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  A myth . . . is an event that  in some sense  happened once, but which also happens all the time.


  
    Karen Armstrong, A Short History of Myth
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  NAMES


  Israelis refer to the city as Hebron or Hevron with a short e, as in bread, while Palestinians use the longer e of eat. The name derives from the
  Hebrew word hever, which means friend. Its name in Arabic has a similar derivation: it is called Al Khalil, the friend, in honour of Abraham, the friend of
  God, and its inhabitants call themselves Khalilis. I use the name most widely used in the UK, vowel length unspecified.


  Hebrons holiest shrine also goes by several names. According to the Book of Genesis, Abraham buried his wife Sarah in the Cave of Machpelah. Jews call the Herodian structure above the
  cave Harat HaMachpelah, or the Machpelah Cave, and Muslims call it the Ibrahimi Mosque. It is also known as the Tomb of the Patriarchs. The largest and most famous room in its interior is called
  the Yitzhak or Isaac Hall.


  Some of the other place names are also disputed. Since Tel Rumeida is the site of ancient Hebron, the settlers refer to it as Tel Hebron, but Tel Rumeida  the name coined by
  the American archaeologist Philip Hammond, who linked the Arabic name of a nearby mountain, Jebel Rumeida, with the Hebrew word tel  is much more widely used. The settlers call
  the main road through the centre of the city King David Street or King Davids Steps. Everyone else knows it as Shoada Street.


  DATES


  All dates of Hebrons mythic history are taken from the conventional biblical chronology. According to the Jewish calendar, the world began 5,771 years ago, in 3760 BCE.
  Abraham was supposedly born in the year 1948, or 1812 BCE, in the archaeological period known as the Middle Bronze Age. 2011 CE equates to 5771 in the Jewish calendar.
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  INTRODUCTION


  
    
      
        
          Say: God has declared the truth. Follow the faith of Abraham. He was an upright man, no idolater.

        

      

    

  

  
  
  
            The Koran, 3:95

          



  I wanted to write about Tel Rumeida since I first heard of its existence. In June 2001, when the Second Intifada was at its height, a friend of mine organized a conference at
  the ICA with the laudable aim of creating a space where the intractable futures of Israelis and Palestinians, Jews and Arabs can briefly be re-imagined. The invited speakers included
  a woman whose daughter had been killed by a suicide bomber and an Arab member of the Knesset, the Israeli Parliament, who was being prosecuted for treason, but it was the Israeli architect Eyal
  Weizman who presented a way of thinking about the conflict that was entirely new to me. He maintained that it was no longer defined by international treaties or by military force, but by how and
  where one chose to build. The landscape and the built environment become the arena of conflict, he wrote in an essay called The Politics of Verticality. Since Israel
  captured the West Bank and East Jerusalem from Jordan in the Six Day War of 1967, the state has been engaged in what Weizman called a colossal project of territorial and architectural
  planning, building military bases, hilltop settlements and security roads that bypass Palestinian towns. Occupying land was not merely an end in itself: it was also
  a way of rendering the idea of a Palestinian state a logistical impossibility. The thing must be done first and foremost by creating facts on the ground, one planner said: cut
  apart by Israeli roads and settlements, and enjoying only limited areas for self-rule, the minority population would find it hard to create unification and territorial
  continuity.


  Weizman said that mapmaking was a national obsession in Israel, and yet if you wanted to understand the nature of the occupation, it was no longer enough to view the West Bank in plan, as a flat
  territory, seen from above: The separation between Israeli and Palestinian areas in the Occupied Territories was not articulated in the surface of the terrain alone, he wrote. Israel
  had created a multidimensional road system, with the highways reserved for settler traffic raised on bridges, and the narrow Palestinian roads sunk into underpasses, and it had also sought to
  control the militarized airspace above the West Bank, and the mountain aquifer beneath it. The territory that had resulted was a kind of hollow land  cut apart and
  enclosed by its many barriers, gutted by underground tunnels, threaded together by overpasses and bombed from its militarised skies.


  Yet it was another element of Weizmans hollow land that intrigued me most. Israel has never annexed most of the West Bank, but it annexed East Jerusalem at the end of the
  Six Day War, and at the same time it declared the archaeological and historical sites in the West Bank, primarily those of Jewish or Israelite cultural relevance to be the states
  national and cultural property . The sub-terrain was the first zone to be colonised, Weizman said, and in passing he mentioned a notorious episode
  in which a group of settlers had occupied an archaeological site called Tel Rumeida, and built a block of flats on stilts above the exposed remains of the Bronze Age city of
  Hebron.
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  I tried to find out more about it, but the reports were confused and contradictory: one claimed that the settlers had been drawn to Tel Rumeida by the news that an
  archaeologist had uncovered remnants of King Davids palace, but others said it was not until the settlers occupied the site that its archaeological significance became apparent. It seemed
  that there had been several digs during the last forty years, but when they had taken place, and what they had found, was not clear. The nature of the settlement was not clear, either: Eyal Weizman
  said the settlers had placed seven mobile homes on an elevated cement roof supported by concrete pillars placed around the site of the dig, but other sources suggested
  they had built  or were building  a block of flats.


  The confusion was intriguing in itself  the IsraeliPalestinian conflict is reported in great detail even in relatively peaceful times, and during the upheavals of the Second
  Intifada there were more or less daily updates in the media. Yet the constant coverage has not proved enlightening: a study conducted by the Glasgow University Media Group in 2003 found that many
  people did not even know who was occupying the occupied territories. Perhaps it was not surprising that the history of a single building in the most bitterly contested
  city in the West Bank should have been so hard to establish.


  Hebron lies at the heart of the struggle for control of the land because it is the city of the matriarchs and patriarchs  the family of named individuals from whom all Jews, Christians
  and Muslims claim lineal or spiritual descent. According to Genesis, Abraham settled in Hebron when he obeyed Gods command to leave his home and travel to the Promised
  Land. He had two sons: the elder, Ishmael, is believed to have become the father of the Arabs, while the younger, Isaac, had a son called Jacob, who became the father of the Jews.


  When Abrahams wife, Sarah, died, he buried her in a tomb called the Cave of Machpelah, on the outskirts of the town, and he was later buried beside her. Since Isaac and Jacob, and two of
  their respective wives, are also believed to be interred in the family tomb, Hebron is regarded as the birthplace of the Jewish people, and the immense Herodian structure that stands above the
  traditional site of the Cave of Machpelah in the south-west corner of the city, half a mile east of Tel Rumeida, is Judaisms second holiest shrine.


  Yet it was Ishmaels heirs who dominated Hebron when the Jews two-thousand-year exile from Israel began. When the Muslim armies led by Mohammeds successors emerged from the
  Arabian peninsula and captured Palestine in 632 CE, they renamed Hebron Al Khalil, the friend, in honour of Abraham, whom Muslims venerate as a friend of God, and turned
  the building above the Tomb of the Patriarchs into a mosque. Jews began returning to Hebron in the medieval era, and a small group lived in peace with their Palestinian neighbours until 1929, when
  sixty-seven of their number were killed in a riot provoked by growing tensions over Jewish immigration to Palestine, and the British authorities decided to evacuate the rest.


  For most of the next forty years there were no Jews in Hebron, but in 1968 an atavistic rabbi called Moshe Levinger led a small group back to the city. According to the Israeli writer Amos Oz,
  the settlers who led the return to the territories that Israel had captured in the Six Day War of 1967 made up a stupid and cruel messianic sect, a band of
  armed gangsters . . . that emerged from some dark corner of Judaism. Rabbi Levinger and his followers were some of the most extreme of all. In most places in the West Bank, the settlements
  were established on isolated hilltops or other defensible locations, at one remove from the local population, but the settlers of Hebron chose to live in the middle of the largest Palestinian city
  in the West Bank.


  Levinger believed that the biblical legends on which their claims to the land were based should supersede all other considerations: The Jewish national renaissance is more important than
  democracy, he once said. No government has the authority or right to say that a Jew cannot live in all of the parts of the land of Israel. Since many of his followers belonged
  to the outlawed Kach Party that advocated the expulsion or transfer of the Ishmaelites from the territories they called Judea and Samaria, it is little
  wonder that their presence provoked resentment and resistance, yet they were not easily intimidated. In the early days of the settlement, Palestinian stallholders in the Old City would identify
  their new neighbours by their antisocial tendencies  one might be known for turning over market stalls; another for spitting in peoples faces  but over the years, the minor
  antagonisms escalated into violent confrontations, and on the morning of 25 February 1994 a doctor from Brooklyn called Baruch Goldstein walked into the Tomb of the Patriarchs during dawn prayers
  and shot and killed twenty-nine Muslims.


  The Israeli army responded to the massacre by imposing a year-long curfew on the Palestinian residents of the Old City of Hebron, increasing the number of roadblocks and checkpoints, and banning
  Palestinian cars, and in some cases Palestinian pedestrians, from its streets. Complaining of constant harassment, and finding themselves increasingly unable to pursue their
  lives, the Palestinians began abandoning the area, and the settlers expanded their presence. In 1984, they placed seven caravans on a plot of land on the eastern edge of Tel Rumeida within the line
  of the ancient city walls, and in 1999 they gained permission to turn the encampment into permanent homes. Building on such an important site would never have been permitted in Israel itself
   one Israeli archaeologist told me that it was like building on Stonehenge, and the legal challenges that delayed the progress of the work were one of the sources of the confusion that I had
  encountered when I began my research.


  The building was finally completed in 2005. The Israeli archaeologist who had conducted the rescue excavation that prepared the ground for construction had left intact some of the
  structures he unearthed, including two sections of the city walls, and the settlement was raised on stilts placed among them. The settlers American-born spokesman David Wilder called the
  first tenants keepers of the keys  guardians of Hebrons Jewish shrines, and inheritors of a tradition lasting almost four thousand years: It is the site of the
  original Hebron, home of Abraham and Sarah, Isaac and Rebecca, Jacob and Lea, he wrote. Seemingly unconcerned by the fact that they had destroyed the heritage they claimed to revere, Wilder
  said that the beautiful new apartment complex built above the roots of our existence symbolized the buds of the rebirth of the Jewish People in the City of the
  Patriarchs and Matriarchs and represents, perhaps more than any other place in Israel, the moral and historical justification of our existence, not only in Hebron, but in all of
  Israel. That is why we are here, and that is why we will stay here, forever.


  The building that stood on stilts above its own foundations also stood above the foundations of the state of Israel itself. Here, or so it seemed to me from a distance of
  several thousand miles, were the mythic roots of the struggle to control the land  and here was the modern conflict in its most incestuous form. In 2005, the liberal Israeli journalist
  Gideon Levy said that an annual field trip to Tel Rumeida should be mandatory in Israeli schools: This is where every student in Israel  every citizen, in fact 
  should be brought. The fate of its Palestinian residents would form the curriculum of a course in civics and social studies, for barely fifty of the five hundred families who once lived in
  the area were left: the rest had been driven out by a reign of terror imposed by the violent lords of the land who had become their neighbours.


  To Levy, Tel Rumeida has become the gutter of the settlement enterprise, a military barracks that had become a shelter for purest evil, while to Wilder,
  it is not only the birthplace of monotheism but the roots of all civilization. There was only one point on which they might agree: as Levy put it, there was no other neighbourhood
  like this one.


  It was not just the violence of the Second Intifada that stopped me going out to Hebron straight away. At first, I did not feel entitled to write about the
  IsraeliPalestinian conflict: I do not speak Arabic or Hebrew, I have no Israeli or Palestinian relatives  no Jewish or Muslim ones either as far as Im aware  and I had
  never been to the region. I have no history of engagement in the subject and no expertise to offer. The lack of an instinctive commitment was not necessarily a disadvantage  you might argue
  that it was the best qualification I could have  and yet the idea of an outsider writing about such a tortuous and agonizing situation seemed at best inappropriate, and at
  worst a gross intrusion.


  I told myself that Hebron was a place of significance to everyone who grew up within the cultural sphere of the three great Abrahamic faiths of the Middle East, but I did not believe it until I
  found my life converging on the lives of the matriarchs and patriarchs in one fundamental respect. In the summer of 2006, my wife and I had discovered that we belonged to the small group of people
  who cannot have children without help, and when I re-read the Book of Genesis shortly afterwards I was surprised and moved to discover that all three generations of Hebrons first family also
  suffered from what our doctors call unexplained infertility. Naturally, the solutions that our societies proposed were very different  theirs preached obedience to the dictates
  of a priestly cult; ours offered all the benefits of post-Enlightenment medical science  but the dilemma was essentially the same, and the knowledge that Abraham, Isaac and Jacob and their
  respective wives had suffered the same frustrations as us made their stories more real to me than they had ever been before.


  I was particularly fascinated by the story of Abrahams attempts to produce an heir, for it dramatizes the mythic origins of the ethnic struggle that has endured until today. From the
  moment that Abrahams wife, Sarah, appears in the Book of Genesis we are told that she was barren: she had no child, and before God intervenes to grant her a son at the age of
  ninety, she tells Abraham to go in unto her Egyptian maid, Hagar: It may be that I may obtain children by her.


  Such arrangements might have been conventional in the time that Genesis was composed or redacted, but its authors were nonetheless aware of their ability to create resentment. The King James
  Bible conveys what happened next in a verse of concise dramatic power: Hagar conceived, and when she saw that she had conceived, her mistress was despised in her
  eyes. To be supplanted by her servant was bad enough, but to be despised by her was too much to bear. Sarah  or Sarai, as she was known before Isaacs birth
   complained to Abraham, whose answer, seems, to a modern reader, perfectly pitched between affection and exasperation: Behold, thy maid is in thy hand. Do to her as it pleaseth
  thee. Sarai was unforgiving: she dealt hardly with Hagar, who fled from her face, and yet God did not abandon her. An angel of the Lord found Hagar wandering in
  the wilderness, and told her to go back. Hagar and her unborn child were part of Gods design  the angel told her that her descendants shall not be numbered for
  multitude, and that she could call her son Ishmael because the Lord hath heard thy affliction before adding an ominous prophecy about his nature: And he will be a wild
  man; his hand will be against every man, and every mans hand against him.


  Hagar went back to her mistress, as instructed, but the feud between Abrahams wives was renewed after Isaacs miraculous birth. Ishmaels behaviour at the great
  feast that Abraham gave on the day that Isaac was weaned is the source of the dispute, though it is not clear exactly what he did: the King James Bible says that Sarah saw Ishmael
  mocking, without explaining who or what provoked his scorn, but the Jewish writer Elie Wiesel offers a different translation  he says that Sarah saw the fourteen-year-old boy
  Ishmael playing with his younger brother, and could not abide the growing intimacy between the boys.


  Her reaction was as unforgiving as before: she told Abraham to cast out this bondwoman and her son, and God, who seemed to have infinite patience for the matriarchs and
  patriarchs domestic affairs, advised her to obey. In all that Sarah hath said unto thee, hearken unto her voice; for in Isaac thy seed shall be called, he
  said, though he added that he would also make Ishmael a nation.


  Abraham gave Hagar bread and water, and expelled her and Ishmael into the wilderness of Beer-sheba, where the boy would have died of thirst if the angel had not intervened again.
  This time, Hagar and Ishmael did not return to Canaan: Ishmael dwelt in the wilderness, and married a woman from Egypt. He had twelve sons, princes according to their nations,
  and when he died, aged one hundred and thirty-seven, he was gathered unto his people, who dwelt from Havilah unto Shur  an area that is sometimes said to
  correspond to the Arabian peninsula. Isaac and Ishmael only met once as adults, when they buried their father in the family tomb in Hebron, but nonetheless the warring residents of the city are
  aware of their shared heritage: as one Palestinian man was to say to me, Arabs and Jews are brothers with different mothers.


  The costly and time-consuming process of IVF delayed my visit to Hebron by another year, but it also gave me a new appreciation of the drama and richness of the legends located
  in the city, and made me even more curious to see where they were set. My son was born in July 2007 and four months later I went to Hebron for the first time.


  Since I had never been to Israel or the West Bank, and did not even know how to negotiate the short journey from Jerusalem to Hebron, I joined a tour led by one of the many groups with an
  interest in the city. The Hebron Rehabilitation Committee (HRC) had been set up in 1996 after the massacre in the mosque, and with the aim of addressing its consequences: when
  it began operations, more than a third of the densely packed stone buildings in the Old City were abandoned or neglected, and it was home to no more than five hundred people. The HRC began
  renovating the frayed buildings and offering subsidized rents, and during the next ten years its population increased ten times over. Reviving its commercial life proved much harder: our guide,
  Walid, told us that if he had not held his fathers hand when he visited the Old City as a child, he would have got lost in the crowds, but such precautions were hardly necessary any more
   Sunday is a normal day of business in Hebron, but most of the stalls that lined the winding course of Al-Harem Street were shut, and the few that had remained open had no customers, apart
  from us.


  The settlers never enter the covered part of the souk without an army escort, but it was not hard to detect the evidence of their presence: there were Israeli flags flying from the rooftops, and
  the unroofed sections of the souk that abutted the settlements were covered with a veil of chicken wire to catch the stones and bottles thrown from above. The side streets that ran south towards
  the settlement established on the site of the old wholesale market on the southern edge of the Old City were blocked with rubbish and barbed wire, and the main street that used to run towards it
  had been cut in half by a barrier built from the immense concrete blocks that form the separation fence or apartheid wall that runs between Israel and the West Bank. The
  street must have been abandoned in great haste, for the doors to the shops were standing open, and there were traces of chicken shit and feathers stuck to the pallets stacked on the pavements. The
  city had been divided into two zones in 1997, but the process of segregation had not been completed, for the area called H2, where the Israeli army retained control, had been torn in half along a jagged line that ran through the middle of the Old City.


  When we first emerged in the sunlit square beyond the last line of houses that had once formed the Old Citys outer wall, it felt like we had stepped off a forest trail onto the edge of a
  treeless plain, but the sense of openness diminished as I looked around. The camouflage netting covering the facade of the building on the east side of the square indicated that it was one of many
  that had been requisitioned by the army, and the military presence was even more apparent on the western side, where there was another settlement in a large grey building called Beit Romano 
  a watchtower had been set up on the concrete roof above its yard, and the road that ran past it, and climbed the hill towards Tel Rumeida, was sealed by a heavy metal gate flanked by two more
  watchtowers.


  Six soldiers were coming to the end of their patrol as we went past: Theres another side of the story, one of them said in an American accent, when he recognized the
  affiliation of our group. They went through the gates and locked them behind them. I looked through the gap by the chain and saw them standing in a circle, heads bowed in prayer. The
  soldiers assertion did not have the effect that he intended: I have been a journalist for most of my working life and I have always believed that it is my job to listen to what people have
  to say, regardless of their reputation, and to tell their stories as accurately and honestly as I can. Until that afternoon, I had not doubted that there was another side to the
  story, and yet now that I had been confronted with the worst effects of an occupation that smothers the lives of four million people, the idea of engaging with the settlers seemed a shameful
  compromise, a paring away of the anger that was the only reasonable response to the situation.


  I wondered how anyone could justify the damage that had been inflicted on the city, let alone the cost in human life that the settlers presence had entailed; and yet
  my indignation did not blind me to my nature. I am not an activist or a polemical writer. I admired the people who resisted the depredations of the settlers of Hebron, but I could not join them,
  and I could not write about the city if I was arguing a case. I could not evade the political dimension of the conflict, but it wasnt what had caught my attention  I wanted to
  understand the citys mythic history, and the ways in which it continued to inform its inhabitants lives. Above all, I wanted to understand the history of Tel Rumeida.


  I only saw it from a distance. At the end of the tour we climbed onto the roof of the HRCs office in a restored palazzo near the Tomb of the Patriarchs and looked out across the Old City.
  The buildings were so closely packed together that they seemed to form an unbroken surface, an undulating, dun-brown landscape, like a dried-up riverbed or wadi, riven by the cracks of the streets.
  Tel Rumeida was 500 metres to the west: its lower slopes were populated by the gravestones of a Muslim cemetery, and its upper slopes were a blur of dark green foliage. As I gazed at the spot where
  I thought the settlement ought to be, the rattle of gunfire drifted across the rooftops.


  Four months later, I went back to Hebron on my own.


  


  PART ONE


  ISAAC AND ISHMAEL


  c.3000 BCE TO 1999 CE
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  CHAPTER ONE


  THE GATE OF THE CITY


  
    
      
        
          And Ephron the Hittite answered Abraham in the audience of the children of Heth, even of all that went in at the gate of his city, saying, Nay, my lord, hear me: the
          field give I thee, and the cave that is therein, I give it thee; in the presence of the sons of my people, give I it thee: bury thy dead.


          
            Genesis 23: 1011

          

        

      

    

  


  I spent the night in a hotel in East Jerusalem, and in the morning I discovered that the Israeli militarys latest assault on the Gaza Strip was entering a new phase.
  Operation Warm Winter was designed to stop Hamas militants firing rockets at towns in southern Israel. Whether they were responding to the blockade of the Gaza Strip or the other way
  round was a matter of debate, but it was indicative of the corrosive circularity of the IsraeliPalestinian conflict that Israels assault had begun on the day the rockets reached
  Ashkelon, where many of the inhabitants of Gaza had lived until 1948, when they were driven from their homes in the fighting that followed Israels Declaration of Independence. For the first
  two days Israel had attacked suspected bomb-making factories from the air, but on the night of Saturday, 28 February 2008, two thousand soldiers invaded northern Gaza. In protest, Mahmoud Abbas,
  the President of the Palestinian Authority, had suspended relations with Israel, and in the West Bank a day of strikes and demonstrations had been called. There were no buses
  and few taxis on the roads, and the man at reception told me it might not be possible to get to Hebron.
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  Even on a good day the journey is not as straightforward as it should be. Hebron is only twenty miles south of Jerusalem, on an ancient trade route that runs down the spine of the Judean Hills,
  but the road is often closed or the flow of traffic impeded by checkpoints and roadblocks. The Ministry of Tourism has tried to re-brand Route 60 as a heritage trail called the Way of the
  Patriarchs, and its resemblance to a Bronze Age cattle trail is more than cosmetic: it often takes as long to drive the road in the first decade of the twenty-first century as it would have
  taken Abraham to herd his flocks along it.


  For those who do not drive, or cannot afford a taxi, things are even more problematic. A settler bus runs between Jerusalem and H2, the part of the city controlled by the Israeli army, but there
  are no direct buses to the Palestinian districts of H1: you have to change at Bethlehem, and pass through a checkpoint in the wall. I had travelled that way earlier in the week, and I had been
  reminded that it was not a rhetorical flourish to call the West Bank a prison. The taxi driver who picked me up in the centre of Bethlehem did not have a Jerusalem permit, and he was forced to
  leave me at the entrance to the street that led to the checkpoint in the wall. There were roadside stalls selling snacks and drinks and double-parked taxis waiting to pick up fares. A trade in
  images of the wall is another of the micro-industries that have flourished in the unpromising spaces created by its brutal rearrangement of Jerusalems topography, and as I entered the
  grilled passageway that ran beside it, I had to step over a man lying on the floor with a camera pressed to his face.


  The passageway was so narrow that as I walked along it the fingers of my left hand brushed against the concrete. Had there been a queue, it would have been unbearably claustrophobic. A turnstile
  admitted me into a dark hall with scuffed lino floors and unpainted walls. Soldiers behind frosted windows watched my bag pass through an X-ray machine, while another soldier moved back and forth
  on the gantry above my head, the clatter of his boots resounding through the hall. Further Inspection Rooms 1 and 2 said the labels on the doors on the other side of the airport-style
  metal detector. The Palestinian man at the head of the queue waiting to come the other way asked me how I was, and politely repeated my answer: Is it fine, waiting like this? The line
  stretched out of the door and along the Jerusalem side of the wall. Peace Be With You said the sign, in English, Arabic and Hebrew, which the Israeli Ministry of Tourism had fitted
  between the coils of barbed wire above the gate that controlled the flow of traffic in and out of the West Bank. As a foreigner, I was given preferential treatment, and I was going against the flow
  of people on their way home from work, but even so it had been a disorientating experience, and I was relieved when Reception told me they had found me a driver who was willing to take me to
  Hebron.


  There may have been a connection between Ashrafs willingness to defy the strike and his desire for self-improvement, for as soon as he found out that I was English he produced his course
  folder and asked me for help with his homework. He was a football fan: I taught him the English words for the positions on a football pitch, and as we emerged on the edge of Jerusalem, he taught me
  the Arabic terms for the elements that enclosed our horizons  rain, sky and wall.


  Israel began building the separation barrier during the Second Intifada, when hundreds of its citizens were killed in suicide attacks, but no Palestinian
  believes it is a security measure: since its looping course drives far inside the West Bank, dividing villages from their fields, they see it as a means of appropriating yet more land
  in anticipation of the ever-receding peace agreement that is supposed to lead to the creation of a Palestinian state.


  Yet it is not just the Palestinians who resent the Wall: the settlers hate it too. Many of them live east of its projected course, and fear being excluded from the Greater Israel
  that it appears to define, though there is little indication that Israel ever intends to relinquish any part of the occupied territory. Within weeks of capturing East Jerusalem from Jordan in June
  1967, the state had annexed the city and claimed it as the eternal and indivisible capital of the Jewish people, but the demographic equation forbids it from annexing the West Bank as
  well. It wants the land, but not the people  or as the Prime Minister, Levi Eshkol, said to the Foreign Minister, Golda Meir, in the aftermath of the Six Day War: the dowry pleases
  you but the bride does not. It cannot swallow the West Bank, an Israeli once said to me, for absorbing the Palestinian population of the West Bank would mean the end of the Zionist dream of
  a state with a Jewish majority, and yet it cannot spit it out, either. The Wall is the most visible symptom of the confusion. I have yet to hear a more coherent explanation of the logic of binding
  together the West Bank and Israel only to then divide them again than the challenge to the Palestinians that the politician Moshe Dayan issued in 1985: We have no solution, he said.
  You shall continue to live like dogs, and whoever wants to can leave  and we will see where this process leads.


  Sometimes, the Wall retreated to distant hillsides, but sometimes it ran close beside us. As we approached Bethlehem we ran between two long tunnels linked by bridges, and
  passed between the settlement of Har Gilo and the village of Beit Jala. During the Second Intifada, Palestinian militants and Israeli soldiers had traded fire across the tunnels
  highway, and barriers built from the same protective material as the battle tanks that had entered Gaza earlier in the morning enclosed the road.


  There were many Israeli cars on the road, and at every junction and roadside hitching spot we passed off-duty soldiers, girls in long skirts and headscarves and Orthodox Jews in black hats and
  coats waiting for lifts. The Palestinian villages gathered in the folds of the land, while the houses and apartments of the settlements stretched across the hilltops in neatly serrated rows of
  uniform off-white stone. This was Eyal Weizmans hollow land  part housing estate, part prison archipelago, an endlessly subdivided and ceaselessly monitored zone, in
  which two national identities compete for space.


  Raised concrete blocks and empty huts marked the site of a disused checkpoint, and we passed an army jeep parked beneath a watchtower. A high net sealed the curve of the road that led past the
  refugee camp of Arroub. There was a field filled with the rusting hulls of abandoned buses, and another planted with vineyards and fruit trees. The contrasting idioms merged on the slope beyond the
  village of Beit Ummar, where a scrapyard had been set up in an olive grove. Rocks the colour of dried chickpeas tumbled down the hills.


  At an unused checkpoint on the edge of Halhoul, a town that lies to the north of Hebron, we turned onto a smaller road lined with tin-roofed shacks and stalls. The luxurious vines that produce
  Hebrons famous grapes adorned the frames of the stone houses beside the road. We passed unfinished buildings with blank, empty windows and shops selling stacks of
  second-hand tyres, prams and office furniture. The traffic slowed, and I saw people in the road ahead. An elderly man in a red keffiyeh and a young boy were holding the ends of a rope stretched
  across the road. They lowered it as we approached and we weaved through a chicane of rocks. There were so many people in the road that Ashraf had slowed to walking pace, and from my elevated seat I
  watched a boy with a sling pick up a stone. The soldiers were standing at the bottom of the hill.


  The boy with his sling raised his left arm and pointed it in the direction of the soldiers. He was not alone: there were half a dozen other kids in the road, with scarves tied around their
  faces, advancing and retreating, like a breaking wave, re-forming behind the invisible line that defined the limit of their daring. Ashraf was tapping the steering wheel, and murmuring in fear or
  disapproval. If I had been able to speak to him, I would have told him to stop or go back, but we had established that all we could talk about was football. Besides, there was another car coming up
  the hill towards us. It seemed easier to keep going.


  I did not see where the stone landed, but it did not seem to trouble the soldiers. They were standing beside two jeeps parked beside a set of yellow gates that sealed the entrance to Halhoul.
  The one nearest us was leaning against the jeep, with his rifle pointing at the sky. His hand was on the grip, not the trigger, and he looked more relaxed than I was. Beyond the gates, the road
  climbed again, past a mosque and a car showroom. We turned right at a roundabout, and began to descend into the city, past burning skips and piles of rubber tyres that sent plumes of oily smoke
  uncoiling across our windscreen. It was strangely quiet: there was no traffic on the road, and few people to be seen, but the fires that lit our path showed that the unrest had
  gone before us.


  My hotel was the only one in the centre of Hebron: it was on Ain Sarah, the main street in the centre of the town, and occupied the upper floors of the large concrete building that also housed
  the citys only supermarket. My room was sparsely furnished, but it was clean and quiet and had a phone and an Internet connection. I was not planning on leaving again, but at half-past three
  I heard the sounds of a demonstration going past on Ain Sarah and I went out to see what was happening.


  A set of steps led down the side of the building. As I joined the back of the crowd, a young boy threw a bucket at my back, and ran away, but no one else paid me any attention. Three hundred
  metres beyond my hotel two asymmetrical green towers serve as a gateway to the commercial heart of Hebron, funnelling traffic downhill towards Bab al-Zawia, and the crowd stopped at a roundabout
  beneath them. I was standing at the back, when a man called Najaf Abu Sneineh introduced himself. Despite his broad Texan accent, he was a Khalili, a native of Hebron. He had left home when he was
  nineteen, and spent thirty years in Houston. He had made a lot of money, but money wasnt everything, and he had moved back to Hebron two years ago, aged forty-nine, and built his
  dream house on a hill above the centre of town.


  The Israelis say we have to do this or that, but if they want to stop the violence they have to end the occupation. The Americans were to blame, though the Arab leaders
  hadnt helped: They aint nothing but a bunch of fools. His Texan accent made the phrase seem vivid and authentic. Give me freedom or give me death, the Americans
  say. These people arent violent: they just want a better life. Most of the demonstrators were women, and many of them were carrying the green banners of Hamas, for
  the conservative city of Hebron is the partys stronghold in the West Bank. The men were standing on the pavement in small groups, smoking and watching. There were no policeman and more
  importantly no soldiers to be seen. That was why there was no trouble, Najaf said.


  His brother, who was also in the crowd, shared his same imposing build, but in other respects they could not have looked less alike: Najafs hammer-loop jeans, denim shirt and scuffed
  leather boots made him look like an American workman, but his brother had the shaved head, thick beard and long robes of a stereotypical mullah. He did not speak English, but he kept clasping my
  hands enthusiastically, and Najaf said that he wanted to welcome me to Hebron.


  Najaf invited me to dinner at his house, which he pointed out as we walked back up Ain Sarah: it looked like a big place, though the building behind it was even bigger. Najaf said it was the
  concrete shell of a half-built basketball stadium, which had only been put there because a foreign government had offered to pay for it, and the puppets in Fatah had taken the cash. It would not be
  finished until another government offered more money, most of which would go in bribes. Fatah was run by people who had come back from Tunisia and Lebanon in 1993 and enriched themselves: was it
  any wonder that people voted for Hamas?


  Najaf went up and down the hill several times a day to pray at the mosque, but he was out of breath by the time we were halfway up. As we approached the house he pressed a button on a keyring,
  and the metal grille that served as the gates began cranking upwards. The house was five storeys high, and faced south-east across the city. Its windows were modelled on a design in a French
  chateau, and it had a lift in a semicircular turret on the side. The marble in the stairwell alone had cost $150,000. Najaf had done a lot of the work himself, though some
  people thought that it was for the idiot president Arafat. There were four cars parked on the tiled forecourt, and piles of sand and building rubble by the gates.


  Inside, the ground-floor sitting room reserved for guests was low and dark, designed for the summer heat. Two stiff-backed sofas upholstered in dark fabric and a set of matching chairs were
  drawn up around a vast television screen. Najaf turned on the news: seventy people had been killed in the fighting in Gaza, and a boy had been killed at a demonstration in a village outside
  Hebron.


  Najaf took me on a tour of the house, though his youngest son, Ahmad, did most of the talking: he kept up a non-stop monologue about his toys and games as we went from floor to floor, but when
  we got to his room, it was his father who lifted up the base of the bed, and showed me the storage space beneath it.


  On the fourth floor, we went out onto one of the balconies overlooking the town, and I took a photograph of the two of them standing by the railing above the city. It was getting dark, and you
  could not see far through the mist hanging over the city, but Najaf pointed out the lights on a hill that he said was Tel Rumeida.


  The tiles on the balcony were spattered with white droppings, deposited by the pigeons roosting beneath the flat roof on the floor above. Najaf wanted to chase them out. We went up the last
  flight of the stairs to the glass-walled penthouse. It was half-finished: the floors were bare concrete and the air smelt of damp and plaster. A door opened onto a narrow landing beneath the eaves
  where the pigeons had settled. Najaf chased two of them away, but he could not reach the last one. He fetched a ladder and climbed level with its perch. He swiped at it with a
  plank. It was hard to generate much momentum and the bird evaded the blow with ease, rising into the air and letting it pass harmlessly beneath it. It settled back on its perch. Ahmad was
  delighted: Its a fast bird! he said.


  His father corrected him: Its a stupid bird.


  He changed his grip, and tried to bring the plank crashing down on the birds head, but it flew across the open space above us and landed on the other side of the ledge. Finally, Najaf
  caught it as it flew past him. He tucked it under his arm, and carried it down the ladder. In the cold empty penthouse, he stuffed it in a cage, and handed it to Ahmad, who swung it back and forth
  as we went downstairs. He was concerned that the cage was too small, for its wings were pressed against the mesh, but Najaf assured him that it would not be for long: he was going to the mosque to
  pray, but when he got back they would drive the bird into the hills outside Hebron, and release it.


  Najafs wife and two youngest daughters had been in the kitchen, preparing dinner, but they sat with us as we ate. Rabihah and Muna, who were sixteen and fourteen, were dressed in college
  sweatshirts and headscarves. They were courteous and enthusiastic: they wanted to know why I had come to Hebron, and they wanted to see photos of my wife and son. Where did yall
  meet? Muna asked me in a Texan accent even stronger than her fathers.


  At seven oclock, Najaf said he was going to the mosque to pray, and we walked down the hill together. When we said goodbye, at the turning to my hotel, he hugged me and told me to call
  him if I needed anything. Travellers often report such kindnesses, especially in Arab countries where the culture of hospitality is well established, but that does not lessen their impact 
  as I walked back along the litter-strewn screes above the empty plot of land next to my hotel Hebron seemed a much less intimidating place than it had earlier in the
  afternoon.


  The next mornings protest was in the same place as the demonstration the day before, but it was not organized, and it was not peaceful. When I got up, the mist hanging
  above the city was so thick that I could not see the compound of the United Nations Relief and Works Agency for Palestine refugees at the bottom of the hill, but by half-past nine it had been
  displaced by plumes of smoke, and a low rumble pierced by the blare of car horns was emanating from the city centre. Skips had been set alight on Ain Sarah and there were groups of kids gathering
  in the road: some had stepped into a side street to tie scarves around their faces, but others were engaged in the ritual dance I had watched the day before, advancing and retreating across the
  invisible line that marked the limit of their daring.


  I knew there must have been soldiers ahead, and I asked a taxi driver to take me round the protests. He said the road was closed, but he pointed out a dark-eyed teenager with a limp and an
  abscess on his chin who would show me the way. We passed the Hebron Chamber of Commerce, which was housed in a prow-shaped building on the far side of the road, and went through a gap between two
  stone buildings, where the road narrowed to a single lane. My guide was wearing ripped tracksuit trousers, and he walked with a limp. He stayed several metres ahead of me looking back from time to
  time to make sure that I was with him. There were fewer people around, and as we passed the junction above the roundabout where the soldiers were gathered some of the kids came sprinting up the
  hill towards us.


  The trouble was very local: New Al Shalallah Street was only 200 metres beyond the centre of the disturbances, but most of its shops were open for business. I stopped and
  bought a banana, partly to reassure myself that such mundane transactions were still possible. A stall selling coffee had been set up on the edge of an empty forecourt with smoke-blackened walls,
  and the rattle and pulse of trance music spilled through the speakers of a ghetto blaster on the handcart. A stretch of green-shuttered shops led to the square called the Baladiya where I had met
  the soldier on my first trip.


  According to my map, the most direct route to Tel Rumeida was through the locked gates flanked by the squat concrete watchtowers on the western side of the square, but I should have known that
  they would only open to admit settlers and soldiers. I had to go the long way round, via the Tomb of the Patriarchs, and halfway through the souk I stopped for a cup of tea at a shop run by a woman
  called Nawal, who told me that the demonstrations had a simple aim: They are to say stop killing the people in Gaza. Stop killing the children. They didnt kill people from Hamas.
  Maybe two or three  but most of them are women, and children, not people from Hamas or Fatah. And all we can do is make demonstrations to tell them to stop  we cant fight them.
  All we have is stones, and we cant kill soldiers with stones.


  Like most Khalili women Nawal was dressed in an oppressively modest style: a black coat, black trousers and a neatly tied headscarf that framed her dark-skinned face as neatly as a nuns
  wimple. She was friendly and persuasive, and her shop, which lay at the entrance to the covered alleyways, where the wide, cobbled road became too narrow to admit a car, sold cushions and dresses
  embroidered by members of a womens cooperative.


  
    

    [image: ]

  


  It was a meeting place for Hebrons international activists, and we were joined by a young Englishman called Philip who worked for the Palestinian Solidarity Project in
  Beit Ummar, a village of some twelve thousand people on the road to Jerusalem. Beit Ummar had lost much of its land to the surrounding settlements and was the scene of many
  confrontations between the villagers and the settlers and soldiers. That morning, the army had been firing blindly into the fog with live ammunition. A man had been shot in the head and been taken
  to hospital in Hebron, and a boy had been hit in the leg.


  Philip was dressed in jeans, boots and Gore-Tex jacket, which made him look like any other young Western traveller, and yet he had a pale, introspective face and a disassociated manner that
  seemed to imply he had contemplated the prospect of his martyrdom and found it not displeasing. He was regarded as an anomalous figure amongst Hebrons activist community: one day, he had
  simply turned up in Beit Ummar and adopted it as his personal territory. He had checked what was happening in the centre of Hebron: apparently the army had occupied empty buildings in Bab al-Zawia
  and were using them as sniper positions, though they were only firing rubber bullets. He seemed to think that such trivial confrontations were beneath his notice.


  When I reached the Tomb of the Patriarchs at half-past eleven, I asked one of the blue-uniformed Border Police on duty in the square if I could go to Tel Rumeida, and he said,
  You sure can, sir, in an accent that made it sound like he was directing traffic in Times Square: You just go to the end of the road and turn right. I could not see his
  eyes behind his dark glasses and I was surprised he was so amenable: given that the mornings protests had turned violent, he might have felt that he had more important
  things to deal with than an English tourist looking for the site of ancient Hebron. Besides, I knew the Border Polices reputation. An Israeli once told me that of all the many branches of
  the countrys security forces, it was the paramilitary Border Police who ate the most shit, though the inhabitants of Hebron would not have spared them much sympathy. Even the
  soldiers stationed in the city are intimidated by the Border Police  one who served in Hebron at the end of the Second Intifada told the Israeli veterans organization Breaking the
  Silence that they often saw them beating up Arabs, and another said he watched a Border Policeman stop a Palestinian man outside the Tomb of the Patriarchs and ask him if he had got a
  hard head: The guy went yeah, just to be left alone, the soldier said.  Well, mines even harder, the Border Policeman replied. He put on his
  helmet, and butted the man in the face. The guy bled something terrible.


  Yet it is not just the Border Polices brutality that causes resentment. The fact that an organization called the Border Police operates inside the Occupied Territory of the
  West Bank is proof that the state of Israel no longer knows where its borders lie, and the confusion is particularly marked in Hebron, where Israeli security forces are a constant presence on the
  streets.


  I had reached the edge of the old wholesale market that used to cater to Hebron
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