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“A vital yet unfamiliar perspective on the ongoing Israeli-Palestinian conflict and a heartfelt,
judicious invitation to dialogue” (Publishers Weekly). Palestinians feature regularly in news
headlines, but their country is much less known. In this humane and deeply compelling book,
Karl Sabbagh traces Palestine and Palestinians from their roots in the mélange of tribes, ethnic
groups, and religions that have populated the region for centuries, and describes how, as a
result of the interplay of global power politics, the majority of Palestinians were expelled from
their home to make way for the new Jewish state of Israel. Palestine: History of a Lost Nation
offers a sympathetic portrait of the country’s rich heritage, as well as evidence of the long-
standing harmony between Arabs (Muslim and Christian) and the small indigenous Jewish
population in Palestine. Karl Sabbagh has written both a transporting narrative and a meditation
on a region that remains a flashpoint of conflict—a story of how past choices and actions
reverberate in the present day. “A powerful and graceful polemic.” —Kirkus Reviews “A welcome
addition to a new mini-genre of works on Israel and Palestine that focus on people rather than
politicians . . . Sabbagh writes with an easy, engaging style . . . [a] poignant, often moving work.”
—Guardian “Sabbagh has furnished the reader with what is needed for a rational settlement of
this mutually destructive dispute.” —Jonathan Miller“A uniquely intimate portrait of a vibrant land
that has always known conflict but, for its people (including both Jews and Muslims), has
nevertheless provided continuity, pride, and especially identity.” —Booklist

"Carefully researched and engaging, [Sabbagh's] memoir offers a vital yet unfamiliar perspective
on the ongoing Israeli-Palestinian conflict and a heartfelt, judicious invitation to dialogue.""Karl
Sabbagh's Palestine: A Personal History chronicles his family's history . . . with a growing sense
of despair born of personal experience and the discovery of documents that illuminate the
dispossession of the Palestinians.""Sabbagh has furnished the reader with what is needed for a
rational settlement of this mutually destructive dispute." --This text refers to an alternate
kindle_edition edition.
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PALESTINEIsa Khalil Sabbagh, the author’s father, left Palestine for Britain in the 1930s and
made a career in the West when he was not allowed to return to Israel.PALESTINEHistory of a
Lost Nation• • •KARL SABBAGHCopyright © 2006 by Karl SabbaghAll rights reserved. No part
of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, or the
facilitation thereof, including information storage and retrieval systems, without permission in
writing from the publisher, except by a reviewer, who may quote brief passages in a review. Any
members of educational institutions wishing to photocopy part or all of the work for classroom
use, or publishers who would like to obtain permission to include the work in an anthology,
should send their inquiries to Grove/Atlantic, Inc.,841 Broadway, New York, NY 10003.First
published in Great Britain in 2006 by Atlantic Books,an imprint of Grove/Atlantic Ltd.Printed in
the United States of AmericaFIRST PAPERBACK EDITIONLibrary of Congress Cataloging-in-
Publication DataSabbagh, Karl.Palestine: history of a lost nation/Karl Sabbagh.p. cm.Includes
bibliographical references (p.) and index.Originally published: London: Atlantic Books, 2006.1.
Sabbagh, Karl. 2. Palestine Arabs–Biography.3. Journalists–Palestine–Biography. 4. Palestine–
History–20th century. 5. Arab-Israeli conflict. I. Title.DS125.3.S23A3 2007.956.94–dc22
2006049240Grove Pressan imprint of Grove/Atlantic, Inc.841 BroadwayNew York, NY
10003Distributed by Publishers Group WestTHE PLEATo find me you must stop the
noise:silence the guns and the tanks,the shouted ordersand the shouts of defiance,screaming
and weeping,and listen.My voice is very weak.You must try to hear it.You will have to come
closeand pick away the tumbled stonescarefully, gently.When you find me, lift me out,help me to
breathe;set my broken limbsbut don’t think it’s enoughto give me back a fragile existence.I need
food and water,I need a home that will last,health and hope and work to do.I need love.You must
embrace meand take me to your heart.My name is Peace.Sue Sabbagh, June
2002CONTENTSIllustrationsAcknowledgementsPrologue1 Ancient Palestine2 The First King of
Palestine’3 Daher’s Decline4 Palestine in the Nineteenth Century5 Travellers’ Tales6 Bible
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Jerusalem120Investiture of Allenby, Jerusalem, 1917121Khalil Sabbagh126Field Marshal Lord
Plumer and Lady Plumer127British soldiers in Palestine, 1920s134View of Safad, original home
of the Sabbagh family141Emir Faisal at the Paris Peace Conference, 1919158Herbert Samuel,
first High Commissioner of Palestine162Three of Khalil Sabbagh’s children: Georgette,
Constanza and Isa166Tel Aviv beach, 1930s172Riots in Jerusalem following Balfour
Declaration175Wailing Wall, Jerusalem180Tekla Sabbagh185The Shaw Commission, 1929–
30191Arab protest delegation led by the Mufti of Jerusalem196Isa, the student in
Palestine200Khalil Sabbagh with three of his children: Isa, Iqbal and Ghassan217Isa, the
student reaches England230Pamela Graydon232The author and his mother244Harry Truman
and Chaim Weizmann249King David Hotel after terrorist bombing, 1946254Daher al Omar’s
Citadel, Acre260Map showing UN partition plan273Nazareth street scene291Palestinian
refugees aboard ship298Aleef Sabbagh in front of one of the former Sabbagh homes in
Safad304The children of Palestinian refugees attend school308Palestinian refugee campThe
author and publishers are grateful to the following for permission to reproduce illustrations: 6, 8,
63, 87, 93, 107, 120, 126, 127, 134, 158, 166, 172, 175, 185, 191, 249, 254, 273, G. Eric and
Edith Matson Photograph Collection, Prints and Photographs Division, Library of Congress,
Washington, D.C.; 27, © Ziad Daher, Nazareth 1999; 291, Getty Images. All other images from
the author’s personal collection.Every effort has been made to contact all copyright holders. The
publishers will be glad to make good in future editions any errors or omissions brought to their
attention.ACKNOWLEDGEMENTSMany people have helped me shape my ideas for this book
by providing information and encouragement in the research and writing process, but the person
whose inspiration and example have been most before me at every stage is Edward Said, the
Palestinian intellectual and writer, and my dear friend. In his own writings he marshalled a huge
amount of evidence of the injustices done to the Palestinians and wrote about the topic
unapologetically, in spite of continual attempts to silence any presentation of the Palestinian
case. I, too, am unapologetic, and I have no doubt that this book too will generate hostility from
those who would prefer Palestinians to stay silent and accept their fate. Since Edward’s death,
his wife Mariam and his children, Wadie and Najla, have continued to be supportive of my work
and I owe them thanks.A number of members of my own family have been very helpful in
sharing their memories and their comments. They include Ulla Sabbagh, Ghassan Khalil
Sabbagh, Aleef Sabbagh, Hasib Sabbagh and Elias Sabbagh. It is unfortunate–and a sign of the
depth of fear that exists nearly sixty years after 1948–that other relatives who experienced the
events surrounding the expulsion of Palestinians from their homes are still reluctant to talk about
it. On my mother’s side of the family I am grateful to my uncle, Peter Graydon, for sharing his
memories of wartime years in London.I would like to thank a number of people who have been
helpful in various ways, from reading drafts of the text and giving me their comments to
supplying hospitality and information. They include Ilan Pappe, Nur Masalha, Elfi Pallis, Avi
Shlaim, Afif and Christ’I Safieh, Mahmoud Hawari, Raymonda Tawil and Hala Taweel, Hanna
and Tania Nasir, Vera Tamari, Nadia Abu-el-Haj, Leila Tannous, Karma Nabulsi, Ghada Karmi,



Diana Allan, Sasha Hoffman, Tim Rothermel, Iain Chalmers, Philip Davies, Diana Allen, Fergus
Bordewich, and Duaibis and Maha Abboud Ashkar.David Ben Shimon was an excellent guide to
Safad in my search for traces of my family there, and I was able to explore most of the sites
connected with Daher al-Omar thanks to an Ancient and Modern travel grant.Peter
Oppenheimer at the Oxford Centre for Hebrew and Jewish Studies encouraged me to use his
excellent library, and the meetings and archives at the Middle East Centre at St Antony’s
College, Oxford, provided valuable background material.My wife, Sue, has encouraged and
supported my work in many different ways, and I am grateful in particular for her poem of hope
with which the book begins.Finally, at Atlantic Books I have received much encouragement and
guidance from Toby Mundy, Clara Farmer and Bonnie Chiang, and efficient editing from Ian
Pindar and Jane Robertson.PROLOGUEI am the son of a Palestinian father, but I am endowed
with few of the characteristics associated in the popular mind with Palestinians or Arabs. I am
not poor, unshaven or a speaker of broken English. I do not know how to use a gun or
manufacture a bomb. I have had little to do with camels, sand or palm trees. But I both
sympathize and identify with the Palestinian people. Interestingly, the sympathy was formed in
my early years when I knew little about my own family connections with Palestine, raised as I
was by an English mother in south London. But I could read about history and about the way in
which a group of Jews called Zionists set themselves the task of turning an Arab country into a
Jewish homeland, against the will of the majority of the inhabitants who had themselves been
promised independence and self-government after the First World War.A few years ago I came
across an article by Freya Stark, traveller in the Middle East, published in The Times in 1940. It
was headed ‘Wireless in Arabia’ and described a scene in a village square on the Arabian
peninsula, as the inhabitants sat around listening to Arabic music on the radio:The square,
though subdued, is full of listening ears, but it is the power of these pastoral melodies that they
carry their own loneliness with them and bring into their notes the quiet horizons, the long days
of sea-faring on mountain pastures, the empty, easy hours of noonday when they were first
conceived. It is pleasant to have this calm contrasting picture to the European news. This now
comes, dropping slowly in tempered accents: we are lucky to have an announcer with a beautiful
voice. He picks out every syllable, giving it full value in a way that Arabs, who all adore their
language, appreciate and understand…I like to think that ‘beautiful voice’ belonged to my father,
Isa Khalil Sabbagh. Stark was writing at about the time my father, working for the BBC, had
become one of the most popular Arabic announcers and presenters on the radio, when there
were no national broadcasters to be trusted in the Middle East and the whole Arab world turned
to the BBC for objective accounts of what was going on in the world war raging around them.My
father had come-from Palestine to Britain in the 1930s, after graduating from the Government
Arab College in Jerusalem. He was still in his teens but he lied about his age in order to enter a
British university to study history. When the BBC advertised for staff for its new Arabic Service,
he applied and was appointed. He became an announcer, a newsreader and then a programme
producer and presenter.As one of the Arab world’s most popular broadcasters during the



Second World War, Isa Khalil Sabbagh produced programmes and was also a war
correspondent for a time.At the beginning of the war, fearful of being put out of action by German
bombing, the BBC evacuated some of its departments to a large country house near Evesham
in Worcestershire. One of these was the Variety Department, where my mother worked as a
secretary. Another was the News and Programmes section of the Arabic Service, where my
father was making his name as a newsreader and presenter. One department produced
programmes with titles like Ack-Ack Beer-Beer, Variety Bandbox and Workers’ Playtime: the
other was responsible for daily readings from the Koran and a regular series called Ala Hamish
al-Akhbar (On the Margin of the News), known to the British engineering staff as ‘The
Hamish’.My mother, a citizen of Great Britain, a country that had initiated the disastrous change
in fortunes for Palestine and Palestinians, knew nothing about the Middle East. Indeed, for her
entire life she was unable to pronounce my father’s Arabic Christian name. But he was
handsome, she was beautiful, and at a time when no one knew how long the war would last or
what would be the final result, it seemed a good idea to marry. I was the result. Within a couple of
years of my birth, my parents divorced, although my father stayed in Britain and continued to
broadcast for the BBC Arabic Service.Isa Sabbagh wrote and directed radio plays in the Arabic
Service of the BBC in the 1940sWhen my father left Palestine to study abroad, he expected to
return regularly to the country his family had lived in for generations. Since the end of the First
World War Palestine had been governed by Great Britain, charged by the League of Nations with
bringing the country eventually to self-government. At the time this task was given to Britain the
population of Palestine was more than 90 per cent Arab, and so, like most Palestinians, my
father expected one day to be a citizen of a largely Arab and independent Palestine.But in 1947
he was sent by the BBC to report on a UN vote that decided, after a lot of partisan pressure on
the members of the General Assembly, that the majority population of Palestine should hand
over more than 50 per cent of its land to the minority of Palestinian Jews. The result of this vote,
resisted by the Arabs, was a war in 1948 that ended in the establishment of the Jewish State of
Israel in Palestine and a ban on Palestinians, like my father, from returning to their homes. Two
years later my father left Britain for America to start the Voice of America Arabic Service and a
few years after that he became an American citizen and began a lifelong career in the American
State Department.I often wonder what ‘Palestine’ meant to my mother and others of her class,
which I suppose we would call lower middle. Today, for most people, the Israel–Arab dispute is
defined by headlines about bombings, political assassinations, the Wall, settlements and illegal
occupation, all of which are far from the cause of the problem. In the same way in the 1940s,
when people were preoccupied with the Second World War, their only awareness of Palestine
would be framed by terrorist attacks (this time by Jews) against British soldiers, illegal
immigration into Palestine, and riots by Jews and Arabs. Then, as now, the day-to-day events in
the conflict conveyed little or nothing about the roots of the dispute, and I’m sure my mother was
only dimly aware of the historical steps that led to her former husband having no home to return
to.I shared in that ignorance for most of my childhood. I later realized that for centuries there



have been peculiarly narrow limits to British understanding of Palestine. The British view has
been determined either by the Bible or by a specifically Jewish perception of the land. The Arab
population has always suffered from being perceived as ‘natives’, a view that was promoted to
the British by those European Jews who wanted to capitalize on the colonialism that was
inherent in British government at a time when the Empire still made a major contribution to
British identity. Nowadays, of course, to be a native means little more than to be an indigenous
inhabitant of a country, and the idea that ‘natives’ should govern themselves is seen as a right,
rather than as a privilege to be earned. But in the corridors of power in early twentieth-century
Britain, the politicians were perfectly happy to go along with the idea that the natives of Palestine
would be incapable of self-government.As one of those natives my father knew better. He was
from a society with a long tradition of local self-government, through village leaders and town
mayors, a self-supporting agriculture-based economy, and a culture that was founded on Islam
and Christianity, with an educated middle class. But Palestinian history was of no interest to the
nations of the West. Just as today ‘Western-style democracy’ is seen as the highest ideal a
nation can attain, so then men in top hats and morning coats in Whitehall could not conceive of
any merit in a culture they knew only from figures in Victorian watercolours of the Holy Land or
naive accounts of horseback rides across biblical terrain. Since that time, understanding of
Palestinian history and culture has not really improved outside the Middle East. In fact, today, the
activities of Israel on the world stage, supported by the United States, are sometimes
accompanied by the denial that there is a history of Palestine.Many photographs of nineteenth-
and twentieth-century Palestine focused on the stereotype of the Arab peasant in the landscape,
often with biblical overtones.In this book I propose to show that the foundation of the State of
Israel perpetrated an enormous injustice against the Palestinians. This injustice was achieved by
promulgating a series of institutionalized lies to the rest of the world–a process that continues
today. There was a slick slogan–‘A land without people for people without a land’-invented by the
Zionist Israel Zangwill, which has the power to stick in people’s minds, and serves the useful
purpose of implanting the false impression that Palestine was uninhabited when Jews decided
to agitate for it to become their state. As Alexis de Toqueville said: ‘It is easier for the world to
accept a simple lie than a complex truth.’ Golda Meir, an Israeli Prime Minister, said in 1970:
‘There is no such thing as a Palestinian people.’ Just as Dr Johnson refuted Bishop Berkeley’s
claim that we can’t know the existence of anything, by kicking a large stone,1 the Palestinian
people–who apparently don’t exist–have amply refuted Golda Meir’s claim since 1970, often in
tragic ways.The following are typical of the sort of remarks you can find in discussions of Middle
East affairs on the websites of supporters of Israel:‘… the concept of “Palestinians” is one that
did not exist until about 1948, when the Arab inhabitants, of what until then was Palestine,
wished to differentiate themselves from the Jews. Until then, the Jews were the
Palestinians.’‘The Arabs who now call themselves “Palestinians”’ do so in order to persuade a
misinformed world that they are a distinct nationality and that “Palestine” is their ancestral
homeland.’‘… many of the “Palestinians”, or their immediate ancestors, came to the area



attracted by the prosperity created by the Jews, in what previously had been pretty much of a
wasteland.’The nationhood of the “Palestinians” is a myth.’In contradiction to these erroneous
statements, this book will show that Palestine and the Palestinians do exist and have done for
centuries. From the beginning of recorded population statistics in the area, until 1948,
Palestinian Arabs formed a significant majority of the population of Palestine, for most of the time
about 90 percent. Most of the Jewish people who demanded to rule over the territory of
Palestine in the twentieth century had no connection with that territory other than through a
religion whose adherents had ruled a part of the area for a period about 2-3,000 years ago.
Hostility between Jews and Arabs in Palestine today is largely a product of the events of the last
eighty years, rather than being a traditional enmity. In order to create a state with the smallest
possible population of non-Jews, Jewish forces deliberately expelled many Palestinian Arabs
from their homes in 1947 and 1948. Today, to conceal the injustice done to the Palestinians,
Israel continues to present false accounts of their history.Some readers may already feel that
this list of claims reads too much like ‘PLO propaganda’. In a sense, in that these are claims that
the PLO (among others) has been trying to propagate over the years, this is true. But
judgements about the truth of such statements have to be made on the basis of evidence not
prejudice.A rare archive image of Palestinians in a twentieth-century occupation.Palestinian
writers are often accused of dwelling too much on history. ‘What’s past is past. Even if injustices
were done to the Palestinians, we have to move on.’2 But of course, the people who complain
about retelling the history of the last hundred years base their support of Israel on a mythical
history that is far older. What’s past is indeed past.There are two other stories to mention-one
which will be in the book, the other which will not. As I investigated my own family’s history in
Palestine it turned out to impinge at various points on the wider historical picture and so I have
used what I have discovered to personalize the history of the Palestinian people as well as to
show the long and intimate associations Palestinians have with their land.What will not be in the
book is much about the period after 1948. I have not dealt with the early years of Israeli
interactions with Palestinians both inside and outside Israel, nor with the various wars fought
between Israel and the Arabs, nor with peace talks, Palestinian terrorism, Israel’s targeted
assassinations, ‘one state or two?’, the demographic problem, Gaza, the West Bank, or the so-
called security fence. We read about these in our daily newspapers and there are documentaries
about them on television. They are all the consequences of the massive injustice done to the
Palestinians in the first half of the twentieth century, which is the subject of the book.Neither do I
offer a comprehensive solution to the Palestinian-Israeli problem. But I do believe that pressure
on Israel to agree to a just solution will grow with public understanding of the circumstances that
led to the establishment of Israel in 1948. And that is also what this book is about.Karl Sabbagh,
April 20051ANCIENT PALESTINE• • •Aleef Sabbagh, a cousin I had known for less than twenty-
four hours, stretched his arms wide in an olive grove in the Galilee. He was showing me the
width of the trunk of one of his family’s olive trees, wider than he could spread his arms. ‘Eight
hundred years old,’ he said, with pride and a little exaggeration. The gnarled and twisted tree still



bore a rich crop of olives each year. It was coming up to harvest time, and soon Aleef, his
brothers, their wives, children and cousins would be in this grove picking the olives as he and
our family had done for hundreds of years.Where should one begin in assessing the competing
claims of Arabs and Jews to Palestine? How far back in history should a claim be allowed
legitimacy? There are fully fledged nations in existence today, members of the United Nations,
which not only did not exist a hundred years ago but whose people had no national identity at
that time. There are other peoples, the Armenians or the Kurds, for example, who have existed
with a cultural and social unity for a thousand years or more, yet do not have independent
nationhood free from the control of a superior power.It sometimes seems that the argument
between the Israelis and the Palestinians is fought on the basis that the further back in history
either side can show residence in the area, the more entitled they are to the land today.The key
to understanding Israel,’ says a modern tourist guide to Israel, ‘is to understand that it was
created as the modern reincarnation of an ancient Jewish state. Israel was the Promised Land of
Abraham and Moses, the Israelite kingdom of David and Solomon, and the home of Jesus of
Nazareth and the Jewish Talmudic sages. Although the Jewish presence in the country has
been unbroken for more than 3,000 years, several massive exiles–first by the Babylonians in 586
BC and then by the Romans in AD 70–created a diaspora, a dispersion of the Jewish people
throughout the world.’1 Or, to take a different view, ‘Jewish tenure of Palestine, in any real sense
of the word “Palestine”, was never complete and it only lasted continuously, within its limits, for
seventy years. It lasted, this vaunted possession, for no longer than the lifetime of one man, and
that was three thousand years ago.’2 (This refers to the time of David and Solomon, from about
1016 BCE.)The land of Palestine is a small territory in the eastern Mediterranean, about 250
miles from north to south and 70 miles at its widest from east to west. The southernmost third of
the country, stretching down to the Red Sea, is largely desert, but the northern two thirds is
dominated by a fertile plateau, separated from the Mediterranean by a coastal plain. Over the
centuries it has changed from being a focus of world attention, a crossroads of great power
conflict in pre-Christian times, to a backwater in the heyday of the Ottoman Empire, when the
Turks ruled over the Middle East and parts of Eastern Europe.In the north, the hilly region of
Galilee stretches from the ports of Haifa and Acre to the beautiful town of Safad, where my
family originated, and to Lake Tiberias, the New Testament Sea of Galilee. In the middle of the
country, Tel Aviv and Jaffa are on the coast and forty miles south-east is the hill city of
Jerusalem. Further east the hills drop steeply to the Jordan valley, the town of Jericho, and the
Dead Sea. In the southern part of Palestine, the Mediterranean coast curves round towards
Egypt, and a little way inland is the city of Gaza, while stretching further southwards towards the
Red Sea is the Negev desert. Scattered throughout the 10,000 square miles of Palestine are
ancient towns and villages, organized over the centuries into traditional allegiances and rivalries,
with larger towns forming regional capitals and centres of trade and culture for the surrounding
villages.Aleef Sabbagh in the Galilee landscape his family has inhabited for many
generations.Many different ‘peoples’ have lived in Palestine over the centuries. I say ‘peoples’ in



quotes because there is no really accurate way to determine from historical texts and
excavations the precise connections or ethnicities of the groups who have left traces of their
presence. A name given to one group may imply that its members are different from a group with
another name, but in fact a combination of intermarriage, religious conversion and adoption of
foreign customs and styles may mean that some groups with different names were ethnically
identical.Five thousand years ago, a succession of population groups migrated north from the
Arabian peninsula into areas of the Middle East. These people are labelled together as Semites
because their languages were all related and presumed to be derived from a common tongue.
These groups were organized into tribes and founded civilizations in territories that stretched in
a broad band across the modern states of Iraq, Jordan, Israel, Syria and Egypt. The group that
populated the area of Palestine became known as Canaanites. Another group of Semites left the
Arabian peninsula, arrived in Egypt and then, two thousand years after the Canaanites, travelled
to Palestine, where they became known as Hebrews (from the word ‘habiru’ meaning ‘nomad’).
Here they started out by adopting many of the characteristics of the Canaanites, including their
culture, traditions and dialects and their polytheistic religion. But at some point the Hebrews
adopted monotheism, an idea they had come across in Egypt, and the precursor of the Jewish
religion was born.Since the 1970s, on the basis of surveys by Israeli archaeologists in the West
Bank, it has been concluded by most experts that the first communities that were to form the
ancient states of Israel and Judah settled in the central highlands of Palestine in the late
thirteenth or early twelfth century. Some elements of these people may have come-from
elsewhere in Palestine, some from just over the Jordan; but they were local indigenous people.
Whether some group joined them that had recently been in Egypt is an open question: there is
absolutely no material proof of this, and the culture of these hill farmers was entirely ‘Canaanite’.
It was to be a couple of centuries at least before these farming communities coagulated into a
‘nation’ and formed a political state.In considerable detail, the Old Testament describes a series
of events, some of them said to be divinely caused, from the birth of Abraham in 2050 BCE,
through the Jews’ period of slavery in Egypt, entry into the ‘Promised Land’, reigns of various
kings, including David and Solomon, over an area of Palestine they called Israel, and division of
this area into two ‘kingdoms’, Judah and Israel. The books go on to describe how these two
kingdoms met different fates, one falling to the Assyrians and the other to the Babylonians, who
destroyed the temple in Jerusalem and shipped the people of the kingdom off to Babylon. These
last events were said to have taken place between 720 and 586 BCE. After returning from exile,
a group of Jews rebuilt their temple and continued to live and worship in the area. A priestly
family known as the Maccabees or the Hasmoneans established an autonomous kingdom in the
second century BCE which was, in one researcher’s words, ‘the nearest that Judah ever
approached to the ideal enshrined in its literature, a monarchic state stretching over most of
Palestine’.3 During many of the political upheavals, some Jews stayed on in their territory, which
was under occupation by the Persians, then, after the conquests of Alexander the Great, by
successive kingdoms based in Egypt and in Syria. Eventually, after a brief period of Jewish



independence (c. 150–66 BCE), Palestine came under Roman rule, and the single Jewish state
was broken up into several different territories. This was the case when Jesus of Nazareth was
born.What we are told today about the history of the period, and particularly the early history of
the Jews, usually comes from biblical texts written centuries later, describing ‘kingdoms’,
‘empires’, ‘battles’ and ‘temples’ that may conjure up in the modern mind much grander events
than were really the case. One researcher has described Palestine three to four thousand years
ago as ‘an Egyptian province ruled by local princes who looked upon themselves as faithful
vassals of their patron, the Pharaoh.’4 He goes on to describe these princes as more akin to
‘mayors’ of cities, instead of being the imposing monarchs we read about in the Bible. And since
the descendants of the other inhabitants of the land– the Canaanites, the Phoenicians, the
Philistines, the Aramaeans, the Edomites– have not left voluminous accounts of their kings and
kingdoms, priests and prophets, it’s easy to believe, as many people do, that the whole area was
dominated for a thousand years or more by Jews.Over the centuries and up until the present
day, many people have seen the presence of the ‘Israelites’ in Palestine, and the part they
played in local history, as the predominant factor in determining modern claims to Palestine. Not
only do they base this on the claims of the Old Testament, but also on prayer books and sacred
writings, which tell in some detail of a ‘restoration’ of modern Jewry to ‘the Land of Israel’ after
the arrival of a Messiah, a ‘promised one’ who will rebuild the kingdom. ‘An eighteenth-century
story tells of a certain Rabbi Yitzhak of Berdichev in Poland who sent out invitations to his
daughter’s wedding: “It will take place next Tuesday in the Holy City of Jerusalem. If, God forbid,
the Messiah has not arrived by then, it will take place in the village square.”’5To me and, I
suspect, to many uncommitted people, using the map of the world as it might have been three or
four or six thousand years ago is not a very appropriate basis for granting sovereignty in the
modern world. It is difficult to think of a nation that exists today that would bear any similarity in
borders or demography to the entity that existed on its territory three thousand years ago. The
activities of neolithic farmers in Ireland, for example, contribute very little to an understanding of
the conflict in Northern Ireland today.And the situation is even more confusing when one takes
into account the way in which names of groups and places change over centuries and across
languages. Modern accounts of the history of the Jews and of where they lived in the past often
blur the edges between places called ‘Israel’, people called ‘Israelites’ and an ethnic group
called Jews. There are even doubts about whether there is any ethnic continuity between most
Jews today and the Hebrews of the Old Testament. Philip Davies points out that the Bible
describes a kingdom called Israel, some of whose inhabitants worship Yahweh, or Jehovah, and
some who don’t, and where there is no ethnic correspondence to cultural affiliation and no
ethnic reason for differentiating between Canaanites and Israelites. Indeed, some Canaanites
also worship Yahweh. Israel was a culture and not an ethnicity. There’s some evidence that even
in biblical times, many Jews did not see Palestine as their homeland. At the opening of the
Christian era, there were nearly five million Jews in the Roman Empire, of which only 700,000,
less than 15 per cent, were in Palestine.One of the problems that obscures the truths about



people and places in history is that names and historical identities are sometimes only tenuously
related. The people that Scotland takes its name from are today’s Irish; the Scots themselves are
descended from a people called the Picts. The British today are not descended from the British
who were encountered by the Romans. Those British fled to Wales and Cornwall and were
replaced by Angles and Saxons who came from Germany.6From time to time even the history of
the name ‘Palestine’ –which is now associated with Palestinian Arabs–is questioned. Some
academics trace it back at least two thousand years: That grand old man of Greek history,
Herodotus, had already used the expression Syria Palestine for the whole coastal region from
Lebanon to Egypt, and it was taken over by the Roman emperors as a new name for Judea in
the second century. Two centuries later, Palestine became an even more comprehensive
designation. The Byzantine rulers had three Palestines, of which the Second was the
northernmost, occupying the territory south of Lebanon around Haifa. The region around
Jerusalem was named First Palestine, while Third Palestine incorporated a large piece of old
Arabia–the Sinai, Negev, and the eastern bank of contemporary Jordan south of Amman. The
term Palestine accordingly evokes an ancient geographical and administrative coherence, and
for later antiquity it represents an even more unified pattern than the province of Arabia.’7Golda
Meir, Prime Minister of Israel from 1969 to 1974, disagreed. ‘There is no such thing as a
Palestinian Arab nation,’ she said. ‘Palestine is a name the Romans gave to Eretz Yisrael with
the express purpose of infuriating the Jews… Why should we use the spiteful name meant to
humiliate us? The British chose to call the land they mandated Palestine, and the Arabs picked it
up as their nation’s supposed ancient name, though they couldn’t even pronounce it correctly
and turned it into Falastin, a fictional entity.’8In fact there hasn’t been a period in the last two
thousand years when the Arab inhabitants of the area, and those who came in contact with
them, didn’t know their territory by the name ‘Palestine’. ‘Palestine became a predominately
Arab and Islamic country by the end of the seventh century,’ writes Edward Said. ‘Almost
immediately thereafter its boundaries and its characteristics–including its name in Arabic,
Filastin–became known to the entire Islamic world, as much for its fertility and beauty as for its
religious significance. In the late tenth century, for example, we find this passage in
Arabic:9Filastin is the westernmost of the provinces of Syria. In its greatest length from Rafah to
the boundary of AI Lajjun (Legio) it would take a rider two days to travel over; and the like time to
cross the province in its breadth from Yafa (Jaffa) to Riha (Jericho)…. Filastin is watered by the
rains and the dew. Its trees and its ploughed lands do not need artificial irrigation; and it is only in
Nablus that you find the running waters applied to this purpose. Filastin is the most fertile of the
Syrian provinces. Its capital and largest town is Ar Ramlah, but the Holy City (of Jerusalem)
comes very near this last in size. In the province of Filastin, despite its small extent there are
about twenty mosques, with pulpits for the Friday prayer.10Sixty per cent of the population in the
tenth century was in agriculture and all of them believed themselves to belong in a land called
Palestine.Haim Gerber, a professor at the Hebrew University of Jerusalem, would also disagree
with Golda Meir that ‘the Arabs picked up [Palestine] as their nation’s supposed ancient name’



from the British in the twentieth century. In his paper ‘Palestine and Other Territorial Concepts in
the 17th Century’ Gerber provides a wealth of detail from seventeenth-century legal documents
to show that there existed what he called ‘embryonic territorial awareness’ that went beyond
mere naming of the place of one’s birth or home.11In the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries
people travelled from the west to ‘Palestine’ and wrote about it. The Turks conquered ‘Palestine’
along with Syria and then, a few years later, according to the historian Mosshe Sharon, ‘joined
Palestine to the province of Syria, whose capital was Damascus. Palestine itself was divided into
five districts, or Sanjaks, each named after its capital… Gaza… Jerusalem… Nablus… Lajjun…
and Safed.’12 One legal text studied by Gerber deals with cases like ‘a man from a village of the
villages of Palestine’ who swore an oath of divorce, and asks What if a year later he travelled
outside of Palestine… was he to be clear of his oath?’ Indeed, Gerber quotes another authority
describing the author of the legal text as ‘the great scholar of Palestine’.A sixteenth-century map
of PalestineA modern Palestinian historian has written: ‘The idea [of “Palestine”]… had regional
and local roots. It was not a coincidence, for example, that the central Ottoman government
established an administrative entity with borders practically identical to those of Mandate
Palestine on three brief occasions during the nineteenth century: 1830, 1840 and 1872.
Moreover, local economic networks that integrated the cities with their hinterlands, peasant
mobility and clan relations; and commonly shared cultural practices, such as the annual Nabi
Musa pilgrimage that enjoyed “national” participation, were some of the factors that contributed
to a shared collective historical memory and sense of identity.’13At least, then, Palestinians
believed they were living in Palestine even if others might now doubt it. But of course, in a literal
sense there was no state of Palestine until the twentieth century. In fact there was no state,
either, of Jordan, Syria, Egypt, Saudi Arabia, or indeed Israel. The modern idea of a state with
internationally recognized borders, a head of state aided by an administration and people with
passports or identity cards and so on, applied to very few political entities before the nineteenth
century. But this does not destroy the argument propounded by nationalists throughout Europe
in the great upheaval after the First World War, that people who could demonstrate continuity of
habitation in a particular territory should be granted independence and self-rule.I will deal mainly
in this book with the history of the last four hundred years, a period for which documented
evidence proves a continuing presence of Palestinian Arabs–including members of my family–as
a large majority in the territory of Palestine. Although people of Arab origin have lived in Palestine
for thousands of years, as one goes back further in time it is increasingly difficult to argue that
descendants of earlier peoples who lived in the land should have priority over its surviving
inhabitants–even if such descent could be proved for certain groups of either Arabs or Jews. The
United States has very strong arguments for not handing over its sovereignty to native
Americans; Brazil for not abdicating power to its indigenous inhabitants; and Belgium for
resisting any claims on its territory–should they come-from the Netherlands and France.The
history of Palestine since the seventeenth century proves that Arabs always formed a substantial
majority of the population during that time, and it is likely that they have done so for the last



thousand years or more. These Arabs, furthermore, are people with an identity and a culture that
is distinctly Palestinian, as opposed to Egyptian, Arabian or Iraqi. It is certainly true that there
were other groups who also lived in the territory. One of the most significant of those were the
Jews, although to say, as one internet source–called misleadingly ‘Palestine Facts’–says, that
Palestine was ‘Virtually empty’ except for its Jewish communities is nonsense.14There are
tremendous disparities in figures between those who support the Zionist case for ruling
Palestine and more neutral observers and academics. Some of the disparity is due to the fact
that population figures are not easy to estimate with any great certainty. The further back in time
you go, the less reliable they are (although there is now a pretty good understanding of the
system the Ottoman Turks used to assess the population of their empire, which included
Palestine). But no quibble between academic demographers can bridge the gap between the
meaning of the phrase ‘virtually empty’ and the authenticated figures available for the
populations of major Palestinian cities and towns.In the light of this, I will try wherever possible to
use Jewish sources–both Zionist and uncommitted–to supply evidence for the predominance of
Arabs in Palestine, in the belief that they will be less susceptible to arguments of bias. For
example, in 1837 Moses Montefiore, the Victorian Jewish philanthropist, made a trip to Palestine
and came back estimating that there were ‘about 8,000 Jews [in the whole of Palestine] living
principally in Jerusalem, Safad, Tiberias, and Hebron.’15 As this is the same as the number of
Arabs living in Jerusalem at the time, the Jews were clearly not numerically dominant in the
country.16There are few firm data from the period before the Ottoman conquest of the area that
can be used to assess the question of the Palestinian Arabs’ claim to Palestine. It was only in the
years after 1516, when the Ottoman Turks conquered Syria and Palestine, that we begin to find
evidence of a particular identification of different groups within the empire with the territories in
which they live. Just as the Arab world today is not an amorphous mass of interchangeable
Arabs, it was not the case that the imposition of Turkish rule made everyone Ottoman citizens in
anything other than name. An Arab (or a Jew) who lived in Safad, a hill town in northern Galilee,
did not abandon his affection for his home town, his relatives in nearby streets and villages, his
particular dialect of the language of his parents, or the food he ate on feast days, because the
Sultan Selim was now his sovereign. The Sultan may have conquered Syria and Palestine, but
he was also six hundred miles away.For the Ottoman rulers, Palestine was more than just
another province in an empire that stretched from Hungary to Yemen and Algeria to the Caspian
Sea. The Ottomans were Muslims, and Palestine was on the pilgrimage route from Turkey to
Mecca and Medina in Arabia, and housed a number of sites sacred to Muslims. It was also the
focus for Christian and Jewish travellers visiting their own religious sites and therefore a potential
source of friction between the Ottoman Empire and other countries. The Sultans government
took special care to ensure law and order in these provinces, since both the Muslim pilgrims and
the foreign visitors were likely to be attractive to bands of robbers.We know quite a lot about the
population of Palestine once it came under Ottoman control in the sixteenth century because of
the regular censuses the government instituted. According to the results of these censuses–five



of them in fifty years–Palestine had about 300,000 inhabitants, 90 per cent of them Muslim
Arabs. The other 10 per cent were mainly either Christians (who were also principally Arabs) or
Jews.Palestinians are often assumed to be Muslim, although in fact Christianity began in
Palestine. Some Christian families among Palestinian Arabs today are probably descended from
the first Christians, though many were later converts. The Sabbaghs were Christian Arabs and
my family tree goes back at least to 1700. When the Ottomans conquered Palestine they treated
the Christians and Jews in a different way from the mainly Muslim population. Because they
were known as ‘People of the Book’-belonging to religions that shared prophets with Islam–the
Sultan, as head of the Muslim faith, was required to protect their lives and properties. In return
for this protection they were subjected to special rules relating to marriage, taxation and so on.
Nevertheless, to the ordinary population they were seen as infidels and at various times suffered
from abuse. Their affairs were regulated by the Ottoman government through their religious
leaders who were based in Constantinople. However, some Christians claimed European
nationality, thereby gaining the protection of the consuls of European countries that had
diplomatic relations with the Turks.Although treated differently from the majority, the Jews living
in Palestine were able to maintain and expand traditional communities in towns such as Safad,
Jerusalem and Tiberias. In spite of the fact that there were barriers to Jews and Christians taking
up senior posts in the Ottoman government, many Jews participated in the financial
administration of areas of the empire. Some Jews (and Christians) who agreed to convert to
Islam rose to the highest administrative posts in the land. The post of Grand Vizier, the Sultan’s
chief minister, was field by nine men between 1520 and 1566, and only one of them was of
Muslim birth.17The task of maintaining law and order in its provinces was a constant headache
for the Turks, mainly because they lacked soldiers to police their empire. Their armies were
fighting wars on two fronts, east and west, for long periods. In addition to facing widespread
criminal activity, the Ottoman rulers in Constantinople had another problem: collecting taxes
from farmers, merchants and village leaders. The Ottoman Empire could not function without
regular funds. In especially troublesome regions the Ottomans appointed local rulers, often
Bedouin sheikhs from territories on the edge of the Empire. One of these rulers became so
powerful in the eighteenth century that he became known generations later as the ‘First King of
Palestine’. He also benefited from the cunning and greed of one of my ancestors.2‘THE FIRST
KING OF PALESTINE’• • •In autumn 2003 I drove around northern Israel. Starting in Tiberias, on
the western shore of Lake Tiberias (the Sea of Galilee), I visited towns, villages and deserted
hillsides, looking for what was left of the eighteenth-century ‘kingdom’ of a Palestinian sheikh.I
first heard of Daher al-Omar al-Zaydani* over lunch with friends in Nazareth. One cannot have a
‘normal’ conversation in an Arab home in Israel or Palestine, a conversation about books or films
or nuclear war or cloning. From soup to nuts the conversation is always about the Israelis and
the Palestinians. On this occasion, I was talking to a Coptic historian, who turned to me during a
discussion about the history of the Palestinians and said: ‘You know, there was a state of
Palestine in the eighteenth century. It lasted for over thirty years, and was so well run that the



Ottomans allowed the Palestinians self-rule. And one of your relatives had an important role in
the story.’States, as we know them today, were not a feature of the Middle East in the eighteenth
century. The whole area from Albania to Egypt was under Turkish control. No stable boundaries
in the Ottoman Empire divided one ‘nation’ from another. There were provinces and sub-
divisions of provinces, but the Ottoman rulers often changed these boundaries. If a local
governor fell into disgrace, his province would be divided among neighbouring governors. Or a
leader would need to be rewarded, so territories would be amalgamated to satisfy him.
Nevertheless, for a considerable period of time Daher al-Omar, of Bedouin stock, ruled over an
area covering what is now northern Israel and southern Lebanon, and sometimes as far south as
Gaza.A painting by a modern Palestinian artist of the ‘first king of Palestine’, Daher al-Omar,
imagined in his citadel overlooking the port of Acre.The Ottoman government left him alone
because he achieved a level of relative peace, financial prosperity, fair tax-collecting and
freedom from crime. It was easier than trying to impose direct rule from Constantinople. Daher
also valued good international relations, both for security and for commercial reasons. Northern
Palestine was a productive cotton-growing area and he acquired a monopoly from the farmers in
his jurisdiction. Then he traded with European merchants, notably the French, who reluctantly
agreed to pay his high prices.As a consequence, we know about Daher’s activities from French
and English travellers. Daher also had two Arab biographers, both Sabbaghs: Abud was my
great-great-great-grandfather; Mikhail was his nephew. However, by far the liveliest account of
Daher’s reign, if not always the most accurate, comes from Count Constantine de Volney. He
travelled in the Middle East between 1783 and 1785, about eight years after the death of Daher
and describes him in glowing terms:It is long since Syria has befield among her chiefs so great a
character. In military affairs, no man possessed more courage, activity, coolness, or resources.
In politics, the noble frankness of his mind was not diminished even by his ambition. He was fond
only of brave and open measures. And heroically preferred the dangers of the field to the wily
intrigues of the cabinet. He preserved the simplicity of [Bedouin] customs and manners. His
table was not different from that of a rich farmer; the utmost luxury of his dress never exceeded a
few cloaks, and he never wore any trinkets. The greatest expense he incurred was in blood
mares, for some of which he even paid as high as twenty thousand livres (eight hundred and
twenty-five pounds.*) He likewise loved women; but was so jealous of decency and decorum,
that he ordered that every one taken in an act of gallantry,† or offering insult to a woman, should
suffer death; he had, in short, attained the difficult medium between prodigality and avarice, and
was at once generous and economical.1I was pleased to discover that my ancestor Ibrahim
Sabbagh was Daher’s vizier or chief minister. Ibrahim was a Christian Arab with some kind of
medical training and he was Daher’s doctor as well as his minister of finance. Was Daher’s
saintly nature, perhaps, attributable to the wise counsel of my ancestor, I asked myself.No, was
the answer. Ibrahim was a nasty piece of work, although his worst excesses go unmentioned by
the Sabbaghs who became Daher’s biographers. But I must tell the truth. My great-great-great-
great-grandfather was, among other things, a miser and an embezzler.Daher al-Omar was



probably a camel driver in his youth. He came from Bedouin tribes that never settled but roamed
around northern Palestine, southern Syria and other parts of the Ottoman Empire. The Zaydani
(Daher’s family name) camped on the banks of the Jordan in the area of the Sea of Galilee2 The
Bedouin were sometimes regarded as inferior by the more settled Arabs who farmed or traded.
Volney describes the effect on the townspeople of Acre when some Bedouin visited. They came
from the faraway Arabian desert, so they were a rare sight.When, in the time of Shaik Daher,
some of their horsemen came as far as Acre, they excited the same curiosity there, as a visit
from the savages of America would among us. Everyone viewed with surprise these men, who
were more diminutive, meagre, and swarthy, than any of the known Bedouins. Their withered
legs had no calves, and appeared to consist merely of tendons. Their bellies seemed shrunk to
their backs, and their hair was frizzled almost as much as that of the negroes. They on the other
hand were no less astonished at everything they saw; they could neither conceive how the
houses and minarets could stand erect, nor how men ventured to dwell beneath them, and
always on the same spot; but above all, they were in an ecstasy at beholding the sea, nor could
they comprehend what that desert of water could be.3By the middle of the seventeenth century
Daher’s family had abandoned their nomadic habits and settled down in northern Palestine
between Tiberias and Safad. Daher’s father and grandfather had been tax collectors for the
Ottoman government. The ‘tax-farming’ system allowed specific individuals in a community to
collect taxes for the Ottoman government from peasants and farmers, taking a proportion of the
tax as reward for doing the job. Often tax-farmers extorted the maximum they could and passed
on the minimum.Daher inherited the right to collect taxes in the region and soon established a
reputation as a fighter and a man of commerce. His first settled base was the hill town of Safad,
where my family come-from. He acquired a succession of wives, partly to cement relationships
with important families in the region and partly, as Volney points out, ‘because he loved women a
lot’. The village of Nazareth was under Daher’s rule and its inhabitants ‘were obliged to make a
present [of a thousand piastres] to every wife [Daher] married, and he took great care to marry
almost every week’.4In the 1730s and 1740s Daher extended his influence over a vast region,
through tribal alliances and skilful negotiation. By forging a bond with the unruly Beni Saqr tribe,
he took over the sizeable town of Tiberias, his first power base. Before long Daher invited Jewish
families from Damascus to come and settle in the town, including bankers and merchants whose
contacts helped develop the area. More Jews moved into Daher’s territories as word spread of
the stability and lack of crime. Soon Jews arrived from more distant parts of the Ottoman Empire,
including Smyrna, Aleppo and Cyprus.Daher was visited in 1737 by the British traveller Richard
Pococke, on a journey through the area. ‘When I came near Tiberias I sent a man before with a
letter from the consul to the sheik who, having much company with him, ordered his steward to
entertain me at his house, and provisions were sent from the sheik’s kitchin.’ Pococke was well
treated by Daher, who obviously enjoyed meeting visitors from the West, but he found it difficult
to get a decent night’s sleep. They drive their cattle within the walls every night, lest they should
be stolen,’ he wrote, ‘so that the place abounds with vermin, and as they have a great number of



asses as well as other cattle we were frequently disturbed with their noise.’Daher had to take
precautions to protect himself from the hostility of the pasha of Damascus, the nearest provincial
ruler in the Ottoman hierarchy. This pasha was not always well disposed to a sheikh who posed
a potential threat. ‘When I was at Tiberias,’ Pococke wrote, ‘they were very busy in making a fort
on the height of the north of the town, and in strengthening the old walls with buttresses on the
inside, the sheik having a dispute with the pasha of Damascus; who after this took his brother in
a skirmish, and caused him to be publicly hanged in that city, but the pasha being soon after
removed, they were freed from their apprehension on that account.’5 In 1742, another pasha,
Soliman el-Adm, besieged Daher in Tiberias and bombarded the town, ‘to the great
astonishment of all Syria, where bombs are but little known, even at present’, noted
Volney.6Tiberias, one of Daher al-Omar’s capitals, showing the mosque he built in the
eighteenth century.Daher al-Omar’s mosque in modern Tiberias, hemmed in by concrete malls
and housing.The citadel Daher built in the centre of Tiberias is now derelict. Nearby, within a few
yards of the shore of the Sea of Galilee, Daher constructed a stocky, stone mosque, with a tower
or minaret on the eastern corner, and an exterior with a pattern of alternating dark and light
stones, a recognizable feature of other buildings constructed during his control of Palestine. The
mosque has been neglected since 1948, when Tiberias became entirely Jewish. A concrete
shopping centre was built around it–the usual mix of hairdressing salons, gift shops, clothes
shops and cafés. When I visited the town in 2004 some of the shops were closed, the café was
deserted and the steps and dais of the mosque were littered with old shopping trolleys and
discarded bottles. Standing on an abandoned dining chair I peered through the window bars into
the mosque’s interior. Rubble, plaster and stones had fallen from the ceiling. The steps to the
minbar (or pulpit) were cracked and waterstained and people had thrown household refuse
through the window on to the floor where Daher, his family and the community had once
prayed.Most of the time the Ottoman government–the ‘Porte’, as it was called–accepted the
taxes Daher raised and left him alone, but when the local pasha of Damascus took against him,
it usually meant trouble. Damascus was only hours away from Tiberias and after his
headquarters were attacked Daher began looking for a base that was further away and had
access to the Mediterranean. In the 1740s he captured the harbour of Acre, a port on the
northern Mediterranean coast of Palestine governed by an Ottoman official from Sidon. Volney
described Acre as ‘a heap of ruins, a miserable open village without defence’7. The Governor of
Sidon had stationed a representative (or Aga) there, but when Daher sent a message that he
was on his way to take over the port the Aga fled. Daher and his soldiers rode into Acre and the
village was his. The Governor of Sidon didn’t seem to mind. He knew Daher would continue to
pass on the taxes and he recognized his reputation for good government and preserving law
and order.With much of northern Galilee under his rule, Daher could control the production and
sales of agricultural products in the region: wheat, barley and citrus fruit, as well as olives, the
basis of a significant soap industry. But cotton was the most important crop. There was a
growing market in Europe and Daher established contact with French merchants and created



links with Malta, Cyprus and Livorno.8 He had a monopoly of Galilean cotton and told the
French they had to pay his high prices. It didn’t always work. When the French refused to pay,
Daher broke off relations, but he failed to find any other buyers so he came to a compromise.
The French still found it advantageous to trade through Daher, because of his skill and fairness
in commercial transactions.These growing trade links meant that Acre expanded. There were
new shops and warehouses and a cotton market, a long elegant arched arcade that still
stands.Before the rise of Daher, roaming Bedouin tribes would ransack villages, rob farmers,
and terrorize the highways, all of which stifled trade. It was said to be impossible to travel without
the protection of fifty armed cavalrymen. Daher improved the situation by requiring the head man
of each village and town to guarantee security in his area, and to compensate victims from his
own pocket. By 1746, Mikhail Sabbagh reports, ‘An old woman with gold in her hand could travel
from one place to another without fear or danger’.9 Daher devised a cunning means of crime
prevention. He sent ‘decoy’ women to travel the roads of the area and he put about the message
that anyone who accosted them would be captured and executed. Around this time the French
consul in Sidon reported that Daher ‘speaks and acts as though he were the master of all
Galilee.’10Like most Palestinian Arabs at the time Daher was a Muslim. But a small percentage
of them were Christians, many of them Melkites (a Christian sect following the Byzantine rite but
in Arabic). Like the Jews, the Melkites were attracted to Daher’s Palestine as a haven from the
persecution they faced in Aleppo and other Syrian towns. Daher’s tolerance of different religious
groups led to close friendships with Christian merchants, one of whom, Yusuf Qissis, became
his scribe and counsellor.In 1757 Daher fell ill and in spite of the efforts of his personal
physician, he failed to recover. Then Qissis brought a Christian friend of his, who was also a
doctor, to see if he could help. In those days there was little a doctor could do with a seriously ill
patient except take the credit if the patient happened to get better. Fortunately for Ibrahim
Sabbagh, this is exactly what happened, and he therefore replaced Daher’s regular doctor. It
was the beginning of a twenty-year relationship. Ibrahim began as a friend and doctor, then took
over from Qissis as counsellor when he fell from favour.An uncle of mine living in Beirut told me
a story about Ibrahim that he had heard from an old priest in the mountains of Lebanon. I’m not
sure how reliable it is, but I offer it here as the earliest account of my branch of the family
tree.Some time in the late seventeenth century a man called Yuhanna lived in the Syrian town of
Shweir and married a princess from the religious sect known as the Druzes (an offshoot of Islam
dating back to the tenth century AD). He was probably called Yuhanna Shoueri, after the town
he lived in. Yuhanna had four sons, Abud, Habib, Mikhail and Yusuf. Abud, the eldest, went to
Sidon and set up business as a dyer (sabbagh in Arabic). His family thus became known as ‘Beit
Sabbagh’, the house or family of the dyer.One of Abud’s brothers, Habib, married and had twin
boys, Lias and Ibrahim. Lias died of measles, and Ibrahim, aged seven, was sent by his uncle,
Abud, to the monastery of St John. Here, in the hands of a monk from Aleppo called Procopius,
he was trained in the healing arts. When he grew up he became a monk himself, but then at the
age of thirty-two left the monastery and went to Acre where he worked as a doctor and got



married.By the time Ibrahim became Daher’s adviser he had four (possibly five) grown-up sons.
Some played a part in Daher’s government, others helped Ibrahim in his many commercial
activities. Yusuf became deputy governor of Jaffa, Habib looked after the Sabbagh trading
activities in Acre, Niqula became a doctor like his father, and Abud–my direct ancestor–ran the
family soap factory.Daher and Ibrahim were obviously close, although they had very different
personalities. Daher had no interest in wealth, whereas Ibrahim was interested in little else.
Daher was generous with what he had, while Ibrahim begrudged giving anyone a single piastre
of his fortune. Volney wrote: ‘[Ibrahim’s] passion for money was so sordid, that, amid the wealth
he was amassing, he lived only on cheese and olives; and so great was his parsimony, that he
frequently stopped at the shops of the poorest merchants, and partook of their frugal repast. He
never wore any thing but dirty and ragged garments. To behold this meagre, one-eyed wretch,
one would have taken him rather for a beggar than the minister of a considerable state.’It must
have hurt Ibrahim considerably when his master ordered him to assign a monthly stipend for the
poor. And during droughts, when the farmers in his territory could not afford to pay the Ottoman
tax, Daher paid it from his own treasury or borrowed from his minister, a loan Ibrahim really could
not refuse.Daher also had several sons. They divided their time between helping their father and
fighting him. Each one controlled a region of Palestine from the citadels and fortresses Daher
had built across northern Palestine. Fighting broke out from time to time when one son or
another, sometimes two or more, declared war on Daher to gain some advantage over the other
brothers or to redress some slight, real or imagined, at the hands of their father. The sons could
also be bribed or seduced by Daher’s enemies–such as the ruling governor of Damascus–to join
in battle against their father.In 1753 Daher’s son Uthman rebelled and fled to Jenin. In 1761
three more sons, led by Ali, barricaded themselves in the fortress at Tiberias and declared war
against Daher. Truce was followed by revolt and revolt by truce, rather like an elaborate war
game. Usually either Uthman or Ali was the instigator, but accounts of their battles and the
outcomes suggest that these events weren’t always as serious as one might
think.11Constantine de Volney warned his readers not to imagine that Arab battles were
anything like European ones.The reader must not here figure to himself a number of
complicated and artificial movements, such as those which within the last century, have reduced
war with us to a science of system and calculation; the Asiatics are unacquainted with the first
elements of this conduct. Their armies are mobs, their marches ravages, their campaigns mere
inroads, and their battles, bloody frays; the strongest or the most adventurous party goes in
search of the other, which not unfrequently flies without offering resistance; if they stand their
ground, they engage pell-mell, discharge their carbines, break their spears, and hack each other
with their sabres, for they rarely have any cannon; and when they have they are but of little
service. A panic frequently diffuses itself without cause; one party flies, the other pursues, and
shouts victory; the vanquished submit to the will of the conqueror, and the campaign often
terminates without a battle.12While real wounds were sometimes inflicted, there was a code of
honour that prevented too much harm being done by one close relative to another. If Daher was



on the losing side and his forces were routed, his son would not pursue him once it was obvious
who had won. When on one occasion Daher fell off his horse and shouted ‘I am Daher!’, a
cavalryman from the opposing side came, helped him up, kissed the hem of his coat and led him
to safety, before getting back to work attacking his forces.13The French Consul in Sidon
explained to his government how these things were done: ‘These fights have at first an alarming
air because everyone is armed. But they are no less careful not to spill blood, and apart from the
furor and the noise these battles cause they are merely family quarrels, which paternal love
always brings to an end; and in any case, at the slightest danger they will reunite to oppose the
enemies of the family.’14These regular fights between Daher and his sons rather destroyed
some of the benefits of the security he had brought to the area. In Volney’s words they led to
‘general disorder, resulted in an unnecessary power split, retarded development [and] disrupted
the economy’. Nevertheless, during the second half of the eighteenth century, Daher’s rule, with
the help of Ibrahim’s advice, made Acre the principal port in the whole stretch of Mediterranean
coast from northern Syria down to Gaza. He made it the centre of a region that was developing
great economic potential. Acre was transformed from an insignificant village to a great trading
post. One sign of its prosperity is a list of the properties owned by Daher al-Omar and Ibrahim
Sabbagh, found in the archives of the Ottoman Empire. It gives details of over a hundred shops,
a soap factory, probably Abud’s, several gardens and a new Turkish bath, as well as two new
mosques.The port in the old town of Acre is now a marina and fishing boat harbour, but many of
the stone structures Daher built still stand, including his impressive walls and ramparts and his
citadel, dominating the middle of the town. They are the western end of a whole chain of
fortresses, mosques and caravanserais that Daher and his sons built at the height of his power.
But Daher was growing old, his sons were restless and rivals were eyeing-up his
‘kingdom’.3DAHER’S DECLINE• • •Daher’s rule over Palestine was brought to an end by
Ottoman politics. While Palestine was relatively calm, Egypt, a neighbouring part of the Ottoman
Empire, was more turbulent. It was ruled by a group called the Mamluks, former slaves who in a
reversal of status had become an elite force. But because each member was deemed to be the
equal of all the others, there was constant jostling for power and control. This is how Volney
described the chaotic state of Egyptian politics at the end of the eighteenth century:In a society
where the passions of individuals are not directed to one general end, where each man,
attentive only to himself, considers the uncertainty of the next day, merely as a motive to improve
the advantage of the moment; where the chiefs, impressing no sentiment of respect, are unable
to maintain subordination; in such a society, a fixed and regular state of affairs is impossible; and
the incessant jarring of the incoherent parts must give a perpetual vibration to the whole
machine. This is what continually happens among the body of the Mamlouks at Cairo.1One of
the Mamluks ruling Egypt in the 1760s was Ali Bey al-Kabir, who was noted for his extravagant
tastes. Volney described the public murmurings against him after one of his new purchases:
When Ali Bey expended two hundred and twenty-five thousand livres (above nine thousand
pounds) in the useless handle of a kandjar [a poniard carried in the belt] though jewellers might



applaud his magnificence, had not the people reason to detest his luxury?’ Not surprisingly Ali
Bey got on rather well with Ibrahim Sabbagh, who knew him through the network of Christian
Arabs in Egypt, some of whom had emigrated to Cairo to avoid persecution in Syria.Ibrahim
forged an alliance between Daher and Ali Bey, which although strategically useful, was to hasten
Daher’s downfall. In the words of one recent historian: ‘In November 1770 Ali Bey al-Kabir sent
the first Egyptian troops to Gaza and Jaffa. With that step he set the stage for the last act of
Daher al-Omar’s rule in Acre, five years which in human greed, hubris and bravery, in dramatic,
unforeseen turns of events, and in grandeur and catastrophe lacked nothing of Greek tragedy.’2
It was natural for Daher and Ali Bey to unite to attack Othman, the pasha of Damascus. After
several battles they gained almost total control of the largest city in Syria. If they succeeded in
crushing Othman, Ali Bey would have Daher’s state as a buffer between Egypt and the Ottoman
rulers in Constantinople.In fact, Daher’s relations with the central government were quite good at
this time. In 1768, he had demanded to be proclaimed ‘Sheikh of Acre, Prince of Princes,
Governor of Nazareth, Taberias, and Safad, and Sheikh of all Galilee’ and the Porte agreed. For
the time being he was too powerful for them to control. In the same year the Ottomans
inadvertently created a new ally for Daher by declaring war on Russia. In skirmishes, sieges and
battles against the Ottomans and their allies over the next few years Daher could now appeal for
back-up to the Russian fleet, which had appeared in the Mediterranean and annihilated the
entire Ottoman navy.Daher was now an old man, eighty years old or so. There is a touching
picture of him, still fighting, in a biography of Ali Bey by a Portuguese traveller, Sauveur
Lusignan. While the army of Daher and Ali Bey was fighting Othman in Egypt, one of Daher’s
sons, Salibi, was killed. Lusignan and some of Ali Bey’s soldiers and slaves travelled to Gaza to
break the news to Daher. ‘When the good old Sheik Daher saw us approach,’ Lusignan wrote,
‘and heard of the death of his eldest son, and the loss of his friends and army, he fell on the
ground on his face, crying out, “From this day I am undone.” [We] strove to comfort him as much
as we could, but, alas, we were ourselves inconsolable for the loss of our prince, and all our
property.’3At the root of the problems that beset Daher from now on was Ibrahim Sabbagh and
the advice he gave. The Ottoman government was going through a bad phase. It was eventually
defeated by the Russians and faced a series of rebellions from minor leaders in different parts of
the empire, so the Porte offered a peace settlement to Daher. The old sheikh was willing to
accept but Ibrahim would not have it. He felt that Ali Bey would conquer the whole of Syria in the
coming year or so and hand over a part of it to Daher, enlarging his territory to the north of
Palestine. ‘[Ibrahim] hoped for the advancement of his own private fortune,’ Volney wrote, ‘and
the means of adding fresh treasures to those he had already amassed by his insatiable advice.
Seduced by this brilliant prospect, Daher rejected the propositions of the Porte, and prepared to
carry on the war with redoubled activity.’4In addition to amassing yet more wealth, Ibrahim was
motivated by a belief that the Ottoman Empire was about to collapse, in which case he and
Daher, although they were both old men, might live to see their territories stretch far beyond
Palestine. In 1773 Ibrahim said to the French Consul, de Taules, The Ottoman Empire is no



more, and there is only one nation in the world, Russia, just as there is only one God in the
heavens.’ De Taules replied: ‘Whatever you say, the Ottoman Empire will not fall. There are
forces with an interest in keeping it powerful and it is when it’s in danger of being entirely
overcome that you will see how help will arrive.’5 In fact, de Taules’ assessment was more
accurate than Ibrahim’s. Another seventy years passed before the Ottoman Empire was
recognized as ‘the sick man of Europe’ and it was sixty years after that before it finally fell
apart.While Ali Bey was fighting battles in Palestine, there were intrigues in Cairo which led to
him being ousted by another Mamluk called Abu Dhahab. On the basis that ‘my enemy’s friend
is my enemy’, Abu Dhahab, having called Ali Bey back to Egypt and killed him, turned to Daher.
Abu Dhahab’s name means ‘father of gold’ and he seems to have rivalled Ibrahim in his avarice.
He had heard rumours of Ibrahim’s wealth and wanted to get at it. On one occasion, when Acre
changed hands for a short period and Abu Dhahab captured the town, he went in search of
Ibrahim’s treasure. Knowing Ibrahim’s friendship with some Catholic friars in Nazareth, he sent
for them on a pretext and when they arrived he asked them to show him where Ibrahim kept his
treasure, which he believed had been deposited in their monastery. The friars said they did not
know about any treasure, and Abu Dhahab beheaded three of them to encourage the others to
speak. But they knew nothing and were thrown in prison.Acre, a few years after the time of
Daher al-Omar. The arches are the remains of the cotton market Daher built for foreign traders to
meet Palestinian cotton merchants.By all accounts, Abu Dhahab’s behaviour towards the
inhabitants of Acre was brutal, so it was fortunate for them that he was found dead one morning,
having gone to bed the night before feeling perfectly well. His army, fearing the return of Daher,
fled back to Egypt, and two days after Abu Dhahab’s death, Daher was back in control of the
town.Tensions were growing at this time between Daher’s surviving sons and Ibrahim Sabbagh,
who was seen as getting in the way of their own access to their father. The sons were also
growing weary of Daher’s longevity, and worried that their inheritance might be slipping away
from them, into Ibrahim’s hands.[Ibrahim] neglected no means, however unjust, by which he
could amass money. He monopolized every article of commerce; he alone had the sale of corn,
cotton, and other articles of exportation; and he alone purchased cloths, indigo, sugars, and
other merchandise. His avarice had frequently invaded the supposed privileges, and even the
real rights of the Shaiks [Daher’s sons]; they did not pardon this abuse of power, and every day,
furnishing fresh subjects of complaint, was productive of new disturbances. Daher, whose
understanding began to be impaired by his extreme old age, did not adopt measures calculated
to appease them. He called his children rebels, and ungrateful, and imagined he had no faithful
and disinterested servant but Ibrahim: this infatuation served only to destroy all respect for his
person, and to inflame and justify their discontents.6The crisis came in 1775, when the Porte
sent a small fleet of ships under the control of Hassan Pasha, the admiral of the Ottoman navy,
to collect several years’ outstanding taxes which Daher was meant to have remitted to
Constantinople. What happened next depends on which of Daher’s biographers you believe.
The Sabbaghs, uncle and nephew, found no fault with Ibrahim’s part in the drama that was about



to unfold. Others hold him entirely responsible. A close associate of Daher’s, Ahmad al-Dinkizli,
was a Moroccan mercenary who had fought well over the years in a number of Daher’s
campaigns, and had also developed an antipathy to Ibrahim Sabbagh. So the Sabbaghs blame
him for the final events in Daher’s reign, whereas other biographers blame Ibrahim.The central
issue was whether to pay the back taxes or not. Ibrahim, as you might imagine, was all for
holding on to what must have been quite a large amount of money. Dinkizli advised Daher to pay
up, in return for a peaceful resolution of the dispute, and Daher was inclined to follow his advice.
This is the right thing to do,’ Daher said. ‘I am an old man and I don’t have the nerve any more for
fighting and endless marches in the mountains. For me the most important issue is to die with a
calm mind as an obedient [servant] of the Sultan.’Ibrahim would have none of it, claiming that if
the taxes were paid the Ottoman government would just ask for more, and in any case there was
not enough money in the coffers to make the payments. Daher changed his mind and supported
this, and Dinkizli replied, with more than a hint of sarcasm, ‘The Shaik is in the right; his servants
have long known that his generosity does not suffer his money to stagnate in his coffers; but
does not the money they obtain from him belong to him? And can it be believed that thus entitled
to them, we know not where to find two thousand purses?’Volney described this scene vividly:
‘At these words Ibrahim, interrupting him, exclaimed, that as for himself, no man could be poorer.
“Say ‘baser’,” resumed Degnizla, transported with rage. “Who doesn’t know that for the last
fourteen years you have been heaping up enormous treasures; that you have monopolized all
the trade of the country; that you sell all the lands, and keep back the payments that are due;
that in the war of Mohammad Bey, you plundered the whole territory of Gaza, carried away all
the corn, and left the inhabitants of Yafa without the necessaries of life?”’7But to no avail. Faithful
to the last to his minister, Daher sent a message to Hassan Pasha refusing to pay the taxes,
whereupon Hassan Pasha launched an attack. Al-Dinkizli, disgusted by Ibrahim’s advice and
Daher’s acceptance, said ‘We are Muslim people, obedient to the Sultan. For the Muslim,
believing in One God, it is not permitted to fight against the Sultan in any form.’ He then gave
orders to the Moroccan troops under his charge not to resist the Ottoman admiral, and Hassan
Pasha’s ships began to bombard Acre. Daher tried to respond but without Dinkizli’s forces he
had little to respond with.When it was clear that all was lost, Daher mounted his horse and rode
out of the city. Then, the eighty-five-year-old ruler of Palestine, who had recently married a young
and beautiful woman, made a fatal decision. He decided to turn back for his bride, and on his
way to fetch her was shot by one of Dinkizli’s Moroccan soldiers. Daher fell to the ground and
was surrounded by the Moroccans, who beheaded him and took his head to Hassan Pasha. He,
as was the custom, first showered it with insults and then pickled it and shipped it off to
Constantinople to prove that the troublesome sheikh was no more. ‘Such was the tragical end of
a man, in many respects, worthy of a better fate,’ Volney wrote. ‘It is long since Syria has befield
among her chiefs so great a character…. [It was not] till he had taken Ibrahim for his minister that
his conduct was blemished with a sort of duplicity which that Christian called Prudence.’8But
what of Ibrahim? Where was he while his master was being cut down by his own soldiers? He



had fled the town and sought refuge with a tribe who had been friendly to Daher in the past, who
returned him with a guarantee of safety to Acre. But the guarantee was ignored and he was
given up to Hassan Pasha, ‘to whom no present could be more acceptable’, according to Volney.
Reports of Ibrahim’s vast riches were known throughout the empire and Hassan Pasha was
determined to track them down. But Ibrahim denied that they existed. ‘In vain did the Pasha
employ caresses, menaces, and the torture; all were ineffectual,’ Volney wrote.With Ibrahim
firmly in chains, it wasn’t too long before the location of his treasures was revealed to be–as had
been suspected by Abu Dhahab–in a Christian monastery. There were several chests, ‘so large
and so full of gold, that the biggest required eight men to carry it’. There were also jewels and
trinkets, including Ali Bey’s famous dagger with the £9,000 handle. Ibrahim Sabbagh and his
treasure were shipped to Constantinople where he was subjected to new tortures in an attempt
to find if he had hidden any more money and valuables. But wily old Ibrahim was at least
consistent to the last, and said nothing. He was executed, dying, Volney said, ‘with a courage
worthy of a better cause’.The story of Daher al-Omar and Ibrahim Sabbagh might seem to be a
sideshow in the history of the Ottoman Empire. But it is significant for several reasons. Historians
have described it as the first introduction of European power to the area, through the contacts
Daher made with the French and the Russians as well as with other European countries. Daher
also brought a unified trading policy to a whole swathe of Palestine and Syria, tying farmers,
middlemen, and merchants from abroad into a well-run economic system which brought
prosperity to his people for the short period of his rule. But it did more than that. Daher’s
administration of Palestine was taken over by successor sheikhs and Ottoman governors so that
the benefits were felt well into the nineteenth century.This story is worth telling in some detail
because it proves the existence of a complex and multilayered Palestinian society in the second
half of the eighteenth century. These people didn’t all disappear in the nineteenth century.
Palestine was not an empty country fifty years after Daher. My family tree shows that Ibrahim’s
sons went on to do what most people do: marry and have children, and the Zaydani family,
Daher’s descendants, did the same. So did all the bit part players in the story of Daher’s
Palestine–the Jews, Christians and Muslims he attracted to his state, the cotton farmers and
traders, the foot-soldiers and horsemen, the Bedouin tribesmen and townspeople of Safad,
Acre, Tiberias and Nazareth. They stayed and put down roots and built houses, and their
children stayed on, in towns and villages that survived from the time of Daher. Nowadays, the
majority of those descendants are in refugee camps or in cities thousands of miles from their
ancestral homes in Palestine, having been expelled by the Israelis in 1948.But a few of the
descendants of Ibrahim remained, particularly in northern Palestine, now Israel, as I discovered
when I travelled in the autumn of 2003 in search of one of Daher’s most formidable strongholds,
the fortress of Deir Hanna, a town on the road between Tiberias and Acre. I wanted to
photograph the ruins, but they were not easy to find. Instead of the village I had expected, Deir
Hanna is now a small Arab town. I could see nothing very fortress-like on the hill, so I asked
directions of a man who was walking slowly along carrying some worry-beads. He told me that I



had to drive a little further and indicated the direction. He then asked me where I was from and I
told him I was from ‘Beit Sabbagh’, the house of Sabbagh. His face lit up. ‘There are many of
your relatives here!’ he exclaimed. ‘I will come with you and show you the ruins.’ His name was
Hanna.I parked in a patch of shade and we started walking. ‘This house used to be the house of
the Sabbagh family,’ said Hanna, pointing to a derelict stone building surrounded by some land.
‘No one lives there now.’As we walked along the village street, he noticed an elderly couple
sitting on the balcony of a house. ‘This man is from Beit Sabbagh,’ he shouted to them. ‘He has
come-from outside,’ (meaning abroad). There was a shouted reply I didn’t hear. Hanna turned to
me. ‘What was your father’s name?’ I told him and a further shouted conversation revealed that
they knew my father. They insisted I come to their house and lunch with them (it was about ten in
the morning). I shouted back that I had some research to carry out and maybe I would come
back later. We had barely gone another fifty metres when an old woman leaned over a
balcony.‘Here’s another of your relatives,’ said Hanna, and shouted up to the old woman that I
was the son of Isa Khalil Sabbagh. The old woman launched into an account of how her sister
was married to a man whose daughter was the wife of another member of the Sabbagh family.
She seemed about to fall off the balcony with excitement and insisted I come to her house NOW
for lunch. I politely declined, eager to find the ruins. How many more relatives was I going to
meet?We found the old fortress: a well-built series of rooms around a courtyard. Hanna showed
me into the bedroom of somebody’s house before he realized his mistake. Like hermit crabs,
many of the villagers have made their homes in the rooms there. The unoccupied rooms opening
off this courtyard were knee-deep in rubble and rubbish, but it was still possible to make out
some of the fine decorative masonry and the alternating light and dark bands of stone that
characterize Daher’s buildings.When I had seen enough, we walked back to the house of the
couple on the balcony and I decided I should really stop for five minutes. I was there for an hour.
Like me, Abu Hatem and his wife were descendants of Ibrahim Sabbagh. Cups of strong Arab
coffee were produced and the interrogation started. My Arabic was good enough to tell them
most of what they wanted to know, though I could not always understand what they told me.They
knew a lot about my immediate family–my uncles and aunts and which parts of the world they
had gone to. Abu Hatem claimed to know my father, proving this by showing me three out-of-
focus photographs. The blurred man in the middle was definitely my father, standing with
younger versions of Abu Hatem and his wife. I was also shown photographs of Georgette, my
aunt, and of Abu Hatem’s mother, a real beauty called Kurjiyi. I heard that some members of the
family had ended up in America, like my father. ‘My sister has two children in America,’ said one
of the women, ‘and their Arabic is broken, just like yours.’ (I thought I’d been doing rather
well.)Kurjiyi, née Sabbagh, mother of Abu Hatem in Deir Hanna.‘Well, I’d better go,’ I said,
looking at my watch, but it had no effect.‘You haven’t eaten anything yet,’ said Abu Hatem’s
wife.‘I had breakfast not long ago.’‘It’s nearly ready,’ said Abu Hatem. ‘Please, come.’I entered a
large room with windows overlooking the beautiful countryside. Abu Hatem seized my arm and
led me on to the balcony.‘All of that mountain used to belong to the Sabbagh family,’ he said,



pointing to a large hill in the distance. He steered me around the corner and waved his arm at the
fields below which stretched into the distance. ‘A third of that land also was Beit Sabbagh.’I sat
down to a familiar-looking feast of Palestinian dishes. ‘Eat, eat,’ they all said in a chorus. ‘Try this,
and this. It’s home made. It comes from our land.’At last I really had to move on.‘No, no,’ they all
cried. Wait a moment for the olives and the olive oil.’Out of the kitchen came five large plastic
bottles containing many different types of the family.’s olives. ‘These are large green olives in
peppers; these are large black ones in oil; these are small green ones in oil; this is olive oil from
our olives, and this is a bag of za’ater [dried thyme and sesame].’I tried to leave three of the
bottles behind, hoping to travel light, but they were firmly gathered up by Hatem. I said my
farewells, with promises to return for longer next time, with my wife and children, and headed
downstairs to the car. As I opened the boot for Hatem to deposit all five bottles, I was seized by
the arm, swung around, and kissed on both cheeks by a strange woman. She was wearing
traditional Palestinian costume and accompanied by a toothless old man, also traditionally
dressed and as short as she was. More relatives. Word had reached their ears that I was in town,
and they were both effusive in their greetings, so grateful to me for honouring them and their
village with a visit, and insistent that I come to their house for lunch.As I drove down the hill I
rather wished I had taken a photo of the other side of the Sabbagh house, which I had glimpsed
from the balcony. But I knew that to stop and get out of the car once more would risk more
relatives appearing and I might never get away.A Sabbagh family group, still living in Deir Hanna,
now part of Israel.4PALESTINE IN THE NINETEENTH CENTURY• • •At the time of the death of
Ibrahim in Constantinople, the port of Acre, fortified and expanded by Daher, was assuming an
increased importance in the area, at the expense of Safad, which had previously been the
administrative centre. But many of the Sabbagh family still lived in the old hilltop town. Ibrahim
had four sons who had either helped their father in managing Daher’s affairs or had run various
parts of Ibrahim’s trading empire. For their time, they were clearly among the more cultured
families of Palestine. They could read and write, calculate accounts, even bargain with the
foreign merchants who came to Acre to trade in cotton and the other Palestinian goods Daher
had brought into the market place.Much of our knowledge of the state of the country during the
nineteenth century comes from the writings of Christian travellers from the West. Palestine was a
focus of interest for gentiles for two reasons. First, it was ‘the Land of Israel’ where Old
Testament Jewish history unfolded. Second, it was the landscape of Christ, where all the New
Testament events that were a staple part of every Christian child’s religious upbringing took
place. In the tragedy that was to unfold for the Palestinians, this had one important
consequence–an innate sympathy for the idea of Palestine becoming a Jewish nation.
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Lars Wahl, “Great account of the history of Palestine and the Arab-Israeli conflict. This book
maps out the history of Palestine, from the 19th century onwards and includes a chapter on the
flimsy evidence of the biblical rights to Israel/Palestine. Furthermore, the author covers the civil
war in 1948-49 and the events leading up to it. The book refutes the claim that the Palestinians
are a made up people, and include evidence such as Ottoman era legal jurisdiction concerning
Palestine geographically and the story of a powerful vassal/governor of the area known as the
king of Palestine.Also examined are the conditions set in place for the creation of Israel, such as
the Jewish immigration to the Holy Land, the British adminstration of the area and Palestinian
attempts to protect their independence.”
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