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THE MASTER COURSE STONE


Finally, after all these many years, decades actually, I reached out and touched this massive stone. I had previously known it only through history books and web searches, reading how it had been put in place by King Herod’s forced Jewish laborers to stabilize the Western Wall. My name is Mark Cohn, and I was impressed. Not only impressed but unprepared for the awe-inspiring immensity of it when I ran my fingers along its ancient cold mottled surface. Only through touching it did I realize the grandeur and awe-inspiring religiosity of the Temple Mount, but I also had the strangest feeling that my fingers were touching something slick, almost wet. Although I read that the stone was almost the size of a football field and weighed between 570 and 630 tons, that didn’t really prepare me for its true size until I was up close to it—when it was in my face, so to speak.


My Israeli guide, Eric Jansen, continued to explain and comment on the Temple Mount’s construction. I let him continue because I didn’t want to hurt his feelings, but I had researched all of this information years ago. Taking care of my mother for almost ten years until she died gave me plenty of time to read books and articles on my favorite topic, and I had in the ensuing years become very familiar with ancient Judean archaeology of the first century.


As Eric continued explaining the origins of this wall, I imagined Jewish laborers sweating in the hot sun, moving this immense stone into place. Beaten into submission while the ancient sun scorched their backs, the Jewish laborers moved this huge stone all the way from the cave in the Judean Hills, where it was chiseled by hand with primitive tools from the unforgiving living rock, to the Temple Mount here in Jerusalem. We call them laborers today but they really were no more than King Herod’s slaves. This stone, covered with Jewish sweat and blood sits twenty feet above the ancient street level, while above it sits another twenty feet of stone to the top of the wall. The still-raw power of the Temple Mount nearly froze me in awe. It was no wonder, seeing it in person, why this huge stone would eventually reflect the strength and great anguish and conflict of the world’s religions. I also wondered what it was that really kept these Jewish laborers in line. Why was it that the ancient Jews, who had risen in rebellion against Rome causing tens of thousands Roman military casualties, and who fought the Romans to the death in multiple places in the Middle East over multiple decades, were now submitting to the lash of King Herod’s task masters? Were they really afraid of Herod’s whip? The only idea I could think of was the absolute Jewish dedication to the one God and the construction of his Holy House, regardless of Herod’s savagery. I knew two things in a flash: first that King Herod was indeed a military and political genius. And second that he knew he was riding a tiger, as the Chinese say, and could not get off unless he did not mind leaving his head and balls behind. This realization definitely contributed to his paranoia and later insanity. Even as we left the area I could still feel the imagined uncomfortable slick wetness on my finger tips of the blood and sweat of the ancient Jews as it trickled down their whipped bodies, splattering on the stone while pulling it into place.


Eric continued saying that although King Herod was a murderous, paranoid bastard of a ruler, you have to give him credit as a great builder. While he was commenting on all this, I also thought of how expensive this must have been to build. Certainly, King Herod amassed some of his wealth by instituting heavy taxes on his subjects, but that wasn’t all, I thought. Judea’s strategic location between Asia and imperial ancient Rome gave him the opportunity to exact tribute from the stream of Nabatean caravans traveling through the Negev, transporting luxury goods from Asia to Rome. I’ve always thought that if you follow the money, you get to the truth of things. Herod was not just wealthy—he was fabulously wealthy, and his building projects confirmed it. And all of his erstwhile friends, including his friends in Rome as well as all his many enemies, knew it too.


As I had discussed with Eric, King Herod’s wealth and Judea’s strategic location gave him access to world-class talent: the best Roman engineers as well as ingenious Egyptian stonecutters and master Persian artisans. Even in its present state of destruction, methodically destroyed by Rome twice before being rebuilt as a pagan acropolis left to decay and vandalized by the Byzantines and finally refashioned as a Muslim holy site which was then looted by the Crusaders, one can still appreciate the deep sense of power and reverence to God that Herod’s Temple Mount must have conveyed to visitors. It is a modern day miracle that God’s presence can still be felt here.


Moreover, my theory, on which Eric politely did not comment, was that the Temple Mount and indeed all of ancient Jerusalem must have also engendered a strong sense of envy and greed among the Romans who visited and finally conquered the region. It must have been obvious to those who had visited both ancient Rome and ancient Jerusalem that Rome was a provincial town at the time, more wood than marble compared to Judea’s commanding capital city.


Eric went on to say that Jerusalem’s destruction was caused by Roman anti-Semitism. Yes, I thought, dislike of Jews was part of it. But I disagreed with Eric about the use of the term “anti-Semitism.” One has to remember that Julius Caesar had recently murdered a million Gauls in his conquest of France—and those people weren’t Jews. The truth was perhaps more simple: Romans hated or at least looked down upon anyone who was not Roman. But it occurred to me that something else was happening here, too. Yes, Roman disdain and hatred for all conquered peoples was in part the catalyzing attitude behind the destruction of half of Jerusalem. But I think looking closely at the master course stone tells another story. The Romans had already destroyed and pushed over at least twenty feet of stones in the wall above the master course stone before doing something unusual—they started chipping away at the remaining master course stone, forming a downward diagonal gash that over the generations became filled in and leveled with smaller stones. Why bother when they had already conquered the city, destroyed half of it, and annihilated most of the Judean rebellion?


In my opinion, one has to get inside the mind of General Titus, the man in charge of the destruction of the city. You see, although Titus never authorized the destruction of the Temple according to Josephus a Jewish historian, he did however, fall under the influence of Berenice, the granddaughter of King Herod. I asked myself what would Berenice, a Romanized Jewish princess who eventually became General Titus’s lover, focus on during the city’s siege? What would she be pushing Titus to do? I think she coached General Titus to find her family’s royal jewels and as well as the Temple’s treasures. Yes, it was treasure hunting and not rabid anti-Semitism that caused the chipping away of the massive master course stone set deep in the Temple Mount wall. My hunch is that the total destruction of Jerusalem was caused by a treasure hunting expedition cloaked as brutal conquest. This hunch came to me as we looked at the damaged master course stone. Eric, of course, remained unconvinced.









CHAPTER 2
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GETTING TO KNOW YOU


To back up a bit, I had researched the backstory of Jerusalem and the history of the Temple Mount during those almost ten years after I retired to take care of my mother in our Florida apartment. She recently died at one hundred years old. During this relatively isolated period of my life, I developed a particular interest in the period of Jewish history from approximately 100 BCE to 125 CE, the period of Judean independence and the two great Jewish revolts against Rome. I also discovered—and the average person doesn’t know this—that in addition to these two major Jewish revolts against Rome in Israel there were also major Jewish revolts against Rome in Alexandria, Antioch, and Cyprus.


Additionally, during this period sequestered at home, I got to know, through an internet forum for Near East archaeology buffs, the man who would become my tour guide. Eric Jansen stood out from the rest of the armchair archaeologists on that website. He was a bona fide published researcher and a well-cited expert on the period of Jewish history in which I was interested. It also didn’t hurt that his photos showed him to be unimaginably handsome. We had many spirited conversations online about archaeology. Moreover, while I was at home taking care of my mother, he was living a rather exciting life. I enjoyed reading his articles about the archaeological expeditions in which he had participated, located all over Israel, Jordan, Egypt, and North Africa. His expedition sites were set on the top of mountain peaks, in the most remote deserts, or underwater off the coast of Israel in the Mediterranean Sea. His adventures in archeology were the exact opposite of what was simultaneously occurring in my life, sitting in the comfortable Palm Beach apartment that I’ve shared with my ailing mother for the better part of a decade.


So when I was finally able to travel, after my mother’s passing, I contacted Eric on the forum and asked if he could connect me with a good guide who knew the ancient archaeological sites in which I was interested. I genuinely expected nothing more at the time, assuming that Eric would have had more important things to do. But to my delight, Eric was in between projects and said he would probably be able to guide me himself. He shared with me his availability, and although they weren’t my originally desired dates for traveling, I figured I could move things around if it meant the opportunity to travel under the guidance of such an accomplished figure. We eventually made plans to meet at the bar at the Intercontinental David Hotel in Tel Aviv where I would be staying. We picked the third night after my arrival, which felt like an appropriate delay so as to give me time to adjust and explore some of Tel Aviv on my own. When we finally met, we recognized each other immediately from our online photos. I already knew he was a handsome man, but in person he was movie star good-looking—a real man’s man. My first impression was that he looked like a more rugged version of the Australian actor Chris Hemsworth. He greeted me with a smile so white that his teeth shined. As we shook hands to say hello, I also felt the incredible animal magnetism of the man. We headed to a table in the back of the bar area to speak more privately. As we ordered our first round of drinks, he told me his father was Dutch, which explained the gold-blond hair, but that he was raised Jewish in Israel by his mother and rarely saw his father anymore. He also had an older brother who was serving in the Israeli military.


My impression was that Eric could have been a model or an athlete on a respectable Israeli soccer team, but he explained that archaeology was his true passion in life, especially archaeological discoveries that led credence to the Jewish claim to this land. As we were talking, I realized I was incredibly attracted to this ruggedly handsome, tan, six-foot-two-inch man sitting at the other end of the table. I also realized that most people, both men and women, would be wildly attracted to him, too. The fact that he was very intelligent and charming at the same time—and that of anybody he could be spending the evening with, he was spending it with me—made him all the more sexy. In an instant, I decided that I couldn’t possibly be anything more than a two-week tourist diversion for this much younger 30 something man. Yet I could not help but feel we were already soulmates—or at least intellectual equals—regardless of our age difference and cultural backgrounds.


We agreed that I would pay him for guiding me across Israel, as well as pick up any additional expenses along the way. He simply said I could pay him at the end of my trip the amount I thought his services were worth. Usually, I have found that when people say something like that it winds up being very expensive. But with a smile like Eric’s, who cares? He then suggested we go to dinner at a local restaurant nearby the hotel. While walking to the restaurant on a balmy Tel Aviv night, I again felt the animal magnetism of the man when he accidentally brushed up against me. Just smelling a faint whiff of his athletic body’s scent was enough to arouse me. I don’t think Eric noticed my attraction to him but I really couldn’t be sure. One thing I can be sure of: the seafood at the restaurant was some of the best I ever ate. We sat for at least two hours eating, drinking wine, and debating biblical archaeology—getting to know each other. His knowledge of ancient Israeli archaeology was simply vast: There wasn’t a known archaeological site in Israel that he had not visited and researched. It was like talking to a biblical archaeological encyclopedia. He also said his fluent Hebrew came in handy for translating ancient inscriptions, as well. His hobbies included almost all sports, but he especially liked extreme sports. His favorite, though, was underwater archaeology. He’s so unlike me, I thought. I was fascinated. But most important of all, I discovered he was single with no girlfriend at the moment.


As for me, I told him that before I retired to take care of my mother, I had a career in the hotel business as general manager of several hotels throughout the U.S. Moreover, I was raised in New York City but had traveled extensively in Europe. He seemed impressed—maybe him just being polite?—to hear that I had previously been to Israel on a student tour in my younger days. It was before the Six Day War, so we were not allowed to visit the old city of Jerusalem, but I remember standing on the terrace of the King David Hotel at the time, looking out at the old city’s amber-colored walls and wishing I could get inside to see it. He also said that, to him, I looked like Moshe Dayan minus the eye patch. I took that as a compliment because I thought being compared to one of Israel’s most famous generals wasn’t such a bad thing at all.


While we continued talking, I mentioned that I wanted to see as many sites described in Josephus’s book, The Jewish War, as we had time for. Eric recommended that we start our tour in Northern Israel, since that’s where Josephus had led the rebel Jewish forces. We agreed to leave Jerusalem for the final leg of our tour because Eric thought that once we got there, I would not want to leave. I could hardly bring myself to part from him that night but I knew I needed a good night’s sleep for the next day’s adventures. We agreed to meet early the following morning at my hotel to start our tour.









CHAPTER 3
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THE GALILEE


When I returned to my hotel room after dinner with Eric, I was still a bit tired from my flight. I slept deeply. The next morning I awoke in awe of our meeting the night before, and also a bit trepidatious of what would happen today, but ready to begin my new adventure in Israel with Eric leading the way.


We met in the hotel lobby, had a quick Israeli breakfast in the hotel restaurant, which included a new dish for me called shakshuka, a popular staple consisting of dough baked in a circle filled with a poached egg, cooked over a tomato sauce, with chucks of melted goat and sheep cheese on top. After breakfast we hit the road in Eric’s four-by-four off-road Jeep Wrangler, which he said he bought secondhand from the Israeli military. Luckily for me, it had air conditioning and a hard top to shield us against the fierce Israeli sun.


We drove as far north as we could get along the Israeli border with Lebanon, where we planned to hike the Banias Nature Reserve. My impression while driving was that Israel really looked like one big archaeological treasure trove—but a living one, with young and vibrant people using it as a stage for enjoying all sorts of sports, like hang-gliding and ballooning. Along our whole route I could see beautiful young people enjoying les sport active, as the French say. Moreover, the best example of this breed of sportsman was siting right next to me with his glistening white teeth, golden hair, and bronze tan. For a moment I thought I was dreaming. I actually didn’t know what to look at first: the archeological sites we were driving past or Eric with his thick mane waving in the breeze as the wind blew heavy through the rolled down windows of his Jeep. I found him physically distracting in a very pleasant way.


When we arrived at the Banias Reserve, we hiked for several hours through a rugged but beautiful landscape that reminded me of certain parts of the Great Smokey Mountain National Park, with its many water falls and hidden streams. The north of Israel during this time of year was unexpectedly lush. While hiking, I found some relief from the heat under the many shaded trees. Later on, our path met the Sea of Galilee, where I took a chance to relax a bit and put my feet in the water, its chilled currents kissing my sunburnt shins with sweet relief. I was acutely aware that everywhere we went people would turn to stare at Eric because of his handsome looks. He completely ignored this and focused on being my guide, which I appreciated. As we were driving around, Eric was constantly pointing to places of interest and explaining their history. I asked him if we could stop and explore some of them. But he simply turned to me and in his most disarming way smiled and said, “Don’t worry, we will get to everything important.”


During our tour I was also learning additional facts about my guide. Not only did he have a very well-developed, dry sense of humor (I often had to stop and think if he was serious or joking) but he did everything according to his own schedule. Once his mind was made up, there was really no way to change it. Added to this was his unusually sharp perception and instincts about other people. Sometimes I felt he could read my mind, and every now and then he actually completed a sentence for me. I found this aspect of him unsettling but decided to ignore it.


By the time we returned to my hotel in Tel Aviv, my legs were about to give out—no more traveling that day for me. Instead of hunting for a new restaurant, we decided to eat at the hotel. I also discovered at this dinner that Eric was temporarily staying at his mother’s place. I did not push to find out more, surmising that a major disruption in his life had occurred to put him back in his mother’s place. I knew by now, however, that Eric prized his privacy. He did let me know, however, that the next day we would visit some of the sites mentioned in Flavius Josephus’s The Jewish War. We met again early the next morning, had a quick breakfast, and hit the road.


We drove directly to the ruins of Jotapata, a major Jewish fortified hill town in the Galilee that, after a long forty-seven day siege by the Roman army, fell. Josephus states that forty thousand Jewish defenders, including women and children, were killed. I think his number of forty thousand dead was very likely an exaggeration, but there is no doubt that many thousands of the Jewish defenders were indeed annihilated. To this day, one can plainly see the artificial earthen ramps constructed by the Roman army to breach the town’s walls, as well as the strategic and almost impregnable location of Jotapata. I believe that other than the exaggeration of Jewish casualties, Josephus got the details of this siege one hundred percent correct. It was a hell of a fight.


Because I did not see any true memorial to the Jewish war dead there, as we approached a ruined wall still standing, I spontaneously put my hand on the cold stone, bowed my head, and said a prayer in Hebrew for the Jewish dead. I surprised myself when I did this. I did not even know that I remembered such a Hebrew prayer. But when I turned and looked at Eric looking at me, I could tell I really surprised him, too. I noticed that things between us changed immediately after I did this. He spontaneously walked up to me and embraced me, holding me for a few seconds longer than a friendly hug should be. Or was I imagining the embrace was longer than it was? Regardless, after that moment I sensed something softened in him toward me.


We continued hiking over the mound of earth that was Jotapata. From the top of the mount, one gets a great view of the surrounding Galilean hill country. As we looked over to the Galilee, seeing the same view that the ancient Romans and Jews saw, I told Eric I believed this battle was the moment when General Vespasian knew that his conquest of Judaea and its surrounding areas was going to be much more difficult than his recently successful but very difficult conquest of southern Britain. I also told Eric that I thought this was the battle when Vespasian realized that it was indeed possible that the Emperor Nero really assigned him this military project to fail, thus eliminating a potential popular rival for the throne. It was a thought that would change the history of the Roman Empire and directly contribute to the destruction of Jerusalem. I could tell Eric was processing my theory but said nothing.


On the way back to the jeep, Eric turned to me and said he now wanted to show me the ruins of Gamla, another hilltop town where a ferocious battle between Jewish rebels commanded by Josephus against the Imperial Roman army took place. However, Gamla is all the way in the Golan Heights, about fifty kilometers northeast, so it took us the afternoon to drive there. When we arrived, I could clearly see why conquering this town would have proven immensely difficult. It seemed to me that its location on top of a very steep hill made it impregnable for the military technology of the time. It has steep valleys on three sides and a single path leading to the top, hugging the fourth steep side. The only differences I observed between the ruins here and the ones we saw earlier in Jotapata was the existence here of dozens of large stone spheres, each about the size of a bowling ball, lying around near the base of the site.


Eric said that these stone balls were used by the Romans as ammunition for catapults or ballistas, which were built like huge crossbows. They used these stones to hurl against the strongly fortified stone walls of the town. Eric and I climbed up the narrow path, which still exists today, leading to the top of the Gamla mound. It had a beautiful view of the surrounding area, but I disregarded it after a few moments to once again bow my head to offer a prayer for the Jewish war dead killed by the Romans while defending Gamla. This time Eric bowed his head as well and, standing beside me, offered a prayer. As he did this his knuckles accidentally grazed mine. My body tingled.


After our prayers, I turned to Eric and mentioned one more similarity between the Gamla and Jotapata battles. In the Gamla battle, thousands of Roman soldiers were also killed or wounded by the Jewish defenders, according to Josephus. These two long and bloody sieges must have delayed Vespasian’s timetable of conquest. It also forced him to winter his legions in Caesarea and Scythopolis (now called Beit She’an), putting him behind schedule and forcing him to send his son Titus to Syria for more legions. It was my hunch that Vespasian must have been pissed as hell encountering so much stiff resistance. Not only did the fierce resistance of the Jewish rebels lead to his growing animosity toward them and hence his later revenge by destroying Jerusalem, but also shook his loyalty to Nero if not completely severed it. Again, Eric said nothing about my hunches into the mental states of the major personalities of first century Judea, Samaria, and the Galilee. But I could tell he was processing my theory.


Anyway, at this point in the day, we were both drained and sweaty from the heat. So I mentioned to Eric that I had read about a waterpark called Gan HaShlosha near Beit She’an that looked incredibly beautiful, with natural streams and waterfalls. I thought it would be a nice place for a swim on a hot day like this. Eric agreed and drove us there. The Gan HaShlosha waterpark, also called Sachne, was indeed very beautiful and a perfect spot for a swim on a hot day.


“Did you remember to bring your swim trunks?” Eric asked.


This stopped me cold with embarrassment. “No.”


Then there was silence for what felt like a minute while I sensed Eric thinking. In reality, he very quickly and nonchalantly came to a solution saying, “If you don’t mind a bit of a ride, I know a hidden grotto fed by a natural spring where we wouldn’t need a bathing suit. It is almost always deserted because very few people know about it.” Eric had the ability to shock me, and he knew it.


Of course, I said yes. But I was annoyed with myself because when I said it, my voice was unsteady because of the obvious nudity involved, and I am sure Eric noticed. Eric then turned away and started walking toward the Jeep. However, before he turned, I thought I saw a half smile on his lips.


“I guess I am going to see parts of Israel most people don’t see!”
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