and with their exile from Israel, first by the Babylonians and then by the Romans, the Israelites became a wandering people with no country and no king. Flung across the ends of the earth for 2,000 years, they adopted new languages in foreign lands. What bound them together through centuries of dispersion was the Torah. Held by tradition to be the word of God, the Torah is the heart of the Jewish religion, a series of stories that explain Jews’ existence and their connection to God, to each other, and to the Land of Israel.

David’s father, Sam, a Ukrainian immigrant turned successful Memphis businessman with a growing chain of dry goods stores, could not comprehend David’s devotion to ancient texts or his desire to study for spiritual, rather than financial, enrichment. As an unemployed Torah scholar, David could not afford the $260 passage to Palestine—equivalent to $4,750 today—without his father’s help. Instead, he secured the support of an influential mentor. David’s ticket was paid for by Wolf Gold*, a prominent globe-trotting rabbi who was also at New York Harbor that night to see him off. An early Religious Zionist leader, Gold shuttled between Palestine and the United States, where he raised support and funds for the Land of Israel.3

In a letter to his father one week before his departure, David laid on the Jewish guilt:

Rabbi Wolf Gold is a comparative stranger. He however can perceive the value of the step I am taking, and if you will, of the sacrifice an American young man makes in devoting a few years to the study of our sacred Torah! Even a stranger can appreciate that, yet one’s own family, one’s own flesh & blood terms the phenomenon as “crazy.” … Whether I succeed in a materialistic way or not I promise you from the very depths of my soul that you will never have cause to once regret the sacrifice in rearing me to manhood as concerns character and all that the word Jewishness represents.

The Shabbos Goy

Born in Memphis, Tennessee, on May 9, 1906, Aaron David Shainberg was known by friends and family as Dave. Slim and handsome with a thick Southern drawl and deep blue eyes, David was both wise beyond his twenty-two years and beloved by friends for his mischievous smile and wisecracking jokes. David’s father, Sam, was born in Ukraine—what was then Tsarist Russia—as Schlome Schonberg in 1882. Fleeing the deadly anti-Semitism of the Russian Empire with his family, he arrived at the port of New York in 1891, then made his way to Memphis, home to a thriving Jewish community. Young Sam became a store clerk and then a department store cash boy, earning $3 a week and saving every cent. In 1904, he married Elizabeth May Lewis. Born Leah Tarschisch in Ukraine in 1878, she had immigrated to the US with her parents and siblings in 1897 and settled in Memphis. Between 1905 and 1911, Elizabeth gave birth to five children. First came Minnie, then David, followed by Nathan, Beatrice, and Herbert.

Shortly before marrying Elizabeth, Sam paid $375 for a half interest in a dry goods store just outside of downtown Memphis. He soon took over the store and named it Sam Shainberg Dry Goods. Sam, Elizabeth, and their children lived upstairs. Over the next five decades, Sam and his sons would turn that single shop into a multi-million-dollar conglomerate, with thirty-seven Shainberg stores in Tennessee, Arkansas, Mississippi, Louisiana, Alabama, and Kentucky. When the family unveiled a new shopping center in Memphis in 1954, they invited a young local singer few Americans had heard of. He was a friend of the Shainbergs who often served as the Shabbos Goy at their synagogue, doing the kind of things that Jewish law prohibits on the Sabbath, like turning the lights on and off. His name was Elvis Presley.4

Sam Shainberg served three terms as president of Baron Hirsch Synagogue, a beacon of Judaism in the South. Established in downtown Memphis in 1862 by Jewish immigrants from Eastern Europe, the synagogue was named after a Jewish philanthropist who chartered ships to bring persecuted European Jews to America, helping them settle throughout the country. Baron Hirsch is one of the oldest and largest Modern Orthodox congregations in America.5

[image: ]
The Shainberg family in front of the original Shainberg store on South Orleans Street in Memphis, c. 1913. David is the boy whose face is blurred, fourth from right.


Like most Jews in Memphis, the Shainbergs were not especially observant. They attended services on the high holidays and purchased their meat from the kosher butcher. Yet they drove to synagogue and worked on Shabbat, the busiest day of the week at the Shainberg store, and a day when both driving and working are prohibited by Jewish law. Charming young David was his father’s star salesman, destined to carry on his legacy. Then, as a teenager, he became infatuated with Judaism. His inspiration was the Baron Hirsch rabbi, Georges Bacarat, a French Hasid who was educated in Europe and Egypt and adored by young members of the congregation.6

After hearing the rabbi’s sermon one Saturday in December 1921, David decided that he would no longer work on Shabbat. He quickly went from playing craps at synagogue to becoming one of the rabbi’s most dedicated pupils. David’s life soon revolved around Baron Hirsch, where he founded a Junior Congregation, and became the youngest member of the synagogue’s board of trustees. He managed to convince his father to close his store on Saturdays. Rabbi Bacarat led many of his acolytes to quit working on Shabbat, earning the ire of their merchant fathers, for whom Saturday was not a day of rest but a ticket to the middle class. Sam Shainberg and other leaders of the synagogue would later fire Rabbi Bacarat over this and other perceived transgressions, including his refusal to grant liquor permits to local wine dealers during Prohibition.7

After graduating from Memphis Central High School in 1923, David enrolled at Wharton, the business school at the University of Pennsylvania. He made close friends with other Jewish students and walked to synagogue on Shabbat. He excelled in his studies, cheered on Penn at football games, took long walks in Fairmount Park, learned to play the banjo, attended many parties, and went on many dates. After finishing his freshman year, he returned to Memphis in June of 1924, and was persuaded by Rabbi Bacarat not to return to Wharton. Though his father was disappointed, he desperately needed his son’s help. For the next two years, David worked for his father by day and studied Torah by night.

From the Torah, David learned, came the world’s most fundamental ideas of justice. The notion that every human being is created in the likeness of God, and therefore every life is sacred, first appeared in the Torah. The Golden Rule to treat others as you would like to be treated also emerged from the Torah, as did the concept of social justice. “Justice, justice, you shall pursue,” God commands Jews in the Torah. According to the rabbinic sages, “The world endures because of three things: justice, truth, and peace.”

David wrote in his diary that during these two years in Memphis, he underwent a spiritual transformation that gave him, for the first time in his life, “peace of mind and tranquility of soul.” He came to see Rabbi Bacarat as a messenger of God. The rabbi, in turn, recognized in David a rare talent, and the potential to become a great Jewish leader. He encouraged David to further his studies in New York, at the Rabbi Isaac Elchanan Theological Seminary (RIETS), the rabbinical seminary of Yeshiva University.8

In 1927, David moved to Borough Park, Brooklyn, where he immersed himself in study groups with other young intellectuals. He enrolled at New York University, taking classes in English literature, public speaking, and European history. Yet David never felt quite right in New York. Despite his outer shell of dapper suits, Hollywood looks, his penchant for cigars and fedoras, and the calls of young women vying for his attention, David longed for a time gone by. In the pages of his diary, he wrote of trading his calendar of parties, opera, and theater for a more austere setting where he could fully explore his burgeoning spirituality.

Despite David’s staunch opposition to the fledgling Zionist movement, he nevertheless followed the Zionist call to return to the Jewish homeland. In one letter to his parents from New York, he described secular Zionism as a “worthless anti-Jewish cause.” In another, he wrote of a Jewish deli that was not kosher enough, “I have seen more clearly than ever here in New York how the Zionists destroy everything Jewish, so open and fearless is this vile movement.” Several months later, David revealed his conflicted feelings on the question of Jewish life in the Diaspora, writing, “Our position is never secure in the land of our adoption. We are forever no more than strangers.”


[image: ]
A photo of David in his New York days, c. 1928.


David seemed to agree with the fundamental concept of Zionism: that after spending two millennia wandering the world without a home, the Jews needed a place to call their own if they wished to survive. Zionism arose in the late nineteenth century as a response to rising anti-Semitism in Europe. The national liberation movement popularized by the Austro-Hungarian Jewish journalist Theodor Herzl envisioned the return of a long-persecuted people to the ancestral homeland from which they had been exiled: Zion.

David’s anti-Zionist stance coexisted with his love for the Land of Israel, and his camaraderie with early Zionist leaders such as Rabbi Wolf Gold. Undeterred by his rejection of the secular Zionist movement, David decided that the only place that could satiate his spiritual thirst was his people’s spiritual wellspring.

A Small World After All

In a twelve-page letter to his parents written on the Aquitania’s stationary, David documented his journey aboard the luxury ocean liner. Larger and just as opulent as the Titanic, the Aquitania was, in David’s words, a “veritable floating palace.” At 900 feet long, 97 feet wide, and 92 feet deep, the Aquitania was taller than the Woolworth Building, the world’s tallest skyscraper at the time. The ship had a ballroom, garden lounges, a restaurant that served (non-kosher) filet mignon and oysters on the half shell, and a kosher menu overseen by the Chief Rabbi of the British Empire.9


[image: ]
David’s letter written at sea aboard the RMS Aquitania, September 13, 1928.


On board in third class, David quickly made friends in first and second class. He spent his days on the upper decks, in serendipitous encounters with the handful of other Jewish travelers. “‘What a small world we live in’ is a common observation,” David wrote to his parents. “Seldom do we believe it. I do now. My cabin partner is a Mr. Levine, who is the founder and mayor of the colony Herzliya in Palestine. He’s an ex-Tennessean, having resided in Chattanooga some 25 years.”

David was referring to Shimon Zev Levine, who in 1924 co-founded the city named after Zionist forefather Theodore Herzl, and who served as the city’s mayor. Born in Russia, Levine immigrated to the United States in 1903 following the Kishinev pogrom. Levine settled in Tennessee, where he worked at a car factory. In 1922, he emigrated to Palestine.

Mr. Levine and I have daily discussions on the Zionist question, since we two are the only ones eating at the Jewish table. He is by no means religious, holds that the Jews are a nationality like other peoples, etc. You can imagine that we have plenty of topics for debate and discussion.

On his third evening at sea, David celebrated Rosh Hashanah, the Jewish New Year. With no synagogue, no service, and no quorum of worshippers to pray with, it was a strange holiday for David. With the shimmering sky above and the glistening sea below, he meditated upon the wide expanse before him, water as far as the eye could see.

“What more elevating a thought than that I am en route to our country, the land of our forefathers,” he wrote to his parents. “The land where the Holy Temple stood, where Samuel, Saul, David, Solomon lived in splendor in the zenith of our people’s history.”

Upon his arrival in Cherbourg, France, David boarded a train to Paris. Having never stepped foot outside the US, every building, every street, every person he saw must have been a revelation. From there he took a train to Milan, marveling at the astounding beauty of the French countryside that rolled past his window. As the sun set over the Swiss frontier, David’s train crossed into Switzerland, and beneath a blanket of stars into Italy, where he boarded a train to Venice. There he walked the city’s serpentine canals and narrow streets. Arriving in Trieste just before Shabbat on Friday, September 21, David rushed aboard the ship that would take him to Alexandria, Egypt. Yom Kippur, the Day of Atonement, fell on the third night of David’s voyage to Egypt. He wrote in his letter that he took advantage of the moonlit Mediterranean night and the endless blue water to reflect on the year behind him. His intention for the next two years was clear: like a Jewish monk, he would devote himself day and night to the study of Talmud. Who knows, he may have thought, perhaps I will become a great rabbi.

Disembarking in Alexandria, David journeyed to Cairo with seven other passengers, including four Englishmen, a Zionist from New Jersey, an office worker from Jerusalem, and a Jewish Palestinian* lawyer. David spent the night in Cairo and the following day toured the pyramids of Giza on a camel’s back. The next day, he sailed to the first modern Hebrew city, home to the radiant white buildings and breezy boulevards that had just been built out of sand dunes by Jewish exiles who gathered from every corner of the earth to realize a 2,000-year-old dream. David was on his way to Tel Aviv.

In a postcard from Cairo to his best friend in Memphis, Israel Kanarek, David described the journey as his own personal exodus. As his rickety boat approached the shores of Palestine, David was blissfully unaware of the holy war that was brewing.



* Genuth, who was born in Hungary, went on to become one of the most influential rabbis in Cleveland. Engelberg became the rabbi of Taylor Road Synagogue in Cleveland.

* Born in Germany in 1889, Wolf Gold descended from at least eight generations of rabbis. Ordained at the age of 17, he moved to the United States at the age of 18 and served as a rabbi in numerous communities, including Scranton, Chicago, San Francisco, and Brooklyn. In 1917 he established Torah Vodaath, a prominent Brooklyn yeshiva. David was likely introduced to Rabbi Gold by his brother, Henry Raphael Gold, who served as a rabbi at Memphis’s Baron Hirsch Congregation from 1916 to 1919. Wolf Gold would go on to sign Israel’s Declaration of Independence and become an early leader of the Religious Zionist movement.

* Both Jews and Arabs living in Palestine at the time were considered Palestinian. In his letters David often describes Jewish natives of the land as Palestinians.







CHAPTER 2
The All-Too-Promised Land


ON NOVEMBER 2, 1917, AS ALLIED FORCES ADVANCED INTO Ottoman-ruled Palestine, British foreign secretary Lord Arthur James Balfour penned a letter at his desk in London to one of the most illustrious Jewish citizens of the United Kingdom. Addressing Walter Rothschild, a former member of Parliament and second baron of the famed Rothschild banking family, the former prime minister of Great Britain wrote, “His Majesty’s Government view with favour the establishment in Palestine of a national home for the Jewish people, and will use their best endeavours to facilitate the achievement of this object …”

The Balfour Declaration would become one of the most consequential proclamations of the British crown: heralded by one people, reviled by another. In March 1919, after the British conquered Palestine from the Ottoman Empire, President Woodrow Wilson voiced American backing for the decision. “The Allied Nations, with the fullest concurrence of our Government and our people, are agreed that in Palestine shall be laid the foundations of a Jewish commonwealth,” Wilson declared.

On July 24, 1922, the League of Nations granted Great Britain the official mandate to govern Palestine on behalf of the international community. The Balfour Declaration was a central pillar of the Mandate for Palestine. While the British committed to establishing a “Jewish national home,” the text of the mandate stipulated that “nothing shall be done which may prejudice the civil and religious rights of existing non-Jewish communities in Palestine.”1

Great Britain’s support for the Zionist cause could not have come at a more desperate time for the Jewish people. Between 1918 and 1921, more than 100,000 Jews were murdered in pogroms in Ukraine, Poland, and Russia. While Jews had lived in the Land of Israel since biblical times, that land had been under Muslim rule for more than 1,000 years. As second-class citizens, Jews’ religious freedom had been limited, their political aspirations suppressed, and their numbers kept to a minimum by Jewish immigration restrictions. The Balfour Declaration put an end to those restrictions, albeit briefly. With the gates of the United States narrowing to Jewish immigrants due to isolationist quotas—then slammed shut by the Immigration Act of 1924—the Israelites who were scattered throughout the globe began their steady return to their newly open home.

The British would later abandon the Balfour Declaration under Arab pressure, but its impact was quickly felt. When the Mandate began in 1922, Palestine’s population was 757,000, including 590,000 Muslims, 73,000 Christians, and 84,000 Jews. By 1928, the Jewish population had nearly doubled to 150,000. Nevertheless, in 1929, the Jewish community of Palestine was a constellation of islands in an Arab sea. Even in Jerusalem, where Jews were a majority, the city felt “as Arab as Cairo or Baghdad,” wrote the famed American correspondent Vincent Sheean of his time in Palestine in 1929. The haunting sound of the Islamic call to prayer wafted through every street, piercing the air at sunrise, sunset, and late into the night, Sheean wrote.2

To the Arabs of Palestine, the Balfour Declaration was a shocking betrayal. During World War I, when Palestine was ruled by the Ottoman Empire, the British had convinced thousands of Arabs from Palestine, Syria, Transjordan, and Southern Arabia to rebel against their Turkish rulers in exchange for independence. In leaflets dropped by British planes over Palestine, the British army addressed Arab soldiers of the Ottoman army with a plea from Hussein ibn Ali, the King of Hejaz and the Emir of Mecca. In 1916 Hussein proclaimed himself King of the Arabs and entered negotiations with the British for the freedom of all Arab lands ruled by the Ottomans. “The Arab Kingdom has been for a long time in bondage to the Turks, who have killed your brethren, and crucified your men and disported your women and families,” read the leaflets. “Come and join us who are labouring for the sake of religion and the freedom of the Arabs.”3

In a series of letters known as the McMahon-Hussein correspondence, exchanged between King Hussein and British High Commissioner of Egypt Sir Henry McMahon between July 1915 and March 1916, McMahon vowed to recognize Arab independence in return for Hussein’s agreement to launch an Arab rebellion against the Ottoman Empire. The revolt began in Medina on June 5, 1916. The ensuing assistance of Arab soldiers was pivotal to the Allied defeat of the Ottoman Empire, with rebel fighters helping British soldiers expel Turkish forces from lands they had ruled for centuries. In Palestine, thousands of Arab fighters deserted their posts in the Turkish army to fight for the Allies, aiding the British in their victory over the Ottoman Empire. It had not been difficult to convince Arabs to turn against the Turks. By the end of Ottoman rule, Arabs in Palestine were dying of hunger and disease. Some parents killed themselves to avoid watching their children starve to death. Others sold their babies for food.

By 1917, Jews and Arabs alike were praying for the British to liberate them from the Turks. When British troops arrived in Jerusalem on December 9, 1917, crowds of Arab and Jewish residents greeted them as heroes.4

Arab rebels turned their weapons over to the British with the expectation of gaining independence for a unified Arab state stretching from Syria to Yemen. Instead, they learned of the Balfour Declaration and the secretive Sykes-Picot agreement of 1916, in which France and the United Kingdom carved up former Ottoman territory into British and French control. Sheikh Freih Abu Middein, the Chief Sheikh of Beersheba who recruited hundreds of Bedouin tribesmen to fight alongside the British, would later testify to a British commission, “If we knew that the promise was given to the Jews, we would not have before given any assistance to Great Britain.”5

The Jews of Palestine quickly laid the groundwork for their future state, building dozens of new towns and socialist agricultural communes, which they called kibbutzim. They developed the infrastructure, industries, banks, welfare organizations, educational, medical, and labor institutions that continue to serve Israeli society today. Between 1920 and 1930, Jews purchased 172,000 acres of land at a cost of nearly £8 million ($39 million). Jewish land ownership nearly doubled, from 160,000 to 300,000 acres. This land was typically acquired from wealthy absentee Arab landowners. The purchase of these lands, often for far more than they were worth, sometimes displaced peasant farmers who subsisted on the land. Some farmers were compensated by the Jews who purchased the land, or given other land on which to live. Others were not.6

Among those selling their property were leaders of the Arab nationalist movement, the same men who were vehemently protesting Jewish land purchases and immigration. They included members of the powerful Husseini family, at least eight Arab mayors, and various leaders of the anti-Zionist Arab Higher Committee. One prominent Arab attorney who helped Jews purchase land later went to the British High Commissioner of Palestine demanding a prohibition on exactly these sales. Despite their protests, there was, in fact, more Arab-owned earth for sale than Zionist funds available to buy it.7

Much of the land they purchased was infested with malaria-carrying insects or uncultivated, having laid dormant for centuries. Nevertheless, the influx of these Jewish newcomers and their progressive, egalitarian way of life aroused suspicion and fear among the Arab villagers who lived near them—and whose highly traditional, patriarchal way of life could not have been more different from that of their new neighbors. These misgivings would soon be exploited by Arab leaders.8

The convergence of two struggles for self-determination was, perhaps, destined to erupt into civil war. For what was to the Jews an ingathering of exiles to their native land and a historic righting of so many wrongs was to the Arabs a colonial enterprise. After Hitler rose to power and European Jewry entered its darkest hour, the British would reverse their commitment to the Zionist cause, placing severe restrictions on Jewish immigration and land purchases to appease Arab fury. Yet the wheels of strife were already in motion.

By the time David Shainberg arrived in Palestine, the friction between Zionism and Arab nationalism was on the verge of erupting into an outpouring of violence, the likes of which the Holy Land had not seen in nearly a millennium. The instigator of that eruption was a young Arab aristocrat who likely would have spent his life in obscurity had it not been for a historic miscalculation by a British Zionist, who plucked him from political exile and made him the first leader of Palestine’s Arabs and the father of their nationalist movement.







CHAPTER 3
The Grand Mufti


THEY CALLED HIM FAITHFUL.

Born in Jerusalem in 1895* to one of the most prominent Arab families in Palestine, Amin al-Husseini was preordained to a life of luxury. A large and wealthy clan of landowners, the Husseini family traced its lineage to the grandson of the Prophet Muhammad. Under Ottoman rule, the Husseinis produced a long line of Jerusalem mayors and muftis (the chief Islamic official in the Holy Land). Amin’s father was Mufti of Jerusalem, as was his father’s father.1

Amin, the Arabic word for “faithful,” was born to his polygamous father’s second wife, Zeinab. After attending a Turkish government school in Jerusalem, Amin studied in Cairo under the Islamic scholar Sheikh Rashid Rida, who taught an ultraconservative brand of Islam that advocated the establishment of a global Islamic Caliphate. Amin went on to Al-Azhar, Cairo’s preeminent Islamic university, for one year. Failing to complete his studies, he never earned the honorific of Sheikh. At the age of 18, he made a pilgrimage to Mecca, fulfilling the Muslim duty of Hajj. As one of the five pillars of Islam, Hajj is the most significant event a Muslim can experience. From then on, he was known as Haj Amin.2

He developed his loathing of Jews from a young age. As a teenager, Amin learned of the Prophet Muhammad’s complex relationship with the Jewish tribes of Arabia, descendants of the ancient Israelites who had arrived there after their expulsion from the Kingdom of Judaea. While most Jews in Medina rejected Muhammad as a prophet and did not join his new faith, nearly two dozen Jewish tribes accepted his political leadership and signed a treaty with him. Muhammad married two Jewish women and established close diplomatic and economic relations with the Jewish tribes. One tribe, however, the Banu Qurayza, switched sides, and Muhammad ordered the execution of all its adult men. Hundreds of Jewish men were beheaded, and their women and children enslaved. Gradually, the Jewish presence in Medina declined, and Muhammad expelled the last two remaining tribes from the city. Haj Amin was taught that as the living embodiment of the rejection of Islam, Jews would forever be condemned as infidels.3

During his tenure as Mufti of Jerusalem, Haj Amin’s father, Tahir, was a fierce early opponent of Zionism, using his power to block Jewish immigration and land purchases in Jerusalem. In 1899, Tahir proposed that “new arrivals be terrorized prior to the expulsion of all foreign Jews established in Palestine since 1891.” And yet, he also sold land to Jews in Jerusalem.4

Upon Tahir’s death in 1908, his eldest son, Kamel, succeeded him. British authorities later anointed him Palestine’s first Grand Mufti, a title inspired by Egypt’s Grand Mufti. Unlike his father, Kamel pursued cooperation with the Jewish community.5

Haj Amin, however, took after his father. After World War I, he returned to Jerusalem, where he joined the emerging Arab nationalist movement. His virulent anti-Jewish speeches outside of mosques and his writing in Arab nationalist journals garnered him a loyal following.6

When his half-brother Kamel died in 1921, the all-important post of Grand Mufti was left vacant. Twenty-six-year-old Haj Amin was far from an obvious replacement. Just five months earlier, he had been living in Transjordan, where he had gone into hiding with Bedouin tribes.

“Palestine Is Our Land, the Jews Are Our Dogs”

The annual pilgrimage Nebi Musa was the largest Islamic festival in the region. The annual procession led from Jerusalem to the site in the Judaean Desert where Muslims believe Moses, Nebi Musa in Arabic, is buried. Celebrated since the days of Sultan Saladin, Nebi Musa was the most important Islamic pilgrimage site in Palestine. During Ottoman rule, the Turks deployed thousands of soldiers to maintain order. New to the area, the British did no such thing.7

On the morning of April 4, 1920, some 70,000 Muslim men gathered in Jerusalem’s Old City, far more than in years past. “We won the country by the sword, we will keep the country by the sword!” they cried, recalling the Muslim conquest of Jerusalem from the Byzantine Empire a millennium earlier. Arab nationalists, including Haj Amin, incited the crowds from balconies. Holding a portrait of Syria’s Emir Faisal, Amin proclaimed, “This is your king!”8

The declaration of rebellion was clear: Palestine’s Arabs would not answer to the British crown. Haj Amin’s uncle, Musa Kazim al-Husseini, the mayor of Jerusalem, called on Muslims to “spill their blood” for Palestine. Aref al-Aref, a prominent Arabic writer who would later become mayor of Jerusalem, declared, “Palestine is our land, the Jews are our dogs!” Crowds erupted in cheers, joined by applause from Arab policemen who had been deployed by the British to keep the peace.9

Riots swiftly gripped Jerusalem. Arabs beat and stoned Jews in the alleyways of the Old City, ransacked homes and shops in the Jewish Quarter, and set fire to a yeshiva after tearing up its Torah scrolls. Dozens of Jews were attacked over the course of that day and night. Children were beaten, women were raped, and men were killed. Early the next morning, the British withdrew their forces from Jerusalem and sealed off the city, forbidding anyone from entering or leaving. Though they declared martial law later that day and sent in troops to quash the riots, it would take three days to restore order. By then 5 Jews had been killed and 216 wounded. Four Arabs were also killed in the riots, including a girl who fell from a window after being struck in the head by a stray bullet.10

[image: ]
The Nebi Musa procession in Jerusalem’s Old City, April 1920.


Muslims heralded the event as a revolt against the Balfour Declaration. The police issued arrest warrants for 200 people, including Haj Amin and his uncle Musa Kazim. Both promptly fled Jerusalem, crossing the Jordan River into Transjordan, where they were sentenced in absentia to ten years in prison for incitement. Thirty-nine Jews were also arrested, including Ze’ev Jabotinsky, a charismatic Zionist leader and journalist
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