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About the Book

In the summer of 1967, Bashir – a young Palestinian man – knocks on the door of his childhood home in the town of Ramla in Israel, a home from which his family was driven some twenty years earlier. The door is opened by a young Jewish woman, Dalia, whose family settled in the house after fleeing persecution in Bulgaria at the end of the Second World War. 


Thus begins an unlikely and difficult friendship, which bridges religious divides and lasts more than four decades. The Lemon Tree tells the story of this extraordinary friendship and offers a much needed human perspective on the Israeli-Palestinian conflict.
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THE LEMON TREE

The true story of a friendship spanning four decades of Israeli–Palestinian conflict

SANDY TOLAN


For the children, Arab and Jew, between the river and the sea.
And for Lamis, who brought me into the story.


FIRST WORDS

The house depicted in this book is an actual place, and the lemon tree in its yard is a real one. You could see the place for yourself if you boarded a bus in the West Jerusalem terminal, rode west, climbed and then plunged down the hills toward the Mediterranean, and banked up a two-lane rise until you came to a bustling, industrial town in a place once known as Palestine that is now the state of Israel. When you stepped off the bus, you’d walk down the busy main road known as Herzl Boulevard, past the juice vendors, the kebab stands, and the old storefronts selling trinkets and cheap clothing, and take a left at a street called Klausner. There, at the next corner, you’d spot a run-down gas station, and across the street a modest house with a pillared fence, a towering palm, and stones the color of cream.

This is the place, you could say to yourself. This is the house with two histories. The house with the lemon tree.


AUTHOR’S NOTE

THIS BOOK IS firmly planted in the soil of non-fiction narrative. Many of the events depicted are from fifty, sixty, or seventy years ago; none the less, their retelling relies, like everything else in the book, entirely on the tools of reporting and research: interviews, archival documents, published and unpublished memoirs, personal diaries, newspaper clippings, and primary and secondary historical accounts. For The Lemon Tree I conducted hundreds of interviews in Israel, the West Bank, Jordan, Lebanon, and Bulgaria over a period of seven years, mostly since 2002; visited archives in Jerusalem, Ramallah, Beirut, Sofia, London, New York, and Austin, Texas; and consulted hundreds of first- and second-hand sources, many housed in one of the world’s great research centers: the Doe Library at the University of California at Berkeley.

I have not taken liberties with the history, no matter how minor. At no point do I imagine what probably happened, for example, at a family event in 1936 and state it as fact; nor at any moment do I describe what someone was thinking unless those thoughts are based on a specific recounting in a memoir or interview. Rather, the scenes and sections of the narrative are built through a combination of the available sources.

For example: Descriptions of events surrounding the Eshkenazi family are based on family interviews in Jerusalem and Sofia; interviews with other Bulgarian Jews now living in Israel; documents unearthed in the State Archives of Bulgaria, the American Jewish Joint Distribution Committee archives in Queens, New York, and the Central Zionist Archives in Jerusalem; and newspaper clippings and other historical accounts translated from the National Library in Sofia. The portrait of the Khairi family in al-Ramla in 1948 is similarly based on multiple sources: personal interviews of family members; memoirs and other accounts translated from the Arabic; Israeli military intelligence reports; documents from state and kibbutz archives; the memoirs of Yitzhak Rabin and Arab Legion commander John Bagot Glubb; U.S. State Department cables of the day; secondary historical accounts by Middle Eastern scholars; and years of my own interviews with Palestinians in refugee camps in the West Bank, Gaza, and Lebanon. For details and additional historical context, see the source notes section.

An author’s refusal to take poetic license does not, of course, ensure that each event depicted speaks an ‘objective’ truth, especially when the topic at hand represents two highly subjective histories. Where else, after all, would the same event be remembered as the War of Independence by one people and the Nakba, or ‘Catastrophe,’ by another? In such cases, particularly when the history described is volatile or less familiar to Western readers, I have intensified my basic research approach, endeavoring to gather an even greater multitude of sources from various perspectives, thus ensuring that the emerging narrative is not based primarily on decades-old personal memories.

None of this, of course, means that The Lemon Tree represents a definitive history of the conflict between Arabs and Jews since 1948 (or, if you prefer, since 1936, or 1929, or 1921, or 1917, or 1897, or 1858). By juxtaposing and joining the histories of two families, however, and placing them in the larger context of the days’ events, I hope to help build an understanding of the reality and the history of two peoples on the same land.


A NOTE ON SPELLING AND PRONUNCIATION

IN THE MIDDLE east, the use of a single letter – say, an ‘e’ instead of an ‘a’ – can be a political statement, or at the very least a declaration of identity. Take the case of Ramla – or, al-Ramla, or Ramle, or Ramleh, or Ramlah. Present-day Israelis use ‘Ramla,’ which is how the road signs read in English; in classical Arabic, it’s ‘al-Ramla’; in spoken Arabic, and throughout its history from the eighth century A.D., including during the British Mandate from 1917 to 1948, it was ‘Ramle.’ Israeli historians generally use ‘Ramle’ when referring to the era before 1948, and some Israelis continue to call it ‘Ramle’ rather than the Hebraized pronunciation of ‘Ramla,’ because, unlike other cities where Jews lived in antiquity, Ramle was always exclusively an Arab town, founded by Muslims in 715.

How to resolve this dilemma for a writer intent on conveying two histories? I have decided, after much experimentation, to use the classical Arabic ‘al-Ramla’ when looking at the city through Arab eyes and ‘Ramla’ when describing the place through the Israeli experience. This way, it is clear that I am referring to the same place – and, by the way, not to Ramallah, a Palestinian town in the West Bank about twenty miles to the east.

In single references, I tend to use the pronunciation favored by the person through whose eyes the reader is seeing at a particular moment. Thus, Bashir sees the hilltop at Qastal, not Castel, or Kastel, as many Israelis know it; similarly, Dalia looks upon the Judean Hills, known as Jabal Nablus and Jalal al Khalil (Nablus and Hebron Mountains) in Arabic.

For Arabic words, I have chosen not to use accent marks unfamiliar to most readers; rather, I have used spellings in English which will come closest to the actual pronunciation in Arabic. Similarly for the Hebrew. For example, the Hebrew letters kaff and khet, indicated as ‘ch’ by some writers, are pronounced like an ‘h’, but in a more guttural way, and I have generally used ‘kh’, which comes closer. (An exception is where the ‘ch’ spelling is commonly accepted, as in Chanukah.) This guttural ‘kh’ is also represented by the Arabic letter kha, and pronounced similarly – as in Khairi, Bashir’s family name, and Khanom, Bashir’s sister. Bashir’s name, by the way, is pronounced bah-SHEER.

Dalia’s family name was Eshkenazi, not Ashkenazi; despite how odd that spelling may look to many Jewish readers, it is common for Bulgarians, and Dalia assures me this is how her father always spelled his name in English. Her name at birth was Daizy, and she kept that name until she was eleven years old, when she changed it to Dalia. To avoid confusion, and after consulting Dalia, I have decided to refer to her as Dalia throughout the book.
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One

BELL

I

THE YOUNG ARAB man approached a mirror in the washroom of Israel’s West Jerusalem bus station. Bashir Khairi stood alone before a row of porcelain basins and leaned forward, regarding himself. He turned his head slightly, left to right and back again. He smoothed his hair, nudged his tie, pinched his clean-shaven face. He was making certain all of this was real.

For nearly two decades, since he was six years old, Bashir had been preparing for this journey. It was the breath, the currency, the bread of his family, of nearly every family he knew. It was what everyone talked about, all the time: return. In exile, there was little else worth dreaming of.

Bashir gazed at his reflection. Are you ready for this journey? he asked himself. Are you worthy of it? It seemed his destiny to return to the place he’d mainly heard about and mostly couldn’t remember. It felt as if he were being drawn back by hidden magic; as if he were preparing to meet a secret, long-lost lover. He wanted to look good.

‘Bashir!’ yelled his cousin Yasser, snapping the younger man back to the moment in the bus station men’s room. ‘Yallah! Come on! The bus is leaving!’

The two men walked out into the large waiting hall of the West Jerusalem terminal, where their cousin Ghiath was waiting anxiously.

It was nearly noon on a hot day in July of 1967. All around Bashir, Yasser, and Ghiath, strangers rushed past: Israeli women in white blouses and long dark skirts; men in wide-brimmed black hats and white beards; children in side curls. The cousins hurried toward their bus.

They had come that morning from Ramallah, a Palestinian hill town half an hour to the north, where they lived as refugees. Before they embarked, the cousins had asked their friends and neighbors how to navigate this alien world called Israel: Which bus should we take? How much is a ticket? How do we buy it? Will anyone check our papers once we board the bus? What will they do if they find out we are Palestinians? Bashir and his cousins had left Ramallah in the late morning. They rode south in a group taxi to East Jerusalem and arrived at the walls of the Old City, the end of the first leg of their journey. Only weeks before, these walls had been the site of fierce combat, leading to devastation for the Arabs and the occupation of East Jerusalem by Israel. Emerging from the taxi, the cousins could see soldiers stationed at Damascus Gate, the northern entrance to the Old City. From there the three men turned west and walked away from the ancient walls and across an invisible line.

From the Old City, the cousins had walked west, away from the ancient shrines, across the line of an old boundary between nations. Until a few weeks before, this line had divided West Jerusalem and Israel from Arab East Jerusalem and the West Bank. Now, after defeat of the Arabs in the Six Day War, Israeli forces occupied the West Bank, the Sinai Peninsula, and the Golan Heights and were redeployed to defend the new frontiers. Bashir and his cousins had thus found it easy to cross the old no-man’s-land and into a territory simultaneously old and new. They had trudged in the heat for several miles, down crowded lanes and past stone houses that seemed oddly familiar. Finally the narrow streets had given way to busy, modern avenues, where the West Jerusalem bus station had come into view.

Bashir and his cousins hurried across the concrete terminal floor, past the station agents pushing tickets through metal bars, past the kiosk selling candies, gum, and newspapers in a language they could not recognize. On the platforms at the far end of the terminal stood buses bound for lands they had only heard about: the forests in the north; the southern deserts; the coastal plain. The three men held their tickets to al-Ramla and hurried toward platform ten, where their bus, painted in waves of aqua and white, was ready to take them home.

II

The young woman sat alone at the kitchen table. Sunlight streamed in through the south-facing windows of the stone house. The morning was clear, Dalia Eshkenazi remembered, and the quiet would have been broken only by her sips from a steaming mug of tea or the crunch of her teeth on black bread spread thick with Bulgarian cheese.

In recent days, life in Dalia’s home and her hometown of Ramla had returned to normal – as normal as could be expected, at least, in the Israel of 1967. The air raid sirens had at last fallen silent, and Dalia’s parents were back at work. Dalia, on summer break from Tel Aviv University, now had time to contemplate her emotions of the last few months.

First had come the unbearable tension and the trauma before the six days of war. Alien voices broadcasting from Cairo told her people to go back where they came from or be pushed into the sea. Some Israelis thought the threats were funny, but for Dalia, who had grown up amid the silence of unspeakable atrocities, it was impossible to fully express the depths of fear these threats awakened. For a month before the war, it had felt to her that the end was coming. ‘Not just the disintegration of the state, but the end of us as a people,’ Dalia remembered. Alongside this fear was a determination, born from the Holocaust, ‘to never again be led like sheep to the slaughter.’

Late on the first night of war, Dalia learned that Israel had destroyed the enemy’s air force. She knew then that the outcome of the war was essentially decided. Dalia believed God had a hand in Israel’s survival and compared her own feeling of awe and wonder with the feeling she imagined her ancestors had when witnessing the parting of the Red Sea.

Dalia’s parents had never been religious. They had grown up in Bulgaria, married in 1940, survived a pro-Nazi government, and moved to Israel after the war. Dalia was eleven months old when she arrived.

Dalia’s family had been spared the atrocities in Bulgaria by acts of goodwill from Christians she was raised to admire and remember. Now, she believed her people had a destiny on the land of Israel. This was partly why she believed what she had been told: The Arabs who lived in her house, and in hundreds of other stone homes in her city, had simply run away.

III

The 1965 Leyland Royal Tiger let out a low rumble, then a burst of exhaust, as the bus driver downshifted to descend the hills west of Jerusalem. Inside sat the three cousins, riding toward their hometown. They had boarded the bus in prior agreement not to sit together. First, this would eliminate the temptation to speak to one another, thus reducing any suspicion among the other passengers about their identity. By sitting apart, each cousin could also have a window seat, to take in every inch of the journey home. They sat three in a row, absorbing the scenery.

Bashir wasn’t sure if he wanted the trip to go quickly or slowly. If it went quickly, he would be in al-Ramla sooner; but if time slowed down, he could more fully take in each bend, each landmark, each piece of his own history.

The bus roared up the curving highway toward the crest of the famous hilltop at Qastal; here, a great Arab commander had fallen in battle nineteen years earlier, breaking the back of his people’s army and opening the road to the Holy City for the enemy. Beyond the hilltop, Bashir could see stone minarets of the mosque at Abu Ghosh, one of the few Arab villages that remained standing on the road between Jerusalem and the sea. The village leaders had collaborated with the enemy here, and their village had been spared; Bashir looked upon Abu Ghosh’s minarets with mixed feelings.

The Royal Tiger sped down the hillside, easing up as the mountain walls closed in, then opened to a broad valley below. Eight centuries earlier, Bashir’s Arab ancestors had battled the Christian invaders in hand-to-hand combat, repelling them for a time. Along the roadside, Bashir looked out the window to see the burned carcasses of vehicles blown up nineteen years earlier, in a more recent war, and the wreaths and fading flowers laid alongside them. The Israelis who placed these wreaths here were honoring what they called their War of Independence; to Bashir this same event was known as the Nakba, or ‘Catastrophe.’

The bus entered the valley, slowed, turned right onto a narrow highway bisecting rows of irrigated wheat fields, and angled up a low rise. As they passed near Latrun, Bashir suddenly recalled a journey made in haste and fear two decades earlier. The details were elusive; he was trying to remember the stories from when he was six years old, events he had brooded about nearly every day for the last nineteen years.

Bashir glanced at his seatmate – an Israeli man absorbed in his book. Looking out the window meant nothing to this man, Bashir thought. Perhaps he’d seen it so many times. Decades later, Bashir would recall feeling jealous of the man’s inattention to the landscape.

The bus hit a bump – it was the railroad crossing. Simultaneously, the three cousins experienced a familiar sensation, grooved into memory by a repetition two decades distant.

Bashir and his cousins knew they had arrived in al-Ramla.

IV

Dalia finished rinsing the morning dishes, wiped her hands on a towel, and walked to the kitchen doorway, which opened onto the garden. In recent days, since the end of the war, she had been carrying on a silent dialogue with God that she began as a child. Why, she thought, would You allow Israel to be saved during the Six Day War, yet not prevent genocide during the Holocaust? Why would You empower Israel’s warriors to vanquish its enemies, yet stand by while my people were branded and slaughtered a generation earlier?

For a child, it was difficult to comprehend the trauma of the people who surrounded her. Only after probing could Dalia begin to understand. She had asked her mother: How were the people branded? Did they stand in line? Did it hurt? Why would anyone do these things? Over the years, Dalia’s curiosity would fuel her empathy. It helped her understand the silence of the children she grew up with – children she would invite home after school and try to cheer up with her elaborate skits and solo performances in the garden.

Through the doorway, Dalia looked out at the jacaranda tree her father had planted amid the flower beds. As a girl, Dalia had loved to water the deep red Queen Elizabeth roses, with their overwhelming perfume. Near the jacaranda stood the lemon tree. Another family had planted that tree; it was already bearing fruit when Dalia and her parents arrived nearly nineteen years earlier. Dalia was aware she had grown up in an Arab house, and sometimes she wondered about the previous residents. Had children lived here? How many? How old? In school Dalia had learned that the Arabs had fled like cowards, with their hot soup still steaming on the table. As a younger child, she hadn’t questioned this story, but the older she got, the less sense it made: Why would anyone voluntarily leave such a beautiful house?

V

Bashir, Yasser, and Ghiath emerged from the bus into a hot, glaring world at once bizarre and familiar. They could see the old municipality building, and the town cinema, and the edge of the neighborhood where they were raised. But none of the streets seemed familiar, at least not at first; they all had new names. Most of the old buildings were covered with brightly colored signs in blocky, indecipherable Hebrew lettering. On some of the building archways, the remnants of the original flowing Arabic cursive remained.

Suddenly Yasser, the eldest, spotted something he knew: the old neighborhood butcher’s shop. He quickly walked inside, his cousins following, and threw his arms around the butcher, kissing both his cheeks in the customary way of the Arabs. ‘Abu Mohammad!’ Yasser shouted in glee. ‘Don’t you recognize me? Habibi, my dear friend, I recognize you! We meet again!’

The Jewish butcher couldn’t have been more startled. Abu Mohammad had left many years before. ‘You are right, habibi,’ the man told Yasser, stammering awkwardly in the language of his visitor. ‘Once there was Abu Mohammad. Now, no more Abu Mohammad. Now, Mordechai!’ The butcher invited his guests to stay for kebab, but the cousins were too stunned by the man’s true identity and too distracted by their own mission to accept his offer of food. They walked out, flustered.

‘You were pretending you know everything here!’ Ghiath teased his older cousin as they left the shop. ‘You don’t know anything here!’

The three men turned a corner and found themselves in the quieter streets of the neighborhood where they once played. They felt at ease and happy, and they forgot their earlier admonitions about speaking to one another and conversed openly in their mother tongue.

They came upon Yasser’s house and approached the door; Yasser stepped forward to knock. A woman in her forties came out, looking at them strangely. ‘Please,’ said Yasser, ‘all we want is to see the house we lived in before.’

The woman grew agitated. ‘If you don’t leave the house, I will call the police!’ she screamed. The cousins tried to calm her, explaining their purpose. The woman continued shouting, taking a step forward and shoving them back. Neighbors began opening their doors. Eventually the cousins realized they might soon find themselves in trouble with the local authorities, and they retreated in haste.

Yasser drifted along in a silent daze. ‘It was as if he had no soul,’ Bashir recalled. ‘He was a walking body, nothing more.’

‘I cannot accept such a feeling,’ Yasser said finally. ‘It is something that I really cannot bear.’

Soon they came upon the house where Ghiath had grown up. Outside was a large sign they couldn’t read and a guard armed with a machine gun. The two-story stone house was now a school. The guard told the men to wait while he went inside, and a moment later the principal came out and invited them in for tea. She introduced herself; her name was Shulamit. She told them they could walk through the rooms when the class period ended, and she left them in her office to wait.

There they sat, silently sipping their tea. Ghiath removed his glasses and wiped his eyes. He put them back on and tried to look cheerful. ‘I can’t control my feelings,’ he whispered.

‘I know,’ Bashir said quietly. ‘I understand.’

When the principal returned, she invited them to tour the house. They did so, Ghiath crying the whole time.

After their visit they left the house and walked in the direction of Bashir’s old home. No one could remember exactly where it was. Bashir recalled that it had both a front door and a back door that faced a side street. It had a front gate with a bell, a flowering fitna, or plumeria, tree in the front yard, and a lemon tree in the back. After walking in circles in the heat, Bashir realized he’d found the house. He heard a voice from somewhere deep inside himself: This is your home.

Bashir and his cousins approached the house. Everything depended on the reception, Bashir told himself. You can’t know what the outcome will be, especially after what had happened to Yasser. ‘It depends,’ he said, ‘who is on the other side of the door.’

VI

Dalia sat in a plain wooden chair on the back veranda of the only home she had ever known. She had no special plan for today. She could catch up on her summer reading for the university, where she studied English literature. Or she could peer contentedly into the depths of the jacaranda tree, as she had done countless times before.

VII

Bashir stood at the metal gate, looking for the bell. How many times, he wondered, did his mother, Zakia, walk through this same gate? How many times did his father, Ahmad, pass by, coming home tired from work, rapping his knuckles on the front door in his special knock of arrival?

Bashir Khairi reached for the bell and pressed it.


Two

HOUSE

THE STONE LAY cool and heavy in Ahmad’s open hands. Pockmarked and rough, the color of cream, it was cut in foot-thick slabs, with the blunted right angles of the stonemason’s chisel. Its dips and rises defined a landscape in miniature, like the hills and wadis of the Palestine it came from.

Ahmad stood in an open field in his coat and tie and Turkish fez. He looked down, crouched low, and laid the first stone upon its foundation. Hundreds of other chiseled slabs, known as white Jerusalem stone, were stacked high beside him. With the first stone in place, Ahmad looked to the cousins, friends, and hired laborers beside him. They began to place stone upon mortar upon stone.

It was 1936, and Ahmad Khairi was building a home for his family. The house was to stand at the eastern edge of al-Ramla, an Arab town of eleven thousand on the coastal plain between Jerusalem and the Mediterranean. To the north lay the Galilee and southern Lebanon; in the Bedouin lands to the south, the sands of Palestine and Sinai.

Al-Ramla was named for sand, some believed, from the Arabic word raml. Mostly the soil here was good, bearing citrus, olives, bananas, lentils, and sesame. The year Ahmad Khairi built his house, Arab farmers in Palestine would produce hundreds of thousands of tons of barley, wheat, cabbage, cucumber, tomato, figs, grapes, and melons. The Khairis tended oranges, olives, and almonds in a communal waaf, land owned collectively by the extended family and administered under Islamic law.

The Khairis traced their history and landed wealth to the sixteenth century and the religious scholar Khair al-Din al-Ramlawi. Khair al-Din came from Morocco to preside as a judge for the Ottoman Empire. The Ottomans, based in Istanbul, would rule Palestine for four hundred years. At its height, the empire stretched from the outskirts of Vienna through the Balkans, Central Asia, North Africa, and the Middle East. From Istanbul, the Ottoman sultan bequeathed to Khair al-Din the productive waqf lands that would sustain the family for centuries.

By 1936, Palestine was under the rule of a new overseer, the British, who had arrived at the end of World War I as the Ottoman Empire collapsed. By this time, the Khairis of al-Ramla had their own family quarter, an expanse of open grounds and houses connected by stone gates and archways that made it possible to travel from home to home without ever leaving the compound. The women rarely ventured out, leaving the shopping to maids and servants.

The Khairis owned the town’s cinema, and on Tuesdays it was made available for the exclusive use of the clan. Dozens of family members would come to watch the latest films from Egypt. In the privacy of their own theater, the Khairi women would not be exposed to the looks of strangers, especially men. Khairis rarely married outside the clan, but at his wedding seven years earlier, twenty-two-year-old Ahmad was an exception: His bride, Zakia, nineteen, was from the Riad family of al-Ramla. Quiet, discreet, and loyal, she was considered a good housewife and was much loved by the Khairis.

Ahmad’s uncle Sheikh Mustafa Khairi was both the family patriarch and the longtime mayor of al-Ramla. Mustafa was like a father to Ahmad; when Ahmad was seven, his parents died, and Mustafa’s family had raised the boy as their own. Mustafa was popular both with the town’s citizens and with the British colonial overseers, despite growing tensions.

The British had arrived in 1917, the same year of the historic Balfour Declaration, in which England pledged to help establish a ‘national homeland for the Jewish people’ in Palestine. This was a triumph for Zionism, a political movement of European Jews founded by Theodor Herzl. The British had authorized ‘an appropriate Jewish agency’ to help develop public works, utilities, and natural resources – in essence, the beginnings of a Jewish government in Palestine. In recent years, Jewish immigration to Palestine had driven the Arabs and the British further apart, and Sheikh Mustafa, as mayor and town patriarch, had to mediate between the colonial overseers and his restive fellow Arabs.

Ahmad watched his walls go up from the loamy soil on the eastern outskirts of al-Ramla: from foundation to roofline, fourteen layers of Jerusalem stone. His decision to move out of the family compound, and its world unto itself, was unusual. Ahmad wanted to feel independent, however, and he conferred with Sheikh Mustafa. They agreed that from the young man’s inheritance, his own share of the Khairi waqf income, and the income from his al-Ramla furniture workshop, his family’s home would rise. It was time. Zakia, now twenty-six, was pregnant with her fourth child, which Ahmad hoped would finally be a boy.

The young couple had envisioned a house with an open design. Ahmad had gone over the master plan with a British friend and builder, Benson Solli, one of only a few Jews who lived in al-Ramla. For the Khairis, as for many Arabs, Jews like Mr. Solli, as Ahmad’s children remembered him, were simply part of the landscape of Palestine. Jews from the kibbutzim bartered for wheat, barley, and melons at al-Ramla’s Wednesday market. Arab laborers worked in nearby Jewish fields, pushing hand plows made in the kibbutzim, and Jewish farmers brought their horses into al-Ramla to be shod. Arabs would recall Jewish engineers and conductors working for the Palestine railroad that passed through town; some remembered bearded, Arabic-speaking Jews riding by donkey to purchase bags of cement at the local factory. For the most part the two communities lived and worked in separate worlds, but their degree of interaction was undeniable. The well-to-do of al-Ramla traveled to Tel Aviv to have suits cut by Jewish tailors, fezzes cleaned by Jewish drycleaners, or portraits taken by Jewish photographers. Khairi women recalled traveling to Tel Aviv to have their dresses made by a Jewish seamstress. One of the Khairi family physicians, Dr. Litvak, was Jewish; and at the Schmidt Girls College in Jerusalem, where Ahmad and Zakia’s daughters studied, many of the girls’ classmates were Jews. ‘They all spoke Arabic and were Palestinians like us,’ one Khairi daughter would remember decades later. ‘They were there – like us, part of Palestine.’ Mr. Solli, an architect and builder, was a quiet man, unassuming, with daughters named Rosalie and Eively. He spoke Arabic and, according to later generations of Khairis, coexisted comfortably among the town’s Muslim and Christian Arabs.

Ahmad and Mr. Solli designed large living and sleeping quarters separated by double wooden doors in the center. Workers walled off a small bedroom in a corner. They laid tile, hung wire for electric lights, and ran pipe for indoor plumbing. Zakia would have an inside kitchen with a modern stove. Instead of baking her Arabic bread in the taboun, the open-air, wood-fired oven found at most traditional homes, she now had the luxury of sending her dough to the communal ovens in al-Ramla, to be brought back as warm bread ready for the table.

These were new luxuries for the town founded twelve centuries earlier, in 715 A.D., by the Muslim caliph Suleiman Ibn Abdel-Malek. Suleiman, it was said, did not name the place for its raml, or sand, but rather for a woman named Ramla who had been generous to him as he had traveled through the area. Suleiman made al-Ramla the political capital of Palestine, and for a time it became more important than Jerusalem. The town lay halfway between Damascus and Cairo, and soon it was a stopover for camel caravans hauling leather, swords, buckets, walnuts, barley, and cloth. Suleiman’s workers built the White Mosque, considered one of the most beautiful in the Arab world. They built a six-mile-long aqueduct to carry fresh water to the town’s residents and to irrigate its fields. The gently sloping lands surrounding al-Ramla would be considered among the most fertile in Palestine. By the tenth century, a Muslim traveler would write of al-Ramla:

It is a fine city, and well built. Its water is good and plentiful; its fruits are abundant. It combines manifold advantages, situated as it is in the midst of beautiful villages and lordly towns, near to holy places and pleasant hamlets. Commerce here is prosperous, and means of livelihood easy . . . Its bread is of the best and the whitest; its lands are well favoured above all others, and its fruits are of the most luscious. The capital stands among fruitful fields, walled towns, and serviceable hospices. It possesses magnificent hostelries and pleasant baths, dainty food and various condiments, spacious houses, fine mosques and broad roads.

In the next thousand years, al-Ramla would be conquered by the Crusaders, liberated by the Muslim hero Saladin, and ruled by the Ottoman sultans from Istanbul. By the 1930s, the town housed a military garrison used by British forces and a colonial office for a subcommissioner dispatched from London. British officers were fond of hunting fox through the olive groves, over cactus hedges and stone walls, with hounds from the town’s kennels. A British subcommissioner filed periodic briefings to His Majesty’s government in London. In a cursive scrawl with his blue fountain pen, he noted crops, tonnage, and, by 1936, as Ahmad Khairi’s house rose, an increasing disintegration in the public order.

In 1933, Adolf Hitler had taken power in Germany, and the situation for Jews was deteriorating across Europe. Within a few years, demands for Jewish immigration to Palestine increased. Underground Zionist organizations began smuggling boatloads of Jews in ever greater numbers from European ports to Haifa, along the northern Mediterranean coast of Palestine. The British authorities struggled to control the flow. Between 1922 and 1936, the Jewish population of Palestine quadrupled – from 84,000 to 352,000. During the same time, the Arab population had increased by about 36 percent, to 900,000. In those intervening fourteen years, as the Jewish community in Palestine had grown more powerful, a nationalistic fervor began to rise among the Arabs of Palestine. For decades, Arabs had been selling land to Jews arriving from Europe. Gradually, as land sales increased and Jewish leaders pressed their call for a state of their own, many Arabs began to fear Jewish domination. Already more than 30,000 Arab peasant families, or nearly a quarter of the rural population, had been dispossessed through the sale of land to Jews, many by absentee Arab landowners. The families arrived impoverished in the cities of Palestine and in many cases earned wages by building houses for the new Jewish arrivals. By the mid-1930s Arab leaders had declared that selling land to the Jews was an act of treason. They were opposed to a separate Jewish state, and, increasingly, they wanted the British out of Palestine.

Ahmad and his workers hung wooden shutters on the windows. For the exterior fence, they fastened lengths of iron bar to limestone pillars. They laid the tiles for a small garage – for a car that Ahmad didn’t yet own but hoped someday he would.

Before long, Ahmad would turn his attention to the garden. In the corner of the yard behind the house, he had chosen a spot for a lemon tree. Once the tree was in the soil, Ahmad knew it would be at least seven years, and probably more, before the strong Palestinian sun and sweet waters of the al-Ramla aquifer would nurture the tree to maturity. The act of planting was thus an act of faith and patience.

The Khairis’ stone house was finished by late 1936. To celebrate, the family butchered a lamb and prepared a huge feast: Chicken stuffed with rice and great piles of lamb were common for such occasions, along with handmade couscous, date-filled cookies made with soft buttery dough, and kanafe, a hot, pistachio-covered sweet that is shaped like a pizza and looks like shredded wheat. Cousins, sisters and brothers, and Sheikh Mustafa would all have come from the Khairi family compound to admire the new home, with its layers of white Jerusalem stone rising up from the earth. There stood Ahmad, in his coat and tie and fez; a pregnant Zakia; and their three girls – Hiam, six years old; Basima, four; and Fatima, three. Ahmad still waited for a son. He came from a good family with land and wanted to pass on the inheritance in the way of his ancestors. Zakia understood this clearly.

Ahmad and Mr. Solli had designed the house to withstand the weight of three floors. Ahmad and Zakia hoped later to expand the home as the family grew and the income provided.

But the sense of security the Khairis might have hoped for in their new home, on the land their families had inhabited for centuries, was tempered by the reality of daily life in Palestine in late 1936. By then, their homeland was in the midst of a full-scale rebellion.

The Great Arab Rebellion had erupted the previous fall, when an Arab nationalist named Sheikh Izzadin al-Qassam took to the hills near Jenin in northern Palestine with a small band of rebels. Arab nationalists had long suspected the British of favoring the Jews over the Arabs in Palestine. The Balfour Declaration had helped put in motion the machinery for building a Jewish state, including a trade union, a bank, a university, and even a Jewish militia, known as the Haganah. As for the Arabs, Balfour said simply that the Jewish homeland would not adversely affect ‘the civil and religious rights of existing non-Jewish communities in Palestine.’ In the fall of 1935, when the British authorities uncovered a Zionist arms-smuggling operation but did not find and prosecute the organizers, Arab mistrust of the British deepened, and Sheikh al-Qassam launched his rebellion. He was convinced that only armed insurrection could bring about national liberation for the Arabs.

The British suspected al-Qassam’s band of causing two firebomb deaths at a kibbutz and other killings. They called the sheikh an ‘outlaw’; Zionist leaders said he was a ‘gangster’; both agreed he was a terrorist. In November 1935, al-Qassam, who liked to declare, ‘Obey God and the Prophet, but not the British high commissioner,’ was hunted down and shot dead near his cave in the hills. ‘The band was liquidated by police action,’ a British report stated. Arabs of Palestine spent the winter mourning the death of their first Palestinian martyr and organizing for the long fight ahead.

On Wednesday evening, April 15, 1936, as Ahmad Khairi and his friend Benson Solli made plans to break ground in al-Ramla, the trouble began. On a road twenty-five miles north of town, two Jews crossing northern Palestine by car were held up by what the British authorities would later describe as ‘Arab highwaymen.’ The Arabs robbed the Jews, then shot and killed them. The next night, two Arabs near Tel Aviv were killed by Jewish assailants. In the coming days, Jews stoned Arab delivery trucks and looted Arab-run shops. Rumors, apparently false, spread quickly of the murder of two Arabs at Jaffa, adjacent to Tel Aviv; Arabs responded with violence. The attacks, reprisals, and counterreprisals had begun.

The British brought in military reinforcements to Jaffa and Tel Aviv and imposed a state of emergency. Colonial authorities imposed strict curfews, arrested Jews and Arabs, searched their houses without warrant, and censored letters, telegrams, and newspapers. Arab guerrillas, meanwhile, set up national committees in towns and villages across Palestine to serve as the bases for an insurgency. Leaders of Arab political parties in Palestine had formed the Arab Higher Committee, led by the mufti of Jerusalem, Hajj Amin al-Husseini, who called for a general strike and a boycott of Jewish goods. The mufti, who had been appointed by the British to represent the Muslim community in Palestine, had turned against his former colonial masters. His Arab Higher Committee demanded an end to Jewish immigration, an end of land sales to Jews, and an end to the British Mandate in favor of a single state.

Arab fighters in checkered keffiyehs, or head scarves, struck from the hills, firing on British forces and Jewish kibbutzim. The rebels, known as fedayeen, cut phone and telegraph lines, sabotaged water pipelines, mined bridges, burned forests, derailed trains, and sniped at Jewish settlements and detachments of British forces. ‘There have been widespread acts of murder and other outrages by gangs of armed terrorists,’ declared a report of His Majesty’s government. British troops responded with baton charges, live ammunition, and a new tactic: demolitions of the stone homes of suspected rebels and their relatives. ‘This preliminary work of demolition,’ one British communiqué declared, ‘will be punctuated by frequent detonations and crashes of falling masonry . . . the neighbourhood should not be surprised, misled, or alarmed when they hear these noises.’

In the summer of 1936, the entire Khairi clan, along with the rest of al-Ramla, prepared for the annual festival of Nabi Saleh. Despite the rebellion and the British crackdown, thousands of Arabs came from across Palestine to honor this early miracle-working prophet who foretold the coming of the Prophet Mohammad. Delegations from each city in Palestine would come to the ancient mosque at Nabi Saleh, planting their city flags. ‘Women went to his tomb in al-Ramla to pray for fertility and better health,’ Ahmad and Zakia’s daughter Khanom remembered. ‘There would be singing and dancing and prayer and picnics. This event was the highlight of the year.’

News of the conflict reached the family sporadically. The rebels were exacting a toll. Many Jewish farmers couldn’t get their crops or livestock to market, and those who tried were often attacked and their animals killed. Water projects were suspended as survey crews were attacked. Rural guerrillas had mastered hit-and-run tactics, firing upon British patrols, in some cases retreating to nearby villages to disguise themselves as women. A British report underscored the frustration. Colonial troops ‘were continually finding themselves shot up on all sides,’ only to find ‘that the hostile area was apparently populated by unarmed peaceful shepherds and agriculturalists.’ On one occasion, ‘a small party of British troops were bathing near Beisan on the 12th August [and] were subject to a surprise attack by a large Arab armed band. Unfortunately their Lewis gun ‘jammed’ and those who were on guard were killed by the band, who succeeded in capturing the Lewis gun and some rifles.’ The rebellion was just as alarming to the Zionists. ‘On one side, forces of destruction, forces of the desert, have risen,’ declared Chaim Weizmann. ‘And on the other side stand firm the forces of civilization and building. It is the old war of the desert against civilization, but we will not be stopped.’

At night, fedayeen fighters moved from house to house, sleeping in their muddy boots in the homes of peasants or city dwellers. Family oral history suggests some Khairis were also sheltering rebels. Organizers in the local committees set up networks for smuggling arms and for collecting ‘taxes,’ sometimes by intimidation, to finance the insurgency. Rebel leaders were pressuring urban Arabs to abandon their fezzes and put on the keffiyeh, so that the rural rebels would not stand out. It isn’t clear if Ahmad’s furniture workshop was a target of such ‘tax collection,’ but increasingly, his uncle, Mayor Mustafa Khairi, was facing threats from rebels who saw him as too close to the British. Despite the pressure from all sides, the family tried to continue living normally.

With the birth of baby Khanom, Zakia and Ahmad now had four daughters. Ahmad still waited for his son, and he had begun to wonder if his wife was capable of bearing one. ‘We also didn’t have any uncles,’ Khanom said. ‘So it was even more important to have a male baby.’ Of her mother, she said, ‘Of course we thought she was the most beautiful woman in the world.’ At home Zakia always wore a dress: a housedress for family and fancier dresses with dark stockings for visitors. She smelled of Bombay perfume, which she applied from a special flask shaped like an Indian woman. Most people in al-Ramla in those days used the public baths, but the Khairis had their own; sometimes the girls’ schoolteachers would come to use the bath, which shocked the children. ‘When we were young we thought teachers were like angels and did not need to bathe or eat or sleep,’ Khanom recalled.

Usually Zakia would send the servants to buy the food, but sometimes she would do her own shopping. When she left the house to go to Wednesday market, she put on a jacket and dark cape and wore a veil over her face. Occasionally she would take her daughters along.

At the market the girls would gaze up at the stalls of eggplants and peppers; tomatoes, cucumbers, and parsley; spices and herbs; and live chickens and squab. Village men rode to the oil presses perched atop sacks of olives in flatbed trucks. Horse-drawn carts creaked into market overburdened with produce. Village women would barter chicken and eggs – or, in hard times, silver bracelets and old Ottoman coins – for Syrian silk, Egyptian linen, and cotton from Gaza. The women chose dyes for their embroidery: indigo from the Jordan Valley, red from the sumac growing wild in the fields of Palestine, yellow muchra from the soil found near the Egyptian border.

The Khairi girls could see how each villager’s dress told a story. Some were embroidered with patterns of sesame branches; others with sunflowers or field tulips. In al-Ramla, a citrus-growing region near the sea, patterns of orange branches were woven into the embroidered bodices. These were surrounded by green triangles to represent the cypress trees used as windbreaks beside the orange groves. Below that, undulating lines of indigo stood for the waves of the nearby Mediterranean.

At home, Zakia and her servants often cooked the girls’ favorite, makloubeh, or ‘upside down,’ a lamb-and-eggplant casserole they would turn over and sprinkle with pine nuts just after it came out of the oven. The girls would gather around their mother in the kitchen as she sprinkled sugar and pistachios atop the kanafe. The main meals were served at midday in the dining room. Zakia would call the girls to the table; Ahmad would come home from his carpentry workshop to join them; and the family would dine around a short-legged table called a tablieh. When guests came the parents would retire to the salon, where they would sit on couches of engraved wood covered in dark blue velvet, on which the girls were never allowed to sit.

After dinner Ahmad would return to work, where he had built a reputation as an accomplished furniture craftsman. His vision was bad, and reading therefore difficult, so instead of the university, Ahmad had attended the Schneller’s School in Jerusalem, which turned out young men expert in the trades. Now, a decade later, Ahmad had enough work to hire assistants, and his business was prospering despite the Arab Rebellion. His trade, along with the income from the Khairi land, was enough to provide the family a comfortable life.

Ahmad rarely socialized at home; instead, he would join the other Khairis to play cards, drink Arabic coffee, and smoke from the arguileh (water pipe) at the diwan, or social gathering place, in the family compound. There the talk of politics was unending.

By the end of 1936, a relative calm had settled on Palestine. The Arab Higher Committee had suspended its general strike and rebellion in response to a British promise to investigate the underlying causes of the conflict. Lord Peel, the former secretary of state for colonial India, arrived from London dressed in a top hat and tails. The British lord was to direct the parliamentary commission of inquiry, but at times he seemed baffled. ‘I did not realise how deep-seated was the Arab fear of Jewish overlordship and domination,’ he wrote to a colleague in London. ‘As to reconciliation between the two races, nobody makes any attempt to bring it about.’ With increasing numbers of European Jews ‘pour[ing] into Palestine . . . by means legal and illegal,’ Lord Peel decried the ‘unpleasant atmosphere of suspicion’ and fretted over the futility of making even ‘constructive suggestions.’

In July 1937, the Palestine Royal Commission presented its 418-page report to the British Parliament. Declaring ‘half a loaf is better than no bread,’ Peel and his fellow commissioners recommended Palestine be partitioned into two states – one for the Jews and one for the Arabs. ‘Partition offers a prospect,’ the Peel Commission concluded, ‘of obtaining the inestimable boon of peace.’ Hundreds of Arab villages, and at least 225,000 Palestinian Arabs, were inside the proposed boundaries of the new Jewish state; some 1,250 Jews resided on the Arab side of the partition line. An ‘arrangement’ would have to be made ‘for the transfer, voluntary or otherwise, of land and population . . . if then the settlement is to be clean and final, this question of the minorities must be boldly faced and firmly dealt with,’ the Peel Commission declared.

The Zionist leadership accepted Lord Peel’s recommendations despite internal dissension. Many Jewish leaders did not want to give up the idea of a Jewish homeland across the whole of Palestine, and some leaders even considered Transjordan, the desert kingdom across the Jordan River, as part of an eventual Jewish state. For them, acceptance of the Peel Commission’s report was a major compromise, and their disagreement reflected ideological divisions that would manifest for decades. David Ben-Gurion, the leader of the Mapai Party and the most influential of the Zionists in Palestine, had argued in favor of the plan. At the core of the Peel Commission plan was the idea of transferring the Arabs, a concept that had been advanced for decades by fellow Zionists. In 1895, Theodor Herzl, founder of political Zionism, had written that in purchasing land from the indigenous Arabs for a Jewish homeland, ‘we shall try to spirit the penniless population across the border by procuring employment for it in the transit countries, while denying it any employment in our own country . . . Both the process of expropriation and the removal of the poor must be carried out discreetly and circumspectly.’

Forty years later, during Lord Peel’s investigation, Ben-Gurion had instructed Jews who met with the commission to recommend the transfer plan. After the release of the commission’s report, the Zionist leader wrote: ‘We have to uproot from the roots of our hearts the assumption that it is not possible. Indeed it is possible . . . We might be losing a historical chance that won’t return. The transfer cause, in my view, is more important than all our demands for additional territory . . . with the evacuation of the Arab population from the valleys, we get for the first time in our history a real Jewish state.’ A year later, Ben-Gurion would declare, ‘I support compulsory transfer.’ Others sympathetic to the Zionist cause had warned against such measures. Albert Einstein and Martin Buber, for example, had long advocated what Einstein called ‘sympathetic cooperation’ between ‘the two great Semitic peoples,’ who ‘may have a great future in common.’

The Arabs were as stunned by the Peel Commission’s proposal as Ben-Gurion was excited. The Arab Higher Committee, led by the mufti of Jerusalem, promptly rejected it, not only because of the transfer plan, but because of the partition itself. The Arabs would fight for a single, independent, Arab-majority state.

In September 1937, the Arab Rebellion erupted again when Arab assassins gunned down a British commissioner on a winding, narrow road in Nazareth. The British response was swift. The military took control from the civil authorities. Military courts stepped up execution of suspected rebels. Thousands were jailed as British forces occupied cities across Palestine, including al-Ramla. British gunners hunted bands of insurgents from the air, at one point employing 16 airplanes west of al-Ramla to kill more than 150 rebels. ‘Terrorism has called for severe counter measures,’ wrote the district commissioner for al-Ramla in October, ‘and these, inevitably, have exacerbated feelings still further. Moderate opinion has now lost the last shred of influence it possessed, and al-Ramla, where the moderates grouped under Sheikh Mustafa Kheiri [Khairi], the Mayor, exercised some restraining power, has capitulated to the gunmen.’

Ahmad’s uncle Sheikh Mustafa was in trouble, caught between the British occupying forces and the fedayeen of the Arab Rebellion. For fifteen years, he had commanded great respect as al-Ramla’s mayor and leader of one of its most influential families. Sheikh Mustafa’s popularity, according to later generations, was based on his defense of the rural poor and their rights to pay lower taxes. ‘When Sheikh Mustafa came into a room, everyone would stand,’ remembered Khanom Khairi. ‘When he walked by people on horseback, they would get down from the horse. People who were working would stop working. No one asked them to do so; they did it out of respect.’ The sheikh was tall and good-looking, with hazel eyes and a mustache, and he was never without his abaya, or dark cape, and the white turban of the religious scholar. He would wrap the turban himself before placing the dark red tarbush (fez) over it.

The charismatic mayor walked a fine line between the imperial power and the rebels. He had opposed the Peel Commission plan and battled with Arab ‘notables’ who he felt were too close to the British and the Zionists. The mayor, according to later Khairi generations, even secretly used his sons to ferry information on British troop movements to the rebels and to transport weapons in the trunk of a car. If this is true, they did so at the risk of execution.

Still, Mustafa Khairi was a mayor in a land under foreign occupation and by definition needed to cooperate with the British authorities. Despite his self-image as a nationalist, he was known to oppose Hajj Amin al-Husseini, the rebel leader of the Arab Higher Committee. Sheikh Mustafa was for a time a member of the National Defense Party, which was aligned with Husseini’s rivals, and considered to be ‘collaborators’ with the Zionists.

As the rebellion accelerated anew, rumors began to spread that some Arab elites were cooperating with the British and the Zionists, even informing on the rebels by revealing details of operational plans. Equally incendiary were reports that many of these Arab ‘notables’ had sold land to the new arrivals, prompting evictions of Arabs and the emergence of an angry class of landless peasants. In al-Ramla, townspeople told of a Jewish man from Tel Aviv who was making the rounds, trying to buy more land. It was said that another of Ahmad’s uncles, the doctor Rasem Khairi, had angrily sent the man away. Shukri Taji, a cousin of Sheikh Mustafa’s and one of the town’s most prominent citizens, was said to be going door-to-door in al-Ramla, warning people not to sell their land. But even Taji himself, records would later indicate, had once sold land to Jews. As the reports of informants, collaborators, and land sellers grew, the insurgents killed hundreds of their own people, including, in late 1938, two municipal councillors in nearby Lydda.

According to British accounts, the mayor stood up to the fedayeen by resisting the taxes they demanded to fuel the Arab Rebellion. In October 1938, according to a British subcommissioner’s report, Sheikh Mustafa, ‘the very able Mayor’ of al-Ramla, ‘left the country’ for Cairo ‘because of fear of assassination . . . The loss of the Mayor will be keenly felt.’ The British, meanwhile, used the anger over the rebels’ tax demands to recruit more informants from among the disgruntled.

Within a month Sheikh Mustafa returned to al-Ramla, pledging to try to stay out of nationalist politics and to focus on municipal affairs in the large stone building along the Jaffa-Jerusalem road.

In May 1939, it appeared to some Arabs that the sacrifices of their rebellion had brought a political victory. With British forces still heavily engaged with the rebels, and with the situation in Europe creating tens of thousands of Jewish refugees, the British government released its White Paper, accepting many of the demands of the Arab Rebellion. The British agreed to strictly limit Jewish immigration and to tighten restrictions on land sales in Palestine. Most important, the White Paper called for a single independent state. Many Arabs in Palestine saw in the White Paper a practical solution to their problem. But Hajj Amin al-Husseini, speaking for the Arab Higher Committee, rejected the White Paper. His word carried the day in Arab Palestine, even though it was made from exile: the ex-mufti had fled Palestine nearly two years earlier, wanted by the British at the height of the Arab rebellion. The ex-mufti’s decision was unpopular with many Palestinian Arabs, who believed they had missed an opportunity.

The new British policy marked a sharp change from the Peel Commission plan of only two years earlier. The White Paper was a major concession to the Arabs. For the Jews of Palestine, it was an abandonment of British support for a Jewish national homeland promised in the Balfour Declaration, at a time when the situation for Jews in Europe was growing more perilous. Within weeks, Jewish paramilitary squads were attacking British forces, planting explosives in Jerusalem’s central post office, and carrying out attacks on civilians in Arab souks. The White Paper, it was clear, had shaken Jewish-British relations in Palestine. ‘Satan himself could not have created a more distressing and horrible nightmare,’ David Ben-Gurion wrote in his diary.

By the turn of 1940, the British authorities had finally defeated the Arab Rebellion through what they called ‘severe countermeasures’: tens of thousands jailed, thousands killed, hundreds executed, countless houses demolished, and key leaders, including the mufti, in exile. In the cities, Arab men had taken off their keffiyehs and replaced them once again with the fez. The Palestinian national movement was deeply divided and utterly unprepared for any future conflict.

* * *

Two years later, on February 16, 1942, newspaper headlines announced British defeats in Burma and Singapore at the hands of the Japanese. In the sands of Libya and Egypt, British forces had retreated three hundred miles in the face of a fresh assault from Nazi brigadier general Erwin Rommel. Stories of Nazi atrocities had begun to trickle out of Poland and Germany; Jews in Palestine were terrified that Rommel, should he reach his prize of the Suez Canal, would keep marching east toward Tel Aviv.

Compared with a few years earlier, the Holy Land was quiet. The British high commissioner’s monthly telegram to the secretary of state for the colonies reported ‘no genuine political developments’ among the Jews and ‘on the surface no political activity on the Arab side.’ The commissioner expressed concern over possible Arab recruiting efforts for a postwar conflict. He mused over the exile of Hajj Amin al-Husseini. The now ex-mufti had resumed his nationalist struggle against the British and the Zionists by taking up with the archenemy of the British Empire: Nazi Germany. The ex-mufti was now in Berlin.

In his February report on the state of Palestine, the high commissioner worried about a Jewish ‘pseudo-political terrorist gang known as the Stern group,’ which had begun carrying out assassinations. But mostly the commissioner advised London, ‘Public interest, both Arab and Jewish, has tended once again to concentrate more on the cost of living and the supply situation’: food rationing, the price of yarn, the supply of shoes, and the number of meatless days per week.

In al-Ramla, Mayor Khairi was once again attending to his municipal duties, confronting black marketeers illegally hoarding foods to get around wartime rationing, and dealing with a failed well and subsequent shortage of water in the town. ‘The enemies of the Mayor,’ wrote the district commissioner, ‘are profiting by the shortage of water as well as of food to conduct a campaign against him.’

There was, in other words, a lull in the battle for the future of Palestine. And on February 16, 1942, at least, Sheikh Mustafa Khairi could be distracted by something far more pleasant than water battles, political attacks, and the prospect of fresh violence in Palestine. His nephew Ahmad would become a father for the seventh time. For the first time, Zakia would give birth to a boy. He was born at home, with the help of a midwife. Zakia was happy and relieved.

‘I don’t believe it – my wife brings only girls into the world,’ Ahmad said, according to his daughter Khanom. ‘He sent one of the young men from the family to come to the house and unwrap my brother’s clothes to see if he was really a boy.’

Many lambs were sacrificed as thanks. Relatives came from Gaza, and the entire Khairi clan celebrated with song and dance.

‘It was a great occasion,’ Khanom recalled. ‘We finally had a brother.’

They called the child Bashir.


Three

RESCUE

THE YOUNG JEWISH salesman walked quickly through the cold down a cobblestone street. Moshe Eshkenazi carried his black leather case full of fine socks, flannel underwear, and other factory samples as he made his rounds from shop to shop in the Bulgarian capital of Sofia. Suddenly he stopped. There in plain view, just at his feet, lay a wallet. It was in good condition, untouched, as if someone had only recently dropped it. Moshe stooped to pick it up. The wallet was filled with money – a small fortune to a struggling Jewish peddler trying to support his family in the Bulgaria of early 1943. During the war, it had become far more difficult for men like Moshe to ensure any security for their families, and for some men, the unexpected find would have been impossible to resist.

Moshe did not hesitate. He made the only decision possible for him. Taking the wallet to the police was the most natural thing in the world to do.

At the police station, the officer on duty was shocked to see the salesman with the yellow star bring in a billfold with its contents intact. He consulted with his fellow policemen, and soon Moshe was sent to another office, where he was introduced to a senior member of the force. The officer looked at his unusual visitor with curiosity: Moshe stood short and squat, with wavy black hair, a heavy brow, and a clear, steady gaze. Before long, the peddler and the veteran policeman found themselves deep in conversation, and in the coming days, they would develop a friendship. Moshe’s daughter, Dalia, who grew up with the story, was not yet born in 1943. She would never hear the specifics of these discussions – whether the two men talked about the war, Bulgaria’s alliance with the Nazis, or the country’s treatment of its Jews – but at some point the policeman decided to reveal a state secret.

‘There is a plan to deport the Jews – soon,’ he told Moshe. ‘Settle your affairs, take your family away, and clear out of here.’ The officer’s information, though lacking in some details, had come from senior Bulgarian authorities, and Moshe needed no further warning. His brother, Jacques, had already left the city and joined the Communist resistance in the hills. Moshe had no such intentions, but within days he and his wife, Solia, had gathered their things and were traveling east to her family’s home in Sliven, near the Bulgarian Black Sea coast. There, they hoped, it would be safe.

Bulgaria in early 1943 was a monarchy aligned with the Axis powers. Hitler’s reach into southeastern Europe had extended to the edge of the Balkans and beyond, where the kingdom of Boris III lay wedged between the Black Sea to the east and Turkey and Greece to the south. In the previous two years under Boris’s rule, able-bodied Jewish men like Moshe, Jacques, and Solia’s cousin Yitzhak Yitzhaki, along with Communists and other dissidents, had spent the warmer months living in work camps, building roads and railways to fuel the wartime machine of the Axis.

By early 1943, with wind of terrible stories from elsewhere in Europe drifting over the borders, Bulgarian Jews had become increasingly unsettled. Already the rights of the country’s forty-seven thousand Jews had been stripped by sweeping measures built on Germany’s Nuremberg laws.

Moshe, Solia, and their families could not have known it then, but even as the young couple rode east through Bulgaria’s Valley of the Roses and into the mountains of Sliven, a drama was unfolding that would determine the destiny of the nation’s Jews. In the early days of March 1943, the actions of ordinary citizens and a handful of political and religious leaders would change the course of Bulgaria’s history. At the center of the drama would be families like the Eshkenazis, clustered in small Jewish communities throughout the country. The central players would come from Kyustendil, a rail town near the western border with Macedonia, and Plovdiv, Bulgaria’s second-largest city, where the roundup of the town’s Jews would begin early on a frigid morning in March.

A little after midnight on March 9, 1943, the daughter of the rabbi of Plovdiv was sitting in the family den, reading Jack London. Her parents were asleep, and the house was quiet.

The doorbell rang. Susannah Shemuel Behar looked up from her reading.

In high school, Susannah had planned to go to the university and study astronomy. That was before life had changed for Bulgaria’s Jews; it was before her father, racing to beat a curfew one night after presiding at a funeral, was jailed briefly for coming home ten minutes late.

Now Susannah was part of Bulgaria’s underground anti-Fascist movement. She had joined the illegal Union of Young Workers and had friends in the Partizan resistance: Communists, roaming the bitter cold Rhodope Mountains with their five-shot Austrian rifles. Susannah and her girlfriends were inclined toward missions of subterfuge and mischief. When comrades set about torching a leather factory or sabotaging an assembly line of canned vegetables bound for Germany, Susannah would stand lookout. At night around town, she posted anti-Fascist flyers – ’Stop the War!’; ‘Germans Out!’; ‘We Want Jobs!’ This work was usually undertaken in mixed pairs so that if a policeman passed by, the co-conspirators could embrace and begin kissing to disguise their mission. At home, Susannah stashed the literature in a perfect hiding place: her father’s Bible.

On the doorstep Susannah found Totka, the stout neighborhood bread seller. Susannah was alarmed: Totka was also the wife of a Plovdiv policeman. ‘Go wake up your father,’ the woman said.

A moment later, the bearded, soft-faced rabbi appeared in his nightclothes. ‘They’re going to arrest your family soon,’ said the policeman’s wife. ‘Give me your gold. I will keep it and return it to you.’

Her father replied, ‘If we had gold, it would burn with us.’ Susannah knew what this meant. Her father had been telling her stories about Nazi Germany.

Totka left. An hour later, just after 2:00 A.M., the bell rang again and Susannah opened the door to find a policeman in black boots and a blue cloth coat with shiny silver buttons. He gave the Behars thirty minutes to collect a few belongings and walk to the yard of the Jewish school. From there, they would await further instructions.

Susannah’s mother went into shock. She was unable to pack anything but a few coats and a little bread.

Susannah, her brother, and her parents shuffled along a narrow road in the heart of Jewish Plovdiv, past Susannah’s friend Estrella’s house, past the Benvenisti home. They were flanked by the uniformed policeman and a plainclothes officer. It was quiet but for their footsteps on the gravel. Susannah looked up to see Big Bear and Little Bear – Ursa Major and Ursa Minor – suspended in the clear early-morning sky. Her mother worried aloud about Susannah’s two sisters in the capital; she wouldn’t be able to tell them what was happening. Susannah barely heard her mother. She was thinking of something her father had said before they left the house. ‘If you have a chance,’ the rabbi told his daughter, ‘escape.’

The Behars came to a cobblestone road known as Russian Boulevard. There, by chance, they encountered the servant to the Orthodox bishop of Plovdiv, hurrying to the church to light the stove. It was just before 3:00 A.M. ‘Where are you taking the family at this hour?’ the servant asked the rabbi.

‘Please go wake up Bishop Kiril,’ Benyamin Behar responded urgently. ‘Tell him Plovdiv’s rabbi has been arrested along with his whole family and is being held at the Jewish school. I expect more Jewish families will soon be arriving.’

The servant took off at a sprint, the flaps of his coat rising in his wake. It looked to Susannah as if he were flying.

The same day, several hours to the east in the hill country of Sliven, Moshe and Solia Eshkenazi were waiting in silence and fear. Moshe had hoped that the warning of the policeman he had befriended in Sofia would help him find safe haven with Solia’s family. These hopes had died when the family received a letter from the Bulgarian authorities: Solia’s family was to pack twenty kilograms of food and clothing and be prepared for a journey. To where, it wasn’t clear; but Solia, who had heard of atrocities elsewhere in Europe, had no illusions. Years later, recounting the events to her daughter, Dalia, she would vividly recall the feeling: This is the end.

Hundreds of other Jewish families across Sliven, Plovdiv, and other Bulgarian cities had received similar orders. On March 9, 1943, it appeared that the fate of the Eshkenazis, of the Behars – of all of Bulgaria’s Jews – was to be identical to that of the rest of European Jewry. Indeed, the path had seemed clear for at least two years, since the imposition of the anti-Jewish laws and Bulgaria’s alliance with Hitler.

In 1941, King Boris, after struggling to remain neutral in World War II, had finally joined the Axis powers. This averted a German occupation but led to a pro-Fascist government. The Bulgarians who despised Jews the most were put directly in charge of their fate. The key figure was Aleksander Belev, former member of the Fascist Guardians of the Advancement of the Bulgarian National Spirit, or Ratnitsi. Belev was to be the principal authority on the ‘Jewish question’ in Bulgaria. It was Belev who had traveled to Berlin to study the 1935 Law for the Protection of German Blood and German Honor, and the other Nuremberg racial laws, which would result in Bulgaria’s 1941 Law for the Defense of the Nation.

With this law and others like it, the persecution of Bulgaria’s Jews would formally begin, as their legal rights would be reduced to those of the Jews of Germany. ‘Jewish Residence’ signs were required on every Jewish home. Jews were subject to strict curfews and were no longer permitted to be members of political parties or professional associations. Jews could not marry Gentiles, enter air raid shelters, or own cars, telephones, or radios. They were required to wear the yellow star.

Solia Eshkenazi’s cousin Yitzhak Yitzhaki, a strong, good-looking twenty-year-old, was sent to a work camp on the Serbian border. He ate daily rations of bean soup, with occasional supplements of sausages, bread, and kashkavel (Bulgarian yellow cheese) smuggled in by visiting family members, or brought by local villagers in exchange for medical treatment by Jewish doctor prisoners. The prisoners and the villagers, Yitzhaki recalled, shared the food with the guards. The prisoners spent their days crushing rocks and at night wrote letters home by the light of gas lanterns. In colder months, they had little warm clothing; under the primitive conditions, with limited access to medicines, sickness often spread quickly. Once, during a malaria outbreak, the prisoners tried a home cure: drinking the blood of turtles caught near the camp, after which the animals were roasted over a fire. ‘Under those circumstances, the roasted turtles were a delicacy!’ Yitzhaki remarked. In the spring the prisoners put on a show: Offenbach’s operetta The Beautiful Helena. ‘The veteran Bulgarian commander, proud of the talent in his camp, invited many other officers for the show,’ Yitzhaki remembered. ‘In comparison with what was happening in Europe, we were very lucky indeed.’

Treatment in the camps was sometimes harsh – Yitzhaki once was threatened with a firing squad after his comrades inadvertently set a tent on fire – but Bulgaria was in fact different from the rest of Europe. With all the momentum pushing Bulgarian Jews toward annihilation, there was something pushing back. To many patriots across the fatherland, the pro-Fascist laws required a strong response; the laws were at odds with Bulgaria’s history and identity.

In 1492, when the Jews were expelled from Spain, the Ottoman sultan in Istanbul sent ships to the Spanish port of Cadiz to welcome thousands of Jews into his empire. ‘They say that Ferdinand of Spain is a wise man, but he is a fool,’ declared Bayezid II. ‘For he takes his treasure and sends it all to me.’ Jews would soon spread across the Ottoman Empire, including in Bulgaria. There, in modest communities of horse-drawn carriages and quiet village squares, they would encounter less anti-Semitism, and in a milder form, than did Jews elsewhere in Europe. When Bulgaria struggled for its independence in the 1870s, Jews fought alongside their countrymen to shed the Ottoman ‘yoke’; Jews of Plovdiv gave shelter to the hero of the Bulgarian revolution, Vasil Levski. Levski, a kind of Bulgarian George Washington, outlined his own vision for a democratic Bulgaria: ‘brotherhood and absolute equality among all nationalities. Bulgarians, Turks, Jews, etc. will be equal in every respect . . .’ These words were later enshrined in the country’s 1879 constitution, considered at the time to be one of the most progressive in Europe.

Six decades later, when Aleksander Belev helped draft the anti-Jewish laws for King Boris’s pro-Fascist government, statements of protest and alarm came flooding in from nearly every sector of Bulgarian society. Letters and telegrams were sent to the king, the national parliament, and the prime minister’s office from doctors, politicians, intellectuals, tailors, technicians, cobblers, tobacco workers, street vendors, and the Bulgarian Orthodox Church.

We, the food workers from Plovdiv, are shocked by the existence of such reactionary laws, which will only divide the nation . . .

We the textile workers, who work side by side with the Jewish workers, making goods for the Bulgarian people, and going through the injustices of life, we raise our voices in protest against the Law for the Defense of the Nation, which stands against the interests and ideals of the Bulgarian workers’ society . . .

We cannot understand who is going to win from the implementation of the Law for the Defense of the Nation. Not the Bulgarian craftsmen, to be sure. We protest this smashing of tradition . . .

We the pastry workers from Plovdiv express our deep indignation . . . this bill sharply opposes all democratic understanding, which has always been part of the soul of the Bulgarian people.

The Bulgarian Communist Party, through its clandestine newspapers and underground radio station, issued repeated denunciations. ‘The fate of 50,000 Jews,’ declared an illegal Communist flyer, ‘is indissolubly connected with that of our people.’

Former government ministers wrote to the parliament as well:

Poor Bulgaria! We are seven million people, yet we so fear the treachery of 45,000 Jews who hold no positions of responsibility at the national level that we need to pass exceptional laws to protect ourselves from them. And then what? . . . Gentlemen. Decide now! Will you stand behind the Constitution and the Bulgarian people in defense of freedom, or will you march in step with the political mercenaries and bring shame on yourselves as you undermine our country’s life and future along the way? In the cities and in the countryside, they are all saying the same thing: ‘If only Levski . . . were here today . . . [he] would chase us down and flog us to make us understand [his] ideas and just what is this liberty in the name of which [he] died for Bulgaria . . .’

The protests over the law would serve as a warning to the Bulgarian authorities, from the king to the pro-Fascist functionaries in charge of the ‘Jewish question’: ill treatment of the nation’s Jews would not go unnoticed. Consequently, Belev, the most ardent servant of the Nazi ideals in Bulgaria, worked as swiftly and as quietly as possible.

In October 1942, Nazi authorities in Berlin sent a message to their office in Sofia: ‘Please approach the Bulgarian government and discuss with them the question of evacuation of Jews stipulated by the new Bulgarian regulations . . . We are ready to receive these Jews.’

As commissar for Jewish questions, Belev now had the power to oversee the ‘expulsion of Jews into the provinces or outside the kingdom.’ Funds for the office were to come largely from frozen Jewish assets.

In January 1943, the Reich’s man for Jewish issues in Paris, Theodor Dannecker, arrived in Sofia. He was there to work with Belev on the ‘evacuation’ of twenty thousand Jews from the Bulgarian lands. This was to be the first of several mass expulsions. The next month, the two men signed the Dannecker-Belev Agreement, identifying railway stations (’in Skopje: 5,000 with 5 trains . . . in Dupnitsa: 3,000 with 3 trains . . .’), target dates (’the Jews concentrated in the cities Skopje and Bitola will be deported after 15 April 1943 . . .’), exceptions (’Jews with contagious diseases are not to be included . . .’), security, payment, schedules, and a pledge of no regrets: ‘In no case will the Bulgarian government ask for the return of the deported Jews.’

The agreement stipulated that all 20,000 Jews were to come from the ‘newly liberated lands’ of Macedonia and Thrace, which Germany had turned over to Bulgaria to occupy. Yet Belev and Dannecker realized that in all of those occupied territories there weren’t that many Jews; at least 7,500 would have to come from ‘old Bulgaria,’ like the Eshkenazis, the Behars, and other Jews who would soon be waiting on instructions from the authorities.

On February 22, the same day Belev signed the agreement with Germany, his office sent a memorandum to twenty-one regional representatives of the Jewish commissariat. ‘Private. Extremely confidential,’ the memo began.

Within 24 hours of receipt of this message, please present to the Commissariat a list of all Jews from your town who are wealthy, well-known or are considered public figures. Please include in this list those Jews who have acted as leaders in their own community and are supporters of the Jewish spirit among the local Jewish community, or have expressed any anti-state ideas or feelings . . .

The next day, Belev traveled to the ‘new lands,’ apparently confident that the deportation of Jews from ‘old Bulgaria’ was on track. The key, Belev believed, was secrecy. ‘The deportation,’ he had already stressed in a memo to Petur Gabrovski, the interior minister, ‘should be kept in strict confidence.’

But even as Belev rode south to oversee the expulsion of the Jews of Macedonia and Thrace, his airtight plan had sprung leaks back home.

In late February, around the time the Sofia policeman revealed the deportation rumors to Moshe Eshkenazi, a young Bulgarian functionary decided that she, too, could no longer keep a disturbing secret. Liliana Panitsa contacted a Jewish friend and in a clandestine meeting told him of the plan to deport the Jews of Macedonia. Her information was reliable, and she disclosed it at considerable risk: Miss Panitsa was the secretary, and some believed the lover, of Aleksander Belev.

About the same time, at a chance meeting on the street with a Jewish acquaintance, a Sofia optician offered to disclose, for a price, another piece of vital information. The optician received his bribe and quickly revealed the government’s plans to deport the Jews of Bulgaria. The optician also had reason to know: He was the brother-in-law of Petur Gabrovski, the interior minister and former member of the Ratnitsi, the Bulgarian Fascist organization.

The optician had grown up in Kyustendil, a tranquil hill town surrounded by orchards and wheat fields close to the mountainous border with Macedonia. For the next several days, this ‘fruit basket’ of Bulgaria, with its lovely shaded streets, its street vendors with their sugared apples and cherries on a stick, its family cafés serving lamb soup and Bulgarian wine, would become the battleground upon which the future of Bulgaria’s Jews would be decided.

* * *

Fears of a coming catastrophe gripped Kyustendil. The owner of a local glass factory passed along the deportation rumors; he often worked with Germans, so his information seemed good. A Macedonian leader had also learned the secret, apparently during a party at Aleksander Belev’s house, and quickly warned his Jewish friends. Kyustendil’s district governor, despite his official position and reputation for corruption, did not keep quiet, either: When he learned of the plans directly from Belev’s office, he alerted a prominent Jewish pharmacist, Samuel Barouh.

Soon virtually every Jew in Kyustendil knew of Belev’s secret plans. Terrifying rumors began to circulate: The Fernandes tobacco warehouse was being swept out to store Jews near the train station. A list of Jews had been drawn up by Belev’s office, and families began to speculate about whose names were on it. Long chains of boxcars, it was said, had already been assembled in neighboring towns.

In early March, residents caught sight of the trains from Thrace passing near Kyustendil. They were packed with Jews, crying out and begging for food. Shocked local residents and Jews interned in nearby work camps raced alongside the tracks, throwing bread into the cars as the trains rolled by. Similar scenes were recorded by Metropolitan Stefan, the Orthodox bishop and top religious official in the nation. ‘What I saw exceeded my notions of horror and my conception of inhumanity,’ the bishop wrote. ‘In the freight wagons, there were old and young, sick and well, mothers with their nursing babies, pregnant women, packed like sardines and weak from standing; they cried out desperately for help, for pity, for water, for air, for a scrap of humanity.’ Stefan had sent a telegram to the prime minister, pleading with him not to send those Jews to Poland, ‘a name that had a sinister ring, even to the ears of babies.’

In Kyustendil, as word of the fate of Macedonian and Thracian Jews spread and rumors of new deportations surfaced, Jews began to panic. A young woman named Mati brought her family photo album to the home of a close Gentile friend, Vela. Vela was a fellow resister in the anti-Fascist movement; like Susannah Behar, the rabbi’s daughter in Plovdiv, the two friends worked underground in support of the Partizans fighting in the southern mountains near Greece. Mati wore a small black pouch made of silk around her neck. Inside it she had placed lockets of hair from her mother, father, and sister, tokens in case the family became separated.

Mati was crying. ‘Vela,’ she said, ‘if I have the luck to come back, I’ll take my album back. But if not, please keep it as a memory for me.’ She looked strangely at her friend: ‘When you get bars of soap from Poland, please wash your face. Probably this will be soap made from me. And I will touch your face again.’

By March 6, the Jews of Kyustendil had mobilized. That day Samuel Barouh, the pharmacist, sent word of the deportations to his brother, Yako, in Sofia. Yako, politically well connected in the capital, began working his contacts in the ministries and the parliament. After a series of alarming and ultimately fruitless meetings, he called on an old high school classmate, Dimitur Peshev, vice president of the parliament. Peshev had grown up in Kyustendil, and though he had voted for the Law for the Defense of the Nation, his personal relations with Jews were good. He was friends with Yako’s brother Samuel, the pharmacist, and had spent many hours with him in Kyustendil, drinking ouzo and eating baklava at local cafés, or relaxing in the mineral waters of the town’s public baths. Peshev’s sister was a ‘milk sister’ to Yako’s sister: They nursed each other’s babies. Yako now felt he had to approach Peshev; he had run out of options. Yako also had a strategic reason to work with Peshev. He had learned that the law specified that only Jews from the ‘newly liberated territories’ were targeted for this first round of deportations. Terrible as this was, there appeared to be a loophole in the law that might help save the Jews of ‘old Bulgaria.’

That same day, Vladimir Kurtev, the Macedonian leader, arrived in Kyustendil with chilling details culled from conversations in Sofia. He told his Jewish friends that the trains were coming and that all the Jews of Kyustendil were to be deported to Poland.

The Jews of the town began pooling their money. Perhaps Liuben Miltenov, the district governor, would authorize a delegation to Sofia. Jews were not permitted to travel without special papers, and the delegation needed to reach the capital in order to meet with Peshev and others in the parliament. It would be tricky: Even though Miltenov had warned Samuel Barouh, the Jewish pharmacist, of the deportation plans, he also had a reputation as a corrupt politician. The district governor would have to be ‘persuaded’ to grant the travel permits.

Across town, Jews emptied their pockets. The contributions were brought to a Jewish home in the city center, where an ad hoc group had assembled. The group chose Violeta Conforty, a young woman recently arrived with her three-year-old daughter from Sofia, to take the money to Miltenov. They saved some money for other bribes and for transport for the delegation.

The bills, unfolded, smoothed, and stacked, were placed in a large cloth bag. Violeta had never seen so much cash before, much less carried it in a shopping bag. She walked on that cold, clear morning the short distance to Miltenov’s office and thought of her husband in a far-off labor camp. When she arrived at Miltenov’s office, ‘I gave him the bag,’ Violeta recalled. ‘And I was told that he was supposed to give me the documents. I said, “Where are the documents?” ’

‘I cannot give you the documents,’ Miltenov said. ‘Then give me my money back,’ Violeta told the governor.

‘No, I’m not giving you the money back,’ he replied. ‘Please leave the room.’

The young woman with the yellow star stood up and left the office. She returned to the house shaken, with no money and no documents. There would be no Jewish delegation traveling to the capital. It was then, she recalls, that many Jews in Kyustendil began to lose hope; it was then that other citizens of Kyustendil crafted their own plan.

Asen Suichmezov had grown up around Jews. A large man, perhaps six feet five, with a big appetite, he liked to eat kebab and lamb soup at a Jewish café across the street from his Kyustendil leather and coat shop. He even spoke Ladino, the Judeo-Spanish legacy of the Sephardic Jews from Spain and, 450 years later, still the mother tongue for many Balkan Jews.

Early in the war, Suichmezov had traveled to Macedonia on business. There, in Skopje, he had seen Jewish property being sold off. The owners had been deported to Poland; Suichmezov was aghast. In early March, Suichmezov heard the story of the tobacco warehouse that was to store the Jews of Kyustendil. Fifteen or twenty times a day, anxious Jewish friends would ask him about rumors of huge soup pots arriving in the town to feed the corraled Jews before they boarded the trains. Suichmezov could provide no reassurance.

Jewish friends would pass by Suichmezov’s shop, calling out, ‘Good-bye, Asen! We’re never going to see you again!’ Other Jews, resisting this fate, pressed the sympathetic businessman to travel to Sofia and meet with Dimitur Peshev in the parliament on their behalf. Suichmezov agreed. ‘I had given my word to the Jews that I would defend them,’ the shop owner wrote years later. ‘And I would not back out.’

On the early evening of March 8, Suichmezov and three other men began their journey toward Sofia. What had started out as a delegation of forty had now shrunk to four; this would be the entire ad hoc Kyustendil delegation to the parliament and its vice president, Dimitur Peshev.

When the four men arrived at the Kyustendil railway station, a yellow brick building with a broad cobblestone platform, they could see the long lines of freight cars ready to deport the Jews. The final destination, they would learn later, was to be the Treblinka death camp.

As they approached the platform, the men noticed police milling about; it occurred to them that someone had alerted the authorities of their trip to the parliament and that they could be blocked from boarding the train to Sofia. Quickly, they climbed onto a horse-drawn carriage and traveled to Kopelovsky, the next station down the line. From there, the four men got on the train and rode north, toward the capital and their meeting with Dimitur Peshev.

* * *

At about the same time, perhaps on that very same March evening in 1943, Moshe and Solia sat waiting with her parents at their home in the hills of Sliven. No one knew what to pack, what to talk about, how to wait, how even to wonder where they were going. Moshe and Solia had been married three years earlier, in a simple ceremony in the Balkan synagogue in Sofia. Solia had stood with her raven black hair flowing over her shoulders; Moshe, nervous, serious, standing stiffly in his suit, held the weight of responsibility on his shoulders. The young couple had faced the rabbi and the holy ark. Their wedding had taken place just weeks before the anti-Jewish measures went into effect and Moshe was sent away to the labor camps. Now, on that March 1943 evening in Sliven, just beyond the Valley of the Roses, the family sat in silence.

Sixty miles to the southwest, just before 3:00 A.M., Rabbi Behar led his family across Russian Boulevard and toward the Jewish school in Plovdiv. The streets were empty. Presently the school, and its black iron fence surrounding an empty courtyard, came into view. Rabbi Behar and his wife walked through the gate, followed by Susannah, her brother, and the two policemen. The family passed the first cold hour alone in the courtyard. Then, just as the rabbi had predicted, other Jewish families shuffled in, their arms filled with clothing, blankets, yellow cheese, and round loaves of black Bulgarian bread.

Just after sunrise, Bishop Kiril’s servant came back to tell the rabbi that the bishop was taking action. Kiril had sent a telegram to King Boris, ‘begging him in God’s name to have pity on these unfortunate people.’ The bishop had also sent a message to the chief of police ‘that I, who until now had always been loyal towards the government, now reserved the right to act with a free hand on this matter and heed only the dictates of my conscience.’

By now, Kiril estimated, ‘between 1,500 and 1,600 Jews’ had assembled in the Jewish school yard in Plovdiv. Other citizens of Plovdiv had learned of this and begun to gather outside the school in protest; now there were crowds on both sides of the fence. ‘There was widespread indignation among the public,’ Kiril reported.

One eyewitness would recall Kiril himself showing up at the Jewish school that morning, saying, ‘My children, I will not let this happen to you.
OEBPS/images/MyCoverImage.jpg
RANDOM HOUSE @BOOKS

The Lemon Tree

Sandy Tolan






OEBPS/images/map-2.jpg
United Nations

Partition Plan,
November 1947

MEDITERRANEAN.






OEBPS/images/map-1.jpg
Palestine
nderthe
British Mandate,
1056

MEDITERRINEAN
s






OEBPS/images/map-3.jpg
Isracl and the
Palestinian

Territories,
with Israeli
‘Settlements, 2005

MEDITERRANEAN.






