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Jerusalem’s Western Wall






WELCOME TO Israel & the West Bank



12 TOP EXPERIENCES


Planning Your Trip


IF YOU HAVE...


BEST OF Israel and the West Bank


A MIDDLE EAST FEAST


PILGRIMAGE SITES


Ancient Terrain: Desert Hikes and Magical Waters


FAMILY TRAVEL IN ISRAEL


Beaches of Israel and the West Bank


Israel, the West Bank, and Petra all have one thing in common: they are lands frequented by pilgrims and painted by a tableau of stories stemming from ancient times through today. These are also places where modern, secular life thrives and some of the most advanced technology in the world is born.


This region is significant to the three largest monotheistic religions in the world—Judaism, Christianity, and Islam. As such, it is home to thousands of years of epic history that continues to unfold today.


The crown jewel for most visitors is Jerusalem, a city bursting at the seams with historical and religious adventures alongside fine restaurants, excellent shopping choices, and an ever-increasing array of entertainment. As much as Jerusalem makes the past feel present, liberal, freewheeling Tel Aviv is intently focused on the future. The fresh scent of sand and sea seems soaked into everything, and marketplaces smell of spices, falafel, and Turkish coffee. North along the Mediterranean is sparkling Haifa, often touted as a place in Israel where Jews and Arabs “coexist peacefully.” The city’s centerpiece is the world-famous Baha’i Golden Dome, of the people of the Baha’i faith.


The West Bank, with its ancient cities of Bethlehem, Jericho, and Hebron and the more modern city of Ramallah, offers a journey into another world—just as Petra’s ancient stone facades do. On a hot summer day with the warm smell of olive trees, you can almost forget the centuries-long violence and political tensions that have troubled this area.


Is it any wonder this region has inspired such passions, such creativity, such faith? Beyond the history books and headlines, it must be experienced to be appreciated.
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mosaic at Caesarea National Antiquities Park






12 TOP EXPERIENCES
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1 Taking in the history and significance of some of the most important sights in Christianity, from the Church of the Holy Sepulchre to the Basilica of the Annunciation and the Church of the Nativity.
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2 Paying your respects at the Western Wall. Also called the Wailing Wall or the Kotel, it’s the most famed religious site in all of Judaism.
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3 Exploring the winding, storied streets and corners of Old Jaffa, Tel Aviv’s port on a hill overlooking the Mediterranean.
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4 Ascending to the mountaintop fortress in Masada National Park, getting to know the area’s unmatched views and equally epic history.
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5 Touching, smelling, hearing, and tasting a broad sampling of what’s on offer at Jerusalem’s Machane Yehuda Market (The Shuk)—a must for every visitor and many locals.
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6 Peeking into the past while marveling at the sight of the Dome of the Rock.
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7 Tucking into legendary knafe in Nablus.
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8 Making a lifetime of memories at the nonstop party on the beaches in Tel Aviv.
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9 Getting lost in the 50,600 square meters (125 acres) of Caesarea National Antiquities Park, which contains archaeological remnants spanning a time period of about 2,300 years, including a Roman Amphitheater that’s still in use.
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10 Meeting bright, rare fish, including glow-in-the-dark sea life in a dark room for viewing, at Eilat’s Coral World Underwater Observatory.
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11 Marveling at wonders of the Rose City of Petra, from the towering Treasury to the monumental Great Temple.
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12 Floating in the magical waters of the Dead Sea, the lowest point in the world, and feeling the therapeutic impact of being immersed in a timeless place.






Planning Your Trip



WHERE TO GO


Jerusalem


A city of just over 800,000 people and an important locale to the three major religions of Judaism, Christianity, and Islam, Jerusalem seems older than time itself and is enthralling with its dozens of archaeological, religious, and historical sites and museums. When you tire of tours and history lessons, it is just as interesting to stroll through the unique districts of the city, such as the German Colony, with its many family entertainment options, lush greenery, unique homes, and numerous shops, and then stop for a world-class meal in one of the city’s many restaurants. A classic destination for religious pilgrimage, Jerusalem also has a lively arts scene and some nightlife offerings, though it is tame compared to Tel Aviv. A claim to fame is that it is home to more museums than anywhere else in Israel.


Tel Aviv


Tel Aviv isn’t called the “center” for nothing. It boasts a dizzying offering of restaurants, clubs, museums, performing arts venues of all sizes, nightlife, music, beaches, surfing, and outdoor sports. The first modern Jewish city, Tel Aviv has earned its reputation as the core of contemporary Israeli life. It is a place known for its openly accepting atmosphere for people of all kinds, for its high-powered technical and business sector, and as the heart of the country’s famed diamond industry. Tel Aviv’s world-class parks and recreation offerings are at the heart of its many summer festivals, events, and live concerts. It is, far and away, the most popular place in Israel to party and just enjoy life.


Haifa and the North Coast


Once you’re in Haifa, Israel’s third-largest city, situated on the coast about an hour north of Tel Aviv, you can easily jump off to other charming coastal towns and nearby historical and religious sites, such as Akko, Caesarea, and Zichron Ya’akov, with minimal hassle. The life of Haifa, the only city in Israel with any public transportation on the weekend, revolves around the dominating Baha’i Gardens and Golden Dome. You can spend days just going between exploring Haifa’s museums, restaurants, and beaches and wandering through the serene and pristine grounds of the Baha’i Gardens.


The Galilee and the Golan Heights


The north of Israel encompasses the Upper Galilee, the Lower Galilee, and the Golan Heights, home to gorgeous parks and nature reserves that include countless hiking and camping opportunities. The area is known for its world-class wineries and numerous significant archaeological, religious, and historical sites. The Golan and the Galilee are also home to some fascinating people, like the Druze; important cities, like Nazareth; and spiritually moving locales, like the Sea of Galilee.


The West Bank


The West Bank is where many important historic and religious sites, including the towns of Bethlehem, Jericho, and Hebron, can be found. The Arab city of Ramallah, just a short drive from Jerusalem, is the hub of Palestinian arts and culture in the West Bank and known for the important cultural festivals it puts on every year. Because of the complex security situation, it is recommended that visitors travel to the West Bank with a licensed tour company and check the current recommendations from their consulate before planning a trip.
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Eilat and the Negev



The bosom of the Negev Desert, which makes up more than half of Israel’s landmass, is considered by many to be wild and untamed in many ways, though it is also an up-and-coming tech center. A popular destination for desert ecotourism, the Negev is the perfect place to experience camping out under the stars and to discover the unique beauty of the desert on long hikes. Home to the Dead Sea, the lowest point on Earth, the south is sparsely populated but boasts the thriving tourist hub of Eilat at its far south end. Eilat has some of the best coral diving in the world and tax-free shopping, and it is the gateway to Petra, Jordan.


Petra, Jordan


Nothing can prepare you for the incomparable experience of seeing the ancient Nabataean city of Petra. Once the capital city of powerful and wealthy spice route merchants, modern Petra is a massive archaeological site that takes several days to explore thoroughly. Replete with hikes of varying lengths that end at gorgeous archaeological finds, Petra can be experienced in tandem with the immediately adjacent Arab village of Wadi Musa, with its many offerings of Bedouin food and hospitality.




If You Have...


• One Week: Visit Jerusalem for its museums and religious and historical sites and Tel Aviv for its modern Middle Eastern cuisine and beachfront lifestyle.


• 10 Days: Add Haifa for its northern Mediterranean locale, the Dead Sea for the health benefits of its waters, and Bethlehem, where you can come very close to the early life of Jesus in his birthplace.


• Two Weeks: Add Akko to your visit to Haifa for its extensive archaeological ruins and the Sea of Galilee for its storied Biblical past.


• One Month: You can see much of Israel and the West Bank in one month, plus a hop across the border to Petra, Jordan.





KNOW BEFORE YOU GO


When to Go


There are distinct high and low seasons in this region. The high season is April-October (approximately from Passover through Sukkot on the Jewish calendar), and the low season is November-March. Check the calendar carefully before planning your trip with an eye out for major Jewish, Christian, and Muslim holidays. The airfare and cost of hotels will be much higher during those times, and many businesses and tourist sites will be closed or have shorter hours.


The three most challenging times to visit are during the Jewish holiday of Passover week (approximately the end of March), which ends in the Christian holiday of Easter Sunday, and during the week of the Jewish holiday of Sukkot (approximately the end of October). The month-long Muslim holiday of Ramadan, around July-August, puts a bit of a damper on any sightseeing related to sites in the West Bank.


A generally good period to visit, when it is not too hot and not too cold, and there are not too many holidays to affect the opening and closing of sites, is in April-June. Try to avoid visiting Jerusalem during August, when the heat coupled with the chaos of annual vacations and events among local residents make for an overwhelming, crowded experience.


Shabbat (Sabbath) and Weekly Closures


If you only have a few days in Israel, it’s good to be aware of the Jewish Shabbat (or Sabbath), which starts on Friday at sundown and ends on Saturday night after three stars are out in the sky (when it is fully dark). All government offices and services stop, including public transportation (except in Haifa, where some public buses run on a limited schedule throughout Shabbat). Also, any restaurant that is kosher is closed. Taxicabs still operate, but their fees are higher than normal. The exception is East Jerusalem, which is predominately Arab, where business continues as normal. Arab areas do shut down on Friday afternoon, which is their major prayer time during the week.


Passports and Visas


Many countries have a visa waiver agreement with Israel, including the United States, Canada, and the United Kingdom, which means you only need to purchase a round-trip ticket to show your future departure. You will be issued a visa upon entering Israel. Your passport must be good for at least six months past the date of your departure from the country.


Security


Check any travel advisories from foreign governments before departing. Sporadic violence might mean that you choose not to visit a certain area. Areas that are typically impacted by violence include Jerusalem’s Old City, particularly Damascus Gate, as well as areas close to settlements in the West Bank. Smaller outbreaks do not typically impact tourists, unless there is an associated holiday, such as Jerusalem Day, which often turns very tense.


What to Take


There are a couple of clothing items you should be certain to take: long-sleeved shirts and long-sleeved pants or a long skirt. Depending on where you go and what’s happening, you may either be required to cover up more (both men and women) or it may be a social expectation. A scarf made of cotton that is longer and can be wrapped over your head and mouth/nose is also a good idea. There can sometimes be sandstorms and other situations, so a scarf is a versatile tool in this region. Make sure you have plug adapters for European-style wide dual plug (type C) and tri-prong plug (type H) and the type with three round pins (type M). Israeli voltage supply is 230V.


Transportation


Getting There


The best and most common way to get to this region is by airplane, which will take you to Tel Aviv’s Ben Gurion International Airport. Entry from Jordan or Egypt is also possible by car, and arrival by cruise ship over international waters commonly occurs via the Port of Haifa. Eilat Airport in the south handles domestic flights if that is your final destination.


Getting Around


Within most towns and cities—particularly Tel Aviv, Haifa, Jerusalem, and Eilat—public transportation and taxis make it fairly easy to get around. For travel beyond isolated locales, it is best to get a rental car. Long-distance buses will also get you around cheaply and efficiently, but they can require a sense of adventure and extra time for potential mishaps. The Israel Railways train is also an option, especially for going to and from the airport.


Though the geographic area is fairly small (you can drive from the northern border to the southern border in one day), the complex security situation does require some advance planning, especially if you intend to visit multiple regions or cross international borders during your trip. Before going, check the security situation with local authorities and the U.S. State Department’s travel advisories website.
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BEST OF Israel and the West Bank


If you are traveling to Israel and the West Bank with the intention of getting a good taste of the region, mapping out a general strategy is a must. This itinerary describes what to see on a two-week trip, covering the major highlights and most popular sites in several cities and regions.


Jerusalem


Day 1


Get an early start to the Old City to beat the heat and crowds. Begin with a visit to either the Rockefeller Archaeological Museum or the Tower of David Museum.
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market in the Old City of Jerusalem





Follow the main road downhill through the tightly packed shops selling all kinds of scarves, food, trinkets, jewelry, and souvenirs and try your hand at the regional custom of negotiating for a deal. Then head for the Church of the Holy Sepulchre, built on the spot where many believe Jesus was crucified, buried, and resurrected. From here, head to the Austrian Hospice for an incredible view of old and new Jerusalem from the rooftop and a piece of famous apple strudel in the quiet gardens.


Work your way toward the Western Wall, Al Aqsa Mosque, and the Dome of the Rock. Keep going toward the outer wall of the Old City, toward the City of David archaeological site, where you can take a guided tour and walk through the ancient Hezekiah’s Tunnel, knee-high in water.


Go back toward the Old City for dinner, preferably somewhere off King David Street or in the popular pedestrian plaza and historic neighborhood of Nahalat Shiva.


Day 2


Take a taxi to the popular outdoor pedestrian shopping center Mamilla, where you can have breakfast alfresco at one of the restaurants with a vista of the new city and see the landmark Montefiore Windmill. Walk back into the Old City from nearby Jaffa Gate, take the popular Ramparts Walk tour, or walk up the belfry tower at the Church of the Redeemer for one of the best 360-degree views of the Old City.


Head up the hillside to Mount Zion, the site where some believe Jesus held the Last Supper and where King David’s Tomb can be found. This is also where you’ll find the lovely Dormition Abbey and get more great vistas of the city from multiple vantage points.


Take a taxi to the top of the Mount of Olives, where you will see one of the most famous views of the Old City set against the backdrop of new Jerusalem. Go by foot into the nearby Arab village and have lunch at one of the many small restaurants serving Arab food before heading back down the hillside by foot. As you work your way down, you’ll see the Jewish Cemetery and the Church of the Pater Noster and the ancient olive tree groves of the Garden of Gethsemane.


From the Garden of Gethsemane, head back into the Old City through the Zion Gate and past the Western Wall, where you’ll find some options for food.


Day 3


Spend today visiting some of Jerusalem’s best—and most memorable—museums. Allow at least half a day to take in the Israel Museum, about 20 minutes west of the Old City by car, with famed exhibits specializing in Judaica and Jewish and regional history. Here you can explore the vast space of the museum that covers thousands of years of history of the region from an archaeological and anthropological standpoint. You can see the Dead Sea Scrolls here, too. The museum often has special programming. Take advantage of the museum’s restaurant for lunch, before taking the light rail to the Yad Vashem Holocaust memorial. Allow at least four hours to take in the emotionally wrought exhibits that create a living exposition of the human suffering of the Holocaust.


From Yad Vashem, take the light-rail train to City Center and the famous Machane Yehuda Market (the shuk), where you can finish with dinner in one of the shuk’s many wonderful restaurants or cafés. In the evening, the shuk’s nightlife cranks up, and the quiet pubs turn into hopping parties, some with live music.


Tel Aviv


Day 4


Head to Tel Aviv from Jerusalem by bus in the morning after breakfast (and after rush hour). After checking in at your hotel, take a stroll around Dizengoff Center’s great shopping district, and stop by the Bauhaus Center to pick up maps and information about Tel Aviv’s famed White City and available tours. Stay near Dizengoff to enjoy one of the area’s many outstanding restaurants for lunch.


After lunch, get ready for a late-afternoon beach session (in summer months, wait until after 2pm at the earliest). Bring water and a change of clothes so you can go straight to dinner afterward. Try Aviv Beach, just north of Charles Clore Park, or any of the beaches that are north of Charles Clore Park but south of the Marina. From Aviv Beach, take a nice 25-minute stroll to the HaTachana Train Station Complex for some shopping and dining; make sure to check out the Made in TLV store. Five minutes away, wander through Tel Aviv’s historic Neve Tzedek neighborhood, the oldest neighborhood in the city, for a European-style dinner. If you can recharge at your hotel, head back out to party when things get started at the clubs around midnight.
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restaurant at the HaTachana Train Station Complex





Day 5


Take a rest from the sun and nightlife of Tel Aviv to see the new and extremely popular addition of Sarona market for some shopping and cuisine. Self-described as the “heartbeat of Israeli culinary art,” it is an assault of regional colors and smells. Stay for a wine-tasting, try some olive oil straight from the press, and enjoy a three-course gourmet meal.


From the market, take a taxi or bus to one of the city’s best museums, like the Tel Aviv Museum of Art. Take in the best view of the city at the Azrieli Observatory just before sunset, and then head back down to city level for dinner in one of the city’s many restaurants. You can take the train back to your hotel from Azrieli Center after doing any shopping in the mall there if needed.


Day 6


Before checking out of your Tel Aviv hotel, head to the north of the city and have a breakfast of shakshuka eggs at one of the Port of Tel Aviv’s many seaside restaurants. If you time it right, you can catch the weekly outdoor market. Swing by Old Jaffa for an afternoon of sightseeing at one of the oldest ports in the world.


Pick up a rental car for the short drive to Haifa, about an hour north of Tel Aviv. Leave some daylight, because the road to Haifa hugs the scenic shoreline of the Mediterranean most of the way. Settle into one of Haifa’s gorgeous boutique hotels in the historic German Colony.


Haifa, Caesarea, and Zichron Ya’akov


Day 7


Plan to start your day early and spend it exploring Haifa by car or by one of the ample public transportation options, including the city’s subway—the only subway in Israel.
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Haifa’s cable car system





Start at the top of the Baha’i Gardens and Golden Dome for an incomparable view of the Mediterranean Sea and the Haifa Port. Take the middle entrance if you want to explore more of the gardens, but check visiting hours in advance as they fluctuate. For more views and strolling, the nearby Louis Promenade off Yefe Nof Street is fantastic and leads to the small but elegant Mané-Katz Museum and the Tikotin Museum of Japanese Art.


At the top of Mount Carmel in Haifa is the Stella Maris Carmelite Monastery, with its small but extensively painted domed chapel and peaceful grounds filled with tropical plants and flowers. Just across the street from Stella Maris is the San Francisco Observation Point with a multilingual and comprehensive audio history of the area. Steps away is Haifa’s cable car, which will take you down the mountainside to Bat Galim Promenade. Next to the promenade are Elijah’s Cave and the National Maritime Museum.


For dinner, some of the best options in the most idyllic setting are located in the German Colony, at the base of the Baha’i Gardens.


Day 8


After breakfast, set out from Haifa for the Caesarea National Antiquities Park, where you can spend most of the day exploring the gorgeous Roman ruins by the sea that include the aqueduct, an amphitheater, mosaic floors, and bathhouses. There are many great options for lunch at the old port, which also has some nice shops showing off the work of local artisans.


Just 20 minutes up the coast is the charming Mediterranean village of Zichron Ya’akov with a redesigned town center created to foster sidewalk café culture, including street musicians and all kinds of locally made arts. There are also several places to enjoy regionally produced wine. After dinner, head back to Haifa.


Akko (Acre)


Day 9


Leave your hotel by car for the 30-minute drive to Akko (also called Acre), where you can spend the day touring the Acre Old City and its network of Crusader walls, fortresses, knights’ halls, and tunnels. Before lunch, take the long walk to the Templers Tunnel, and stop near the shuk on the way back for some falafel and hummus. On your way out of Akko, you’ll pass by the Baha’i Gardens, which are just as serene as their sister site in Haifa, but much smaller. Entrance is free and there is parking, so stop in for a look. Then make the one-hour drive from Akko to Tiberias, check into your hotel, and have dinner at one of the many restaurants in the town center on the shore of the Sea of Galilee, where you can enjoy the sunset and the moonrise over the waters if you time it right.


Tiberias


Day 10


After breakfast in Tiberias, drive to the nearby grouping of historic and archaeological sites just 15 minutes away. Start at the archaeological site at Magdala, a 1st-century synagogue where Jesus is believed to have taught and where the earliest known depiction of the Second Temple in Jerusalem exists. Next head to the Mount of Beatitudes, where the Sermon on the Mount was given by Jesus, with its serene gardens and wonderful vista of the Sea of Galilee. Then head to the breathtaking archaeological and religious site of Capernaum.




A Middle East Feast


While in this region, travelers will encounter a wide variety of Middle Eastern cuisine, influenced by the Iberian Peninsula, the Mediterranean countries in the region, and locally available ingredients. There are European dishes, traditional Arab foods, Druze and Palestinian dishes, and more. Certain towns in Israel and the West Bank are known for specializing in a regional cuisine. While there are long-standing debates over where the best of certain dishes originate, some undisputed reigning champions exist. Chickpeas, tomatoes, cucumbers, and certain herbs like coriander are common to dishes in this region.
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HUMMUS


This silky-smooth delicacy of chickpeas whipped to perfection often includes ingredients like olive oil and sesame-seed based regional catchall, tahini. There are as many takes on hummus as stars in the sky, and many claim to have the best.


• The Arab village Abu Ghosh just outside Jerusalem is one of the top places to try hummus. At the Lebanese Restaurant, at the entrance to the village, the decor is spartan but the food is divine.


• Farther up the coast, Akko’s hummus is known far and wide. A renowned favorite is Hummus Said for its traditional presentation, cheap prices, and central location.


FALAFEL


For those who love hot, fried, and vegetarian food, falafel is your ubiquitous new best friend while in this region. The small chickpea-herb-spice blended balls are fried and typically served in open pita sandwiches with dressing and vegetables. Decent falafel can be found almost everywhere here, and will often be on the menu at Mediterranean-style restaurants. It’s also sold in small takeout-only shops on the sidewalk areas of downtowns. But if you really want to experience it hot and fresh, the shuk in almost any town will have the best offerings.


• In Jerusalem, a reigning falafel master is Yemenite Falafel.


• In Tel Aviv, Falafel Gabay is always a popular choice.


PITA


No trip to the Middle East would be complete without pita, the regional version of sliced bread. There Is nothing like a bag of warm, freshly baked pita straight out of the oven at a hole-in-the wall local bakery. The soft, round bread with built-in pockets is ideal for sandwiches and as a side dish.


• In south Tel Aviv’s Jaffa, Abouelafia Bakery is renowned for its pita and Arab sweet treats.


• In Bethlehem, several bakeries operate around the perimeter of Manger Square at the center of town, where you can buy about 10 fresh pita for less than USD$5.


SHAKSHUKA


Shakshuka is among the more iconic dishes of Israel and Jerusalem in particular. The hearty, egg-based dish is served with cooked vegetables, including spinach, in a tomato-based stew-like sauce. The dish is typically served with pita.


• Many try to claim the title of the best shakshuka ever created, but if you’re new to the dish, Jerusalem’s Tmol Shilshom has mastered this regional staple dish of eggs, tomatoes, and other vegetables.


• Tel Aviv’s Dr. Shakshuka is widely known by reputation and considered a reigning champion of the cuisine.


KNAFE


Ruin yourself on the popular Arab sweet treat knafe, a sweet baked cheese delicacy, by trying it first in the West Bank Arab village of Nablus. Go anywhere in the Old City and you will easily find vendors preparing it fresh.





From Capernaum, leave your car and follow the footpath that hugs the shore of the Sea of Galilee for about 30 minutes until you reach Tabgha and the Church of the Multiplication, where bread and fish were multiplied by Jesus to feed thousands. Have dinner in Tiberias or take a short drive to one of the regional, family-run restaurants in the area.


The Dead Sea


Day 11


Drive from Tiberias straight south to the Dead Sea for some rest and relaxation. It’s a 2.5-hour run, so take a break along the way by stopping at the renowned archaeological site of Beit She’an. Once you’ve checked into your Dead Sea hotel, go to one of the many beaches to float in the salty waters and slather therapeutic mud on your body. Take your time and enjoy a leisurely dinner at an area restaurant before going back to your hotel.


Day 12


Start out early before it gets too hot and take the tram to the famed archaeological site of Masada, where it is said that a small band of Jews held off the Roman army. The views of the Dead Sea below and Jordan in the distance are incomparable. Take a picnic lunch and stop by the Ein Gedi Nature Reserve and its 2,000-year-old natural spring that flows down the mountainside and forms multiple waterfalls and pools along the way. You can swim in many of the pools, the best of which is about a 15-minute walk from the park entrance. Drive from Ein Gedi to Eilat (2.5 hours) and stay overnight.
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hiking at Masada
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Eilat






Petra, Jordan



Day 13


Start out early and get to the Eilat-Aqaba border by taxi (about 10 minutes). After crossing the border, go by taxi to one of Aqaba’s many car rental offices and pick up a car for the two-hour drive to Petra. Once you are in Petra, take an afternoon hike, followed by a late-afternoon lunch in one of the restaurants in the village adjacent to Petra, Wadi Musa. Spend the rest of the afternoon exploring Wadi Musa, and do a bit of shopping. After a rest at your hotel, head back by foot to get dinner in town, and try some local Bedouin food.


Day 14


Start off from your hotel early for a morning hike in Petra up one of the paths that leads to a high vantage point so you can see the area. You will literally be walking through one of the largest archaeological sites in the world, which is still being uncovered, and of which much is not known. The precise, intricately carved stone building facades that characterize Petra present a puzzling, exasperating exercise in tourism since much is not known about this area. You’ll never forget the sight of the rose-colored stone structures, or the feeling of walking down Petra’s grand cardo, though. Make sure to stop at the Petra Museum and see the antiquities that have been found over the years. Go by foot back out to Wadi Musa for an early lunch and head out of town in your rental car for Aqaba and the Israel border.




Pilgrimage Sites


It isn’t known as the Holy Land for nothing. Here is a list of some of the most important religious and spiritual sites.
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• Al Aqsa Mosque (next to the Dome of the Rock) is the third-holiest site in the Muslim world (Jerusalem).


• Basilica of the Annunciation is believed to be built over the site of the Virgin Mary’s original home (Nazareth).


• Capernaum is the site of an ancient fishing village on the shore of the Sea of Galilee where Jesus taught and some of his disciples lived. Archaeological excavations have uncovered the ruins of two Jewish synagogues here as well. (near Tiberias).


• Church of the Holy Sepulchre is widely recognized as the site of the crucifixion and resurrection of Jesus. The church has long been governed and used simultaneously by the Greek Orthodox, Armenian Orthodox, and Roman Catholic churches (Jerusalem, Old City).


• Church of the Nativity is widely believed to be the location where Jesus was born (Bethlehem).


• Mount of Olives is the site of many miraculous occurrences and an extremely significant location in Judaism, Christianity, and Islam (Jerusalem, near the Old City).


• Mount Zion is one possible site of the Last Supper and the location of King David’s Tomb (Jerusalem).


• Tomb of Rabbi Meir is significant to Jews all over the world as the tomb of the rabbi who was nicknamed “the miracle worker” and in whose name charity is often given (near Tiberias).


• Tomb of the Patriarchs/Ibrahimi Mosque is widely recognized as the burial place of Jewish and Muslim patriarchs and matriarchs, including Abraham. The site is sacred to both the Jews and Muslims (Hebron).


• Western Wall is a remnant of the western wall of the destroyed Second Temple. It is a popular destination for prayer by Jews and sometimes the site of large-scale religious events (Old City, Jerusalem).
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Ancient Terrain: Desert Hikes and Magical Waters


Departing from Jerusalem, journey by car to the south on a route that will take you past the Dead Sea, Eilat and the Red Sea, and Petra, Jordan.


The Dead Sea


Day 1


Leave Jerusalem in the morning and go by rental car south to the Dead Sea, the lowest point on Earth. Stay in either Ein Gedi, exploring the ancient spring in Ein Gedi Nature Reserve, hiking, and swimming, or go to one of the Dead Sea’s many beaches along its western shore. Spend the night in one of the Dead Sea hotels and luxuriate in the area’s many offerings.


Be’er Sheva


Day 2


Continue southwest toward Be’er Sheva, the largest city in the south of Israel. Stop just north of the city at the Museum of Bedouin Culture at the Joe Alon Center. After experiencing some Bedouin culture and history, drive south to the ancient archaeological site of Tel Beer Sheba. From here it is just a short drive to the city of Be’er Sheva, where you can have lunch at one of the many restaurants in the city center. Also near city center is the Negev Museum of Art. From Be’er Sheva, take the one-hour drive to the enormous Ramon Crater for a short desert hike and a look at the ancient crater before it starts to get dark. After your tour, drive the remaining approximately 90 minutes to Eilat, check into your hotel, and call it a night.



Eilat



Day 3


Start off your morning in Eilat by taking breakfast at your hotel, then go by taxi to the Dolphin Reef Diving Center for a guided swim with the dolphins. Take a bus back to Eilat’s city center for lunch and then head to one of the many beaches for a swim, or go diving. If you are new to diving, allow an entire day for it.


After freshening up at your hotel, go by foot or taxi to Eilat’s version of Rodeo Drive, La Boulevard, for upscale shopping. One of the numerous nearby restaurants will be perfect for dinner.


Day 4


Go by taxi to the Coral World Underwater Observatory to see the many varieties of bright, rare fish. You can easily spend half a day exploring this complex. Have an early dinner at one of the many beachfront restaurants in the city center and then take in an evening performance of the WOW Show.


Petra


Day 5


Start as early in the morning as possible with a prearranged tour guide who can escort you to the Eilat-Aqaba border, where you will cross the border (about 10 minutes by taxi) and meet up with another guide. During the two-hour ride to Petra, take note of all the unusual rock formations with ribbons of mineral deposits in the hills of the famous Wadi Rum. After arriving, spend a few hours taking a short hike into Petra, then have lunch in the modern neighboring village, Wadi Musa. Though it is small, Wadi Musa is geared heavily toward tourists, and you can find some interesting shopping in the town’s center, especially if you gravitate toward the Shaheed roundabout. Take a break from the heat and rehydrate before going out for dinner in town at one of the homestyle Bedouin restaurants.




[image: image]


the Cardo, or colonnaded street, in Petra





Day 6


Get an early start in Petra and take a hike up one of the paths that leads to a higher vantage point so that you can see the area from a different perspective. Make sure to stop at the Petra Museum to see many of the antiquities that have been found over the years.


Go by foot back out to Wadi Musa by late afternoon and rest up at your hotel before dinner. Later in the evening, go back to Petra’s Treasury for the idyllic Petra by Night Show with stories and music.


Day 7


Set out from Petra as early as possible in the morning with a rental car you picked up there for the two-hour trip back to Aqaba, where you will take a taxi to the border, cross by foot, and then take another taxi back to Eilat. Once in Eilat, pick up another rental car for the four-hour drive back to Jerusalem. Including stops to eat and logistics, the return trip will take an entire day.




Family Travel in Israel


Israel was a country created with families and children in mind, and it shows. Families will find it relatively easy to navigate public transportation, restaurants, and many tourism sites. Many public restrooms are equipped with changing facilities, and most places will have no problem with a stroller or with young children running or being noisy. It’s also easy to find diapering supplies and places that sell kids clothing and shoes.


JERUSALEM


Jerusalem is one of the most family-friendly cities you’ll ever visit. Most restaurants are accommodating to children, as are most tourist attractions. Jerusalem’s sensory-rich Machane Yehuda Market is ideal for family exploration. Jerusalem’s parks are full of play equipment for younger kids and outdoor exercise spots. Of course, there is also the highly popular promenade for strolling and biking in Train Track Park. It’s stroller-friendly, and the park connects several Jerusalem neighborhoods that have shopping, dining, and entertainment options.


TEL AVIV


Tel Aviv is a city that is all about a lifestyle largely centered around sun, surf, and food. Many activities in Tel Aviv revolve around the beach or the miles-long beach promenade area that extends all the way to the city’s old port area. It’s a city full of gorgeous parks, such as HaYarkon, many of which have sports recreation rentals for things like bicycles and boats. The city also has a bicycle rental share program, Tel-o-Fun, ideal for a family ride down the Mediterranean coast.
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playing on the beach in Tel Aviv





HAIFA


Part of Haifa’s charm and draw is how peaceful and calm it is to spend time there. It’s a very easy area to visit with a family, even small children, as there is very little in the way of hustle and bustle. Haifa’s laid-back atmosphere means that hanging out on the beach, visiting the zoo, and spending time in the Mount Carmel area and marveling at the view are some of the top activities here. Haifa is also home to a number of festivals and events in the summer that are ideal for families.


BETHLEHEM


Experiencing the West Bank when traveling as a family can be very tricky, but within certain areas like Bethlehem, there are some good options, especially around Christmas when the tree lighting ceremony is televised internationally.


EILAT


If you’re looking for adventures your family will remember forever, there’s almost nowhere better than Eilat. Even for young children, Eilat is rich with ocean-adventure options like swimming with dolphins.
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Beaches of Israel and the West Bank


There is a wide variety of different types of beaches in Israel and the West Bank, as the coastal areas include the Mediterranean Sea, the Sea of Galilee, the Dead Sea, and the Red Sea. Whether you want to relax with a drink in hand or go surfing on the beaches of Tel Aviv, or walk in the footsteps of history or go beach camping at the Sea of Galilee, there’s something for everyone. You can experience the luxury resort getaway atmosphere of the beaches of the Red Sea near Eilat or float in the salty waters of the Dead Sea and rejuvenate your mind and body.


Mediterranean Coast


Some of the best beaches in the Middle East are found along the Mediterranean coast, from epic ocean caves to picturesque ports. Tel Aviv’s coastal surf culture also includes miles of beach boardwalks for walking, running, and biking.


Hilton Beach, Tel Aviv


Hilton Beach in Tel Aviv is large, lively, and sometimes raucous with spontaneous parties late into the night. Named for the nearby Hilton Hotel, the beach is easy to access and pure fun.


Gordon Beach, Tel Aviv


Gordon Beach is at the northernmost point of uninterrupted beach shoreline that continues on south for 20 minutes by foot until Aviv Beach. Easily one of the city’s most popular beaches, it is frequented by more locals than visitors.



Dado Beach, Haifa



Often described as a beach that has a little of everything, Dado Beach in Haifa with its sand, snacks, grass, parking, and nearby train station make this beautiful spot incredibly popular and worth a visit.


Grotto Caves at Rosh Hanikra


Not so much a beach as an adventure with the sea, the Grotto Caves at Rosh Hanikra give visitors a place to explore the singular beauty of the Mediterranean coast from its northernmost point in Israel near Lebanon.


Aqueduct Beach, Caesarea


You’d be hard pressed to find another beach that can compete with the historical draw of Aqueduct Beach in Caesarea. Named for the ruins of the ancient Roman aqueduct fronting its shore (which you can climb on), Aqueduct Beach has sandy shores and nearby parking.


Sea of Galilee


The beaches surrounding the Sea of Galilee offer a truly wide variety of options for every traveler. Whether you are looking for something rustic, historic, romantic, or outdoorsy, the Sea of Galilee has it.
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view of the Sea of Galilee





Ein Gev Beach


Ein Gev Beach on the Sea of Galilee’s eastern shore is a popular destination for campers and those looking to spend several days in the area.


Tzemach Beach


Situated at the southernmost point of the Sea of Galilee, Tzemach Beach is a popular destination for first-time visitors to the area as well as families who are camping.


Nof Ginosar Hotel Beach


Just 10 minutes north of the Sea of Galilee’s biggest town, Tiberias, is Ginosar Beach. On the site of the ancient, excavated city of Ginosar, the beach area is quiet and clean and there are nearby attractions, including dining options.



Dead Sea



The lowest point on Earth, the Dead Sea is home to therapeutic salty waters and mud to play with and rub into the skin. The western shore of the Dead Sea is in Israel or under Israeli control, while the eastern shore is in Jordan. Despite some issues with sinkholes in recent years, the beaches of the Dead Sea are still some of the most memorable in the world.
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the Dead Sea





New Kalia Beach


New Kalia Beach is easy to access and popular with local residents, so it is usually somewhat busy. There are changing and food facilities right on the beach. It’s also easy to reach from Jerusalem, making it the ideal place for a day trip.


Ein Gedi Beach


In an oasis-like setting, Ein Gedi Beach is just across the road from Ein Gedi Nature Reserve and Kibbutz Ein Gedi. There are options for dining and accommodations to enjoy the sandy beach. However, Ein Gedi Beach has been closed in recent years due to sinkholes.


Red Sea


If you’re keen to snorkel, swim with dolphins, and see coral reefs, the Red Sea is the place for you. On the Israeli side, the best Red Sea beaches can be found near the city of Eilat.


Coral Beach Nature Reserve, Eilat


Considered by many to be one of the best coral beaches in the world, the Coral Beach Nature Reserve allows visitors to swim, scuba dive, and snorkel with colorful groups of fish.


Dolphin Reef, Eilat


This ecological site fosters connections between dolphins and humans by coordinating co-swimming adventures in a protected setting. A group of dolphins lives in the area and humans can swim with them in their natural habitat.
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Jerusalem’s Old City







Highlights


Look for S to find recommended sights, activities, dining, and lodging.


S Church of the Holy Sepulchre: One of the most important sites for Christian pilgrims, this is the place where many believe Jesus was crucified (click here).


S Al Aqsa Mosque: The third-holiest mosque in the Muslim world, Al Aqsa Mosque is an important center of religious worship and a core part of the region’s cultural history (click here).
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S Western Wall: One of the most important sites in Judaism, the Western Wall, also known as the Kotel or Wailing Wall, is at the southeastern corner of the Old City (click here).


S Museum on the Seam: One of the city’s most politically relevant museums is situated along Jerusalem’s traditional east-west border (click here).


S Machane Yehuda Market (The Shuk): An outdoor market by day and party central by night, the shuk is frequented by locals of all ages and backgrounds (click here).


S Israel Museum: The museum’s world-class exhibits on Jewish history, archaeology, and regional treasures are a must-see (click here).


S Yad Vashem: The largest Holocaust museum in the world is a perspective-altering experience (click here).
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looking up at Yad Vashem’s Hall of Names
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Al Aqsa Mosque.








The region’s religious, historical, and political center, Jerusalem hosts a striking mixture of ancient architecture, distinct regional cuisine, cultural treasures, significant pilgrimage sites, and compelling tourist attractions.


Jerusalem has long been a place where history and faith meet, but in recent years, city leaders and enthusiastic residents have led sustained efforts to also create more space for arts, music, fashion shows, literary and brewing festivals, and more—alongside entrepreneurship and tech innovation. The city is an eternal work in progress, with a little something for everyone.


Most visitors to Jerusalem, a city on a plateau in the Judean Mountains that sits at about 750 meters (2,500 ft) above sea level, start by exploring the dusty, worn nooks and crannies within the Ottoman-era walls of the Old City. The pungent aromas of spices, coffee, fresh herbs, and regional dishes like falafel create an olfactory background for the scores of archaeological and pilgrimage sites. The Old City is a hub for shopping (ranging from Middle Eastern sweets based on centuries-old family recipes to cheap goods made in China), dining, entertainment, guided tours, concerts, and cultural activities. There are four distinct but partially overlapping quarters: Muslim, Jewish, Christian, and Armenian. The imposing Western Wall is overshadowed only by the Dome of the Rock on the elevated plaza of Temple Mount (Al Haram al-Sharif) in the background. There is also arguably nowhere else in the city where bargaining with vendors for a souvenir is quite as intense.


Shopping in Jerusalem for high-quality, regionally made usable items like ceramics, jewelry, and clothing is a treat. There are several world-class museums, spacious and family-friendly parks, and landscaped gardens. The rolling hills of the Wohl Rose Garden is a serene place for a picnic and a stroll and is within walking distance of the Israeli parliament, the Israel Museum, and the Bible Lands Museum. City Center has the most options for dining and sightseeing alongside the city’s famed shuk, or market, which has emerged as another center of dancing, live music, drinking, and general Jerusalem-level partying. The sobering Yad Vashem Holocaust Memorial gives a thought-provoking window into the Holocaust, tucked away in the peaceful hills of the Jerusalem Forest on the city’s northwestern edge.


When too much history overwhelms, the fun, family-focused, and more secular atmosphere of First Station in West Jerusalem has numerous dining, shopping, and entertainment options in a walkable area.


HISTORY


Jerusalem’s history is not dead in the past; it is very much alive. The first evidence of human life in Jerusalem dates to around 4500 BCE. The first reference to the name Jerusalem (Urushalimum) was in 1500 BCE. In Arabic, it is called Al Quds. With a history full of twists and turns, it has long been a holy place for Muslims, Christians, and Jews. It has also long been a flashpoint for religious, ethnic, and geopolitical tension.


In ancient times, Jerusalem was largely within the protective walls of the Old City. The city has long been an object of pursuit for ambitious rulers and empires and was conquered and destroyed multiple times.


Since the establishment of the Jewish state in 1948, political debates and armed battles of all sizes have continued to rage over the question of who controls and can lay claim to the holy city. The debate over foreign embassies there, a source of international consternation, complicates matters.


In 1948, soldiers from Transjordan’s Arab Legion (which became the Hashemite Kingdom of Jordan in 1949) tried to capture the entire city during the War of Independence. Israeli fighters defended significant portions of the western part of the city. After the Arab Legion destroyed the Jewish Quarter of the Old City and expelled the residents, a cease-fire agreement was signed. The area outside the walls became known as the New City and was mostly Israeli-controlled.


In April 1949, an armistice agreement was signed and the 1948 cease-fire line between Israeli and Transjordan forces formally recognized. The line between east and west was demarcated by concertina wire, concrete walls, minefields, and bunkers. East Jerusalem, including holy sites, was occupied by Transjordan, and West Jerusalem became the capital of Israel.


In 1967, the Israeli Defense Force (or IDF) battled Jordan again to take control of East Jerusalem. The city came under full Israeli control, with a promise that religious sites for all faiths would be protected. For Jews this meant they gained access to Temple Mount and the Western Wall and could again freely visit and pray at these sites. For Arabs, it meant that many who fled during fighting became homeless and stateless.




Jerusalem’s Conquerors


The list of those who have conquered, occupied, or destroyed Jerusalem is lengthy.


• King David conquers Jerusalem in 1000 BCE.


• Nebuchadnezzar, king of Babylon, conquers Jerusalem and destroys the First Temple in 586 BCE.


• Alexander the Great conquers Jerusalem in 332 BCE.


• Antiochus III conquers Jerusalem in 200 BCE.


• Pompeius conquers Jerusalem in 63 BCE and Roman rule begins.


• Herod occupies Jerusalem and fortifies significant public buildings in 19 BCE.


• Titus’s army destroys Jerusalem and the Second Temple in 70 CE.


• Transjordan captures East Jerusalem in 1948.


• Israel annexes East Jerusalem to unify the city under Israeli rule in 1967.





Today you can stand on Highway 60 (Derech Hebron Rd.) and observe the line that still metaphorically divides the city.


Political and ethnic tensions between East and West Jerusalem are ongoing and marked by periods of violence on both sides. The Arab neighborhood of Silwan is a stark example. Immediately adjacent to the Old City at Dung Gate and home to an activist Arab community, outbreaks of violence and police actions here are fairly common. In the nearby West Jerusalem neighborhood of Baka, a pre-1948 home to some of the most prominent Arab families in the city, the sound of concussion grenades can sometimes be heard echoing across Kidron Valley under the dark cover of the wee early morning hours.


ORIENTATION


Jerusalem is thousands of years old and home to over 2,000 major and minor archaeological sites and counting. Most visitors try to include the Old City, Yad Vashem, Machane Yehuda Market, the Western Wall, and City Center in their trip.


The Old City


The Old City is an unforgettable experience and quintessential Jerusalem. Though you’ll find that many major towns and cities in the region have an old city section, there’s nothing quite like Jerusalem’s. Though many claim to know its secrets, the real experts of Jerusalem’s Old City are the lifelong native inhabitants of multigenerational families. Today, there are about 35,000 residents who are among the only Jerusalemites allowed to drive vehicles there. Even taxis aren’t allowed on the narrow, stone streets worn smooth by time. A visit to the Old City requires a lot of walking and stairs.


Aboveground, the Old City is divided into four quarters that date back to Roman times: the Muslim Quarter, the Christian Quarter, the Armenian Quarter, and the Jewish Quarter. These quarters overlap somewhat, and this is even more pronounced belowground, as evidenced by the Western Wall Excavations. There are free, paid, and self-guided tours of most parts of the Old City. The long rows and corridors of shops sell everything from scarves to antiquities.
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Most find Jaffa Gate to be the easiest and most recognizable entrance. A broad, open plaza where the gate once stood makes a good meeting spot and connects to nearby modern luxury shopping, dining, and entertainment. Free public live performances are often staged here, and there are nearby public restrooms, money exchange facilities, taxi stands, visitors centers, and museums.


Once inside the Old City, the options are overwhelming. A possible good start is one the 14 stations of Via Dolorosa, believed to be the pathway that Jesus walked on his way to be crucified, or up above the city at Temple Mount. For a 360-degree view atop the Old City walls, the Ramparts Walk is a photographer’s dream.


City Center


Jerusalem’s City Center is part of many locals’ lives, though portions are decidedly touristy and many area residents are either students or long-term visitors. Active visitors should find accommodations as close as possible to City Center. The area’s shifting borders traditionally include King George Street on the west until it turns into Agripas Street in the north and meets with Agron Street in the south. Shivtet Israel Street loosely borders the east and Hanevi’im Street the north. The historic Nahalat Shiva area of town is also near the heart of City Center, within walking distance. Busy Yafo Street (also known as Jaffa Street) is the main artery of the city’s center and home to the light-rail train. Only pedestrian and train traffic are allowed to go through the length of the street that passes always-happening Tolerance Square (also known as Zion Square), which is full of tourists, souvenir shops, ice cream shops, juice bars, and sidewalk cafés.


The most diverse mixture of Jerusalem nightlife is in or near City Center. There are dining, shopping, and entertainment options including live bands, open mics and street music, sports pubs, wine bars, fancy clubs, and a variety of restaurants. There are also several museums, numerous luxury hotels, and some of the best shopping in town. It’s the most convenient place to go if you need small but important items. You can find everything from contact lenses to electric converters to money-changing and other banking services.


Around Machane Yehuda Market


Home to a little of everything and located very near the city’s center, the renowned, shape-shifting Machane Yehuda Market (the shuk) hosts bustling market stands during the day and turns into a thriving nightlife scene later on. No matter which direction you set off from Machane Yehuda, you’re within a stone’s throw of some of the finest and most inventive Mediterranean-European gastronomic experiences in the city. The range of things you have access to in this area is impressive, including public transportation. From here, it’s a 20-minute walk or less to shopping and dining in Nachalat Shiva and less than five minutes to the banks, shops, and light rail access at Yafo Street.


West Jerusalem


West Jerusalem consists of several distinctive neighborhoods attractive to visitors. Many start in the German Colony, encompassed by the triangle of Emek Refaim Street, Yehuda Street, and Hebron Road. The northern tip of the triangle, Yemin Moshe-Mishkenot Sha’ananim, is home to numerous architecturally significant buildings that are surrounded and connected by parks. There is nearby family-friendly entertainment that continues even on weekends.


Originally settled by German Templers, the German Colony’s Emek Refaim Street is popular for a diverse selection of kosher and kosher mehadrin restaurants and cafés set amid breathtaking historic homes. A short cab ride uphill are museums, theaters, and the Railroad Park, which stretches from nearby First Station and its many daily shopping and dining offerings all the way to the recently expanded Hadar Mall.




The First and Second Temples


Any alert visitor to Jerusalem will hear references to the First Temple and the Second Temple periods, now-legendary epochs that saw the construction, use, and destruction of two different massive Jewish temples. The first and second Jewish temples stood approximately where Al Aqsa Mosque is now located atop the plaza known as Temple Mount. The most famed remnant of the Second Temple is the Western Wall, also known as the Wailing Wall or the Kotel. People flock from all over the world to pray at the Kotel and insert paper notes with their prayers into the wall’s crevices.


According to Jewish tradition, both temples were destroyed hundreds of years apart on August 9, or on the 9th of Av on the Jewish calendar. Every year, those destructions and other tragic disasters in Jewish history are marked by Tisha B’av, the day of mourning, when Western Wall Plaza fills with throngs of Jewish mourners.


FIRST TEMPLE PERIOD


The First Temple was built in 1000 BCE by King Solomon after King David had conquered Jerusalem and made it his capital. It was destroyed in 586 BCE by Nebuchadnezzar, the king of Babylon, when he conquered Jerusalem. The period between 1200-586 BCE is now referred to as the First Temple period. There are scant remains of the temple on the south hill of the City of David. Evidence of the conquering and destruction of the city can be found in the Burnt House and the House of the Bullae.


Significant remains from the First Temple period include Hezekiah’s Tunnel and the Broad Wall in the Jewish Quarter, made by King Hezekiah in preparation for an imminent siege on the city by the Assyrian king Sennacherib in 701 BCE.


SECOND TEMPLE PERIOD


The beginning of the Second Temple period (586 BCE-70 CE) is marked by the return of Jews to Jerusalem from their exile in Babylon. They were allowed to return under an edict issued by Cyrus, king of Persia. By 515 BCE the reinstated Jewish residents had completed the Second Temple.


The time of the Second Temple and subsequent ages after its destruction are divided into different periods: the Persian period (586-332 BCE), the Hellenistic period (332-63 BCE), and the Roman period (63 BCE-324 CE). In 37 BCE, King Herod enlarged the Temple Mount and rebuilt the temple with the consent of the public. During the Roman period, in 70 CE, the Second Temple was destroyed, along with the rest of Jerusalem, by Titus’s army. It was also during this period that Jesus was in Jerusalem, where he was crucified about 40 years before the Second Temple’s destruction.


Significant archaeological remains from the Second Temple period, including the Kidron Valley tombs, the Western Wall, Robinson’s Arch, the Herodian residential quarter, numerous other tombs, and walls can be visited today.


BCE (Before Common Era) and CE (Common Era) are used throughout Israel and are numerically equivalent to BC and AD, respectively.





Farther out into West Jerusalem are the Israel Museum, the Bible Lands Museum, the National Campus for the Archaeology of Israel, the Museum for Islamic Art, the Museum of Tolerance Jerusalem, and others.


East Jerusalem


Once you cross the line between East and West Jerusalem (unofficially delineated by Hebron Road or Highway 60), the city changes drastically. The condition of the roads, housing, public safety, and public services are undeniably less tended than those on the west side, largely due to conflict and the patterns of how Jewish and Palestinian neighborhoods developed over time. A major channel for buses and home of a future light-rail expansion, Hebron Road is a convenient starting point for West Bank or Jerusalem activities. Hebron Road runs north-south from the French Hill neighborhood to Bethlehem’s main entry/exit checkpoint in the south.


East Jerusalem has a good selection of affordable hotels, shopping options, and a wide variety of regional Mediterranean-influenced Arab and Persian food.


Religious Muslims don’t drink, so the atmosphere of East Jerusalem can feel conservative, but it’s still a fun place for a night out. Many places offer traditional nargila (water pipe) to smoke with a menu of flavored tobacco after a meal.


PLANNING YOUR TIME


Jerusalem is layered and complex in every way. That makes for a challenge if the goal is to visit major city highlights in fewer than three days. Six days allows you to comfortably visit all of the best sights and get in a nearby day trip while enjoying some culture, cuisine, and entertainment.


Some of the more popular combination tickets for sights and tours can be found within and adjacent to the Old City. Popular combination tickets might include access to the self-guided Ramparts Walk and tickets to the Burnt House and the underground Western Wall tour, for example. Ask any tour guide for their Old City combo tours, and specify what you’d most like to see. For example, a package that includes Church of the Holy Sepulchre may not have time to also include Temple Mount. These types of tickets can sometimes be purchased online, but can also be bought on-site. Prices range from about NIS120 for something simple to NIS450 for longer excursions.


When to Go


There are two major considerations when planning a visit to Jerusalem: the weather and the holiday calendar. The climate is generally pleasant unless there is rain, usually between late November to late March. In the summer months, the average temperature typically goes above 26-32°C (80-90°F) daily, but when the sun goes down, comfortable, cool, breezy evenings in the mid-20s Celsius (mid-70s Fahrenheit) are the norm.


The best time of year to visit is typically late April to early July, though this is high season for hotel and tour prices. August-September can be hot, unpredictable, and filled with major Jewish and Muslim holidays. Since some of those holidays shift, sometimes they do fall as early as April.


Getting Around


Be especially cautious when driving around Jerusalem, as it has some tricky aspects. There are numerous one-way streets, rough roads, and dense foot traffic. Getting around by foot works well in areas like City Center, particularly along Yafo Street where only pedestrian foot traffic and the light-rail are allowed. When getting around other more remote sections of the city, like Museum Row, be prepared to walk longer distances on steeper hills or travel by car.


Jerusalem is easier to navigate if you set a transportation plan, budget, and curfew ahead of time. Taxicabs are readily available, but cost 25 percent more and are harder to hail on Friday and Saturday between 9pm and 5am. Not all taxis have meters or will use them. Many people prefer to use one taxi company and establish a relationship with a driver. It’s wise to keep a few taxi company numbers on hand. Tourists can get a discounted public transportation ticket for both the light rail (even as it continues to expand) and public buses. Most city bus drivers don’t speak extensive English, but they will happily help visitors.


The main thing to keep in mind about security in Jerusalem is that tensions ebb and flow, and it’s a good idea to keep an eye on the local news and social media while you’re in town. That will give you the best sense of any problem areas. You can find the most up-to-date information from police and security services on their social media feeds, which are often in Hebrew and English.
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Itinerary Ideas


Jerusalem is a city that demands a little bit extra—energy, time, money, patience, curiosity, understanding, and critical thinking. If some of the popular sights leave you feeling more exhausted than exhilarated, pause for a leisurely cappuccino and dessert at a sidewalk café and people-watch. Slow down and ask a couple of locals for their highly recommended restaurants or park or bar. If you give it a chance, you’ll discover your own way through this complex, charming, magical city.


JERUSALEM ON DAY ONE


This day concentrates on a few Old City highlights and meals in the City Center.


1 Start with breakfast at city treasure Tmol Shilshom for true Jerusalem flavors and the café’s book collection, which showcases this institution’s important role in local literary culture.


2 Just around the corner is Jaffa Street, perfect for a post-breakfast stroll to take in the Old City. In the center of the Old City, the Church of the Holy Sepulchre is a good introduction to the neighborhood’s densely packed, cobblestoned storm of activity.


3 Take a stroll down Via Dolorosa, which will land you near various lunch options.


4 Stop off at Abu Shukri for some falafel and hummus for lunch.


5 If it’s open, take an hour to venture up to the elevated plaza of Temple Mount—Al Haram al-Sharif, which offers a great view of the surrounding area, including Al Aqsa Mosque.


6 Take some time to stop off at the Western Wall for a moment of reflection at one of the most famous landmarks in the world.


7 Return to your hotel to wash off the dust of the day and rest for the hotter part of the afternoon. When the sun starts to go down, get a window table at the Notre Dame Rooftop Cheese and Wine Restaurant for the finest selection of cheese in the city, impeccable service, and gorgeous views of the Old City.


JERUSALEM ON DAY TWO


Start at the center and then venture to the outskirts of the city to spend the day exploring the region’s history, politics, and religion at Museum Row, where you will find as many locals as tourists.


1 Start the day with a coffee and French pastry at local restaurant treasure, Café Kadosh.


2 Plan to get to the Israel Museum by mid-morning, where you can explore thousands of years of archaeological and anthropological history. Modern, the museum’s elegant restaurant, is the perfect place for a leisurely lunch.


3 Down the hill from Museum Row is the Wohl Rose Garden, where you can explore the park’s rolling 19 acres with views of the city and over 450 rose varieties from around the world on 15,000 rose bushes.


4 Hop on a local bus for a 15-minute ride that will get you close to the Sherover-Haas Promenade that leads down to the Jordan Valley.


5 Backtrack to the promenade entrance and continue walking another 15 minutes to the Culinary Workshop for a chef-inspired Jerusalem dining experience.


6 Head back to your hotel to rest and change before doing that most Jerusalem of all things: an evening in the shuk. Stroll through the area and hear live music performances for free, most nights of the week, year-round.



Sights



You could spend days sightseeing in Jerusalem and never run out of experiences and firsts of all kinds. This is especially true for those who have a love of history, food, archaeology, geopolitics, human rights, and spirituality. It is one of the most complex cities in the world and demands your full attention, whether you are trying shakshuka eggs for the first time or listening to a tour guide’s version of history.


The trick to sightseeing in Jerusalem is to pace yourself and preserve ample unscheduled time in between things, especially in the scorching-hot summer months. Whether you’ve spent a hot afternoon in the Old City or a somber morning at Yad Vashem holocaust museum, leaving time to reflect over a cappuccino is crucial. Like most cities, Jerusalem can be a little spendy, but visitors are eligible for discounts and rebates on some tickets and public transportation. The most commonly advertised special combination tourism tickets are available through tour companies. Entrance fees range on average NIS20-50 per person, but can sometimes be as low as NIS10 or as high as NIS90 for combination packages. Many sites are run, owned, or managed by organizations with political or religious agendas, or by nation-states. Metal detectors, security personnel, and many different types of armed soldiers and police are commonplace in Jerusalem.


Many museums stay open late one day each week or have windows of limited free admission, as well as discounts for seniors, children, and Israeli military. It is extremely common for venues of all types in Jerusalem to close early on Friday and remain closed for all or part of Saturday. The typical weekday schedule begins on Sunday and runs through Thursday, unless there is a religious or national holiday.


THE OLD CITY


Via Dolorosa


One of the most revered sites among Christian pilgrims visiting Jerusalem is the Via Dolorosa (Way of Sorrows), the path Jesus is said to have walked on his way to his crucifixion over 2,000 years ago. Along the path, 14 numbered “stations” mark locations of significant moments during Jesus’s journey as he bore his own cross. The Via Dolorosa begins just inside the Lion’s Gate in the Muslim Quarter and ends in the Christian Quarter inside the Church of the Holy Sepulchre, where the last five stations are located. Pilgrims kneel to pray at some stations, most of which are points along the streets of the Old City marked with Roman numerals. Much of the Via Dolorosa is accessible 24 hours, and the entire route is free to access. Part of the living history of the Old City, the stories connected to the Via Dolorosa are part of Christian tradition passed down through generations.


[image: image]


You can take a guided tour or join the Via Dolorosa procession led by Franciscan friars on Fridays starting from Station 1 (Church of the Flagellation just inside Lion’s Gate, 3pm Oct.-Mar., 4pm Apr.-Nov., free and open to all). Check with the Christian Information Center in the Old City (Omar Ibn el-Khattab Square at Jaffa Gate, www.cicts.org, 8:30am-5:30pm daily except Sundays, Christian holidays, and Saturday afternoon).


STATION 1


Located at the northwest corner of Temple Mount, just inside the Lion’s Gate in front of El Omariye School, is a round, black seal imprinted with the Roman numeral I on an outer wall. The station is where Pontius Pilate condemned Jesus to death.


STATION 2


Across the street is the Roman numeral II. Here Jesus was given his cross, whipped, and mockingly dressed in a robe and given a crown of thorns by Roman soldiers. It’s situated near a compound of buildings including the Roman Catholic Church of the Condemnation and the Convent of the Flagellation.



STATION 3



The corner of Via Dolorosa and El Wad (Hagai) Street marks where Jesus fell under the weight of the cross for the first time. The route then traces the western side of the Temple Mount. The Polish Catholic church, the Austrian Hospice, and a 15th-century chapel are nearby.


STATION 4


On El Wad Street, at Our Church of the Lady of the Sun, is the Roman numeral IV, where Jesus is believed to have encountered his mother, Mary. The Armenian church is home to a floor from the 5th century and two sandal footprints said to have belonged to Mary.


STATION 5


At the western end of El Wad Street is the Roman numeral V and a small Franciscan church built in 1229 to mark the location where Simon bore the cross for Jesus. An old square stone to the right of the door of the church is believed to bear the handprint of Jesus.


STATION 6


Midway down Via Dolorosa just before Souq Khan al-Zeit Street (the market street) is the Roman numeral VI and Our Church of the Holy Face with its restored Crusader arches. This is the station where a woman named Veronica wiped the face of Jesus.


STATION 7


At the intersection of Souq Khan al-Zeit Street and Via Dolorosa is the Roman numeral VII, marking where Jesus fell for the second time. Just beyond a massive Roman column is the Chapel of the Seventh Station.
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Station 7 on the Via Dolorosa





STATION 8


The Roman numeral VIII is at Aqabat al-Khanqah, across from the Station VIII souvenir bazaar. The station is marked by a stone embedded in the wall of the Monastery of St. Charalambos bearing the engraving IC-XC NI-KA, which means “Jesus Christ conquers.” This is where Jesus spoke to the women of Jerusalem and told them not to weep for him but for themselves and their children.



STATION 9



A zigzag route down Souq Khan al-Zeit Street and up 28 stone steps leads to Station IX with its cross painted on a stone pillar next to an archway where Jesus fell for the third time. Adjacent to the Church of the Holy Sepulchre, the route here winds around the building of the Coptic Patriarchate. Nearby is the Ethiopian Church of St. Michael and a Coptic church with paintings that depict scenes from the Bible.


STATION 10


At the southern end of Souq Khan al-Zeit Street to the right is Souq al-Dabbagha. Cross the courtyard to the entrance of the Church of the Holy Sepulchre, where the last five stations are located. Start at Station X, the Chapel of the Franks, where Jesus was stripped of his clothes.


STATION 11


Station XI is the interior of the Church of the Holy Sepulchre where Jesus was nailed to the cross.


STATION 12


A Greek Orthodox crucifixion altar inside the church marks Station XII in the Church of the Holy Sepulchre where Jesus was crucified and died on the cross. A silver disk with a central hole under the altar marks where the cross stood. Pilgrims kneel and kiss the spot.


STATION 13


A large stone marks Station XIII in the Church of the Holy Sepulchre where the body of Jesus is said to have been laid and prepared for burial after he died. The station is encased and has an open top for pilgrims to touch.


STATION 14


The tomb of Jesus and the final station of the Via Dolorosa is located in the rotunda inside a small inner chamber past the Chapel of the Angel in the Church of the Holy Sepulchre. A marble lid covers the tomb, which was restored in 2017.


The Christian Quarter


TOP EXPERIENCE



S CHURCH OF THE HOLY SEPULCHRE



Suq Khan e-Zeit and Christian Quarter Rd.; tel. 02/627-3314; www.churchoftheholysepulchre.net; 5am-8pm daily Apr.-Sept., 5am-7pm daily Oct.-Mar.; free


One of the most popular destinations in the Old City, the Church of the Holy Sepulchre is a complex of structures and buildings that date back to at least the early 4th century. One of the most important sites in the Christian world, the complex is widely believed to be the locations where Jesus was crucified and then buried. Also known as the Church of the Resurrection, the dark, cavernous structures house four stations of the Via Dolorosa, and past the main entrance festooned with massive, ancient doors, it is constantly filled with throngs of pilgrims and visitors. It is especially busy on major Christian holidays, notably Easter. Its walls are also filled with centuries of art and tapestries, much of which needs restoration. Treasures are still being uncovered there by researchers, as a new round of renovations that began there in 2022 have shown yet again. A medieval altar dating back to the 1100s was recently revealed.
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Just past the church’s outdoor courtyard is the end of the Via Dolorosa. At the entrance is the Chapel of the Franks, and the looming interior includes a Greek Orthodox altar where Jesus is said to have been crucified. A large stone (stone of unction) to the left is the place where, according to tradition, the body of Jesus was prepared for burial. In the rotunda inside a small inner chamber, past the Chapel of the Angel, is a marble-encased tomb said to be the place where Jesus was buried. A massive vaulted dome rises above the tomb with a center of light that streams downward.


The church was one of many commissioned by Constantine the Great after he converted to Christianity. Work on the church began in AD 326, and some historians believe that Constantine’s builders dug around the tomb of Jesus. Since then, it has suffered tremendous neglect, desecration, and damage as the city has changed hands and rulers. The current church is the result of the joint efforts of the Latin, Greek, and Armenian communities, who banded together in 1959 for a major restoration project. The current church is a mixture of Byzantine, Crusader, medieval, and modern styles. Control of the church is shared by three Christian denominations: Roman Catholic, Greek Orthodox, and Armenian Orthodox.




Status of Jerusalem


There is arguably no other location in the world beyond Jerusalem with such a high profile and such complex border dispute issues. In fact, part of Jerusalem’s eternal and enduring magic is how fluid its identity becomes when held up against the backdrop of a range of cultural histories, world views, and religions. Jerusalem is claimed by many and truly owned by none. Taking into account that a portion of land in the city is actually Vatican property, Jerusalem’s status as a capital city has long been claimed by both the Israeli state and the Palestinian diaspora.


Jerusalem’s fractured center divides it into east and west with a main thoroughfare called Hebron Road where there once was a border pre-1967. Those modern borders alongside ancient political battles actually places the Old City at the heart of much trouble. Since it is technically in the West Bank, depending on where you are inside or outside the Ottoman-era walls, you may see Israeli uniformed and special unit police, border police, Palestinian police, and Israeli military. Every facet of the city’s status becomes more extreme the closer you get to the Old City and the Western Wall in particular.


The international legal community, such as those states that give weight and credence to the International Criminal Court and those that recognize the legitimacy of the Palestinian state, do not recognize Jerusalem as the capital of Israel. For this reason, its status is often referred to as “disputed.” Every country in the international community has its own stance, based on many factors including the historical relationship with actors in the region.


The United States’ position, given its close involvement in establishing the state of Israel and working to broker a lasting peace in the region, has traditionally taken more of the middle road by keeping its embassy offices in Tel Aviv. In recent years, however, the changing of presidential administrations led the U.S. to move its embassy to Jerusalem. In the language of diplomacy and statecraft, the move is widely considered a clear message that the U.S. recognizes Jerusalem as the capital of Israel.





ST. SAVIOR CHURCH (FRANCISCAN MONASTERY OF SAN SALVADOR)


1 St. Francis St.; tel. 02/626-6595; 8am-5pm daily; free


The Franciscan Monastery of San Salvador, also known as St. Savior Church, is easy to find next to the New Gate of the Old City. The visit of St. Francis of Assisi to the Holy Land in 1219 marked the beginning of the Franciscan monks following in his footsteps, and to this day the San Salvador Monastery in the Old City is the center of the Franciscan Order in the Holy Land and the Middle East.


The monastery, which visitors cannot enter, does have a church that is free to go into with a magnificent vaulted ceiling and pipe organ. Construction on the church was completed in the 19th century.


You might see members of the Franciscan Order while walking about the Old City. They are distinguishable by their simple brown robes with a rope belt knotted three times in honor of the vows of their order: obedience, poverty, and chastity.


CHURCH OF THE REDEEMER


24 Muristan Rd.; tel. 02/627-1111; www.elcjhl.org; 9am-1pm and 1:30pm-5pm Mon.-Sat.; NIS15


The Lutheran Church of the Redeemer is easy to spot with its distinctive bell tower that can be reached by trekking up almost 200 steps. The bell rings most mornings at 9am. The church’s interior walls are made of simple and relatively unadorned white stone with massive arches. The church was built by Kaiser Wilhelm in the late 1800s, and he later brought his wife with him to personally dedicate it in 1898. He was the first Western ruler to visit Jerusalem and infamously ordered the door of Jaffa Gate be removed so he could enter the Old City unimpeded while riding his horse wearing a tall, spiked helmet. The gate was never repaired, making it the only entrance point in the Old City without a full gate.


The church is home to Lutheran congregations that speak Arabic, German, English, and Danish, and it is the site of frequent musical performances.


The Muslim Quarter


CHURCH OF ST. ANNE


near the Lion’s Gate in the Old City off Sha’ar HaArayot St.; 8am-noon and 2pm-5pm Mon.-Sat.; NIS12


Near the beginning of the Via Dolorosa and adjacent to the Pool of Bethesda is the remarkably preserved Crusader-era Church of St. Anne. According to Catholic tradition, this is the birthplace of the Virgin Mary, preserved as a cave dwelling located beneath the crypt of the church.


SOLOMON’S STABLES


near the bottom of the stairs leading to Al Aqsa Mosque; hours vary depending on security situation; free


The bottom of the stairs leading to Al Aqsa Mosque hide Solomon’s Stables, a cavernous space that long ago could host up to a dozen horses, believed to be the legendary stables of King Solomon. It’s just one of many cave-type sites in the area but really the only one that connects its story and history back to horses, which makes it a unique stop.


SCALE ARCHES


(Qanatir)


near the main entrance to the steps leading to Temple Mount; access varies depending on security situation; free


Also near the bottom of the stairs leading to Al Aqsa Mosque is a series of arched columns known as the Scale Arches (Qanatir) from the Mamluk period (1250-1517), famed for their legendary status as the place where souls will be weighed on a great scale on judgement day. The Scale Arches sometimes appear in movies, and the area around it is a popular place to take pictures.


AUSTRIAN HOSPICE


37 Via Dolorosa, near Damascus Gate; tel. 02/626-5800; www.austrianhospice.com; 24 hours daily; free


The well-known Austrian Hospice is hidden in plain sight; any merchant will know its location if you ask for directions.


Situated behind a set of tall double wooden doors is one of the most serene spots in the Old City. Ring the bell to the right of the door and you will be buzzed into an inner gate. The location was chosen by Austria’s first consul general as a place to build (and establish a local presence) in Jerusalem and was opened as a pilgrims’ house in 1856. The hospice functions as a high-end hotel. Outside visitors can wander the hallways filled with photographs of the Holy Land.


Two spots in the hospice not to miss: the garden café with its apple strudel and the easily accessible rooftop with its view of the Old City and the Dome of the Rock. Other rooftop access points aren’t as accommodating: If you’re not a guest you might be asked to pay at least NIS10 for entry and viewing. The hospice rooftop is accessible by elevator and then a short flight of stairs. Once on the roof, you can enjoy the moderately high bird’s-eye view of the Old City. You can also take as long as you like at one of the many outdoor tables in the garden near the entrance (which is elevated two stories above street level) for a quiet coffee, beer, or snack. The rooftop here also makes a fine lookout spot when there is a commotion or procession of some kind in the streets below.


LADY TUNSHUQ PALACE


off Al Wad St. on Aqabat al-Taqiya; 24 hours; free


The 14th-century Lady Tunshuq Palace was built by Muslim Sufi mystics under the direction of Lady Tunshuq. The complex includes large archways with intricate inlaid marble work and also houses a working school.


ROCKEFELLER ARCHAEOLOGICAL MUSEUM


27 Sultan Suleiman St.; tel. 02/628-2251; www.imj.org.il under Archaeology; 10am-3pm Mon., Wed.-Thurs., and Sat., closed holiday eves; free


The Rockefeller Archaeological Museum is recommended by most locals and is home to thousands of artifacts displayed in chronological order from prehistoric times to the Ottoman period. Many items were unearthed between 1919-1948 during the British Mandate period. Treasures include a 9,000-year-old statue from Jericho, jewelry from the Bronze Age, and Stone Age eating utensils. There is limited signage on exhibits, so some pre-visit research is recommended. The museum also hosts exhibitions of regional treasures including a recent one based on Jerusalem Armenian ceramics.


Temple Mount—Al Haram al-Sharif


main access for non-Muslims is between the Western Wall and Dung Gate; tel. 02/628-1248; www.noblesanctuary.com; 7:30am-11am and 1:30pm-2:30pm Sun.-Thurs. Apr.-Sept., 7:30am-10am and 12:30pm-1:30pm Sun.-Thurs. Oct.-Mar.; dress modestly, bring passport; entrance subject to change, free


On the eastern side of the Old City is Temple Mount—Al Haram al-Sharif. Located within the Muslim Quarter, the complex consists of about 100 buildings known as the Noble Sanctuary and an open plaza with ancient paving stones. It is one of the most visually recognizable images of the city of Jerusalem. The current construction dates back 1,400 years and includes the Dome of the Rock, Mount Moriah, Al Aqsa Mosque, and many other significant religious and cultural sites. The area’s history dates back much earlier, though, as it was the site of the first and second Jewish temples, and is one of the most hotly disputed pieces of territory in the world. Exercise caution doing anything resembling praying or showing skin (regardless of gender) in the area; guards do monitor visitors’ clothing and will enforce appropriateness guidelines. There is sometimes violence in or near this area; you can check in advance as conflict in this location is almost always in the news.


Guided tours are sometimes available through information boxes on the plaza. The best bet for a visit here is to hire a guide in advance. Most hotel front desks in the area will help you. In general, a basic tour around this area will include a lot of strolling across broad areas to any of the numerous notable sites while listening to your guide give a history lesson. You won’t typically be led indoors, as many sites in the area are partially or mostly restricted, so you can expect at least an hour in the sun if it’s a hot day. You can take photographs at certain iconic points, and you’ll be able to look at several significant historic and religious sites.


TOP EXPERIENCE


DOME OF THE ROCK


The Dome of the Rock is easy to spot from many points in Jerusalem by its enormous golden dome that glows at sunrise and sunset. Situated atop Temple Mount, where both great temples were built, and on the edge of the Old City, the Dome of the Rock was built near the end of the 7th century. Originally a shrine for pilgrims, it is built over the rock where, according to religious tradition, Prophet Muhammad ascended to heaven and Abraham attempted to sacrifice his son.



S AL AQSA MOSQUE



Al Aqsa Mosque is the third-holiest site in Islam and a popular place for Muslims in the city and greater region to pray, particularly during Friday prayers and major holidays. Israeli-controlled border police sometimes limit access to the mosque to men under the age of approximately 40 as a control tactic. If there are no entry restrictions or tensions in the immediate surrounding area, a Muslim visitor should be able to enter without restriction via the entrance for men or women, though an ID might be required. The best way to see it from a respectful distance if you are not Muslim is to visit with a locally-registered guide, dress modestly, and take photos of the outside. Even members of the professional international media rarely, if ever, gain access to this area. It is highly restricted for visitors who have not come to pray.
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ISLAMIC MUSEUM OF TEMPLE MOUNT


southwest corner of the compound grounds, near the Western Wall; tel. 02/628-3313; 8am-11:30am and 2pm-4pm Mon.-Sat.; NIS38 at stone kiosk between Al Aqsa Mosque and the Dome of the Rock


The Islamic Museum of Temple Mount is one of the oldest museums in the country and houses a large collection of Korans, coins, glassware, guns, swords, daggers, and Islamic ceramics. The admission fee will also allow you to enter Al Aqsa Mosque depending on the security situation and usage of the mosque at the time.


Jerusalem Archaeological Park


Ma’ale HaShalom St. at Old City’s Dung Gate; tel. 02/627-7550; www.rova-yehudi.org.il [URL inactive]; 8am-5pm Sun.-Thurs., 8am-2pm Fri.; adults NIS30, seniors, students, and children NIS16


The Jerusalem Archaeological Park covers a vast area near the Old City and includes several sites. The park extends from the north at Temple Mount to the slope of the Mount of Olives and the Kidron Valley on the east and on the west and south to the Valley of Hinnom.


Considered one of Israel’s most significant antiquities sites, it includes 5,000 years of history from the Canaanite (Bronze) Age and through the days of the Israelite monarchy in the First Temple period. At the entrance to the park is the Davidson Center, a virtual reconstruction and exhibition center that uses state-of-the-art computer technology to give visitors a historical and archaeological orientation. It also includes the Hurva Synagogue and the Burnt House.


City of David


off Ophel St. in Silwan; tel. 02/626-8700; www.cityofdavid.org.il; 8am-5pm Sun.-Thurs., 8am-2pm Fri. Nov.-Mar., 8am-7pm Sun.-Thurs., 8am-4pm Fri. Apr.-Oct., closed for Shabbat and holidays; adults NIS65, seniors and children NIS48 by guided tour only, combination tickets available


Just south of the Old City, the City of David is home to numerous historical and archaeological treasures, and more are discovered on a regular basis. There has been controversy about the approach taken to establish a Jewish presence in the predominately Arab neighborhood, including accusations of land grabbing. The general rhetoric that comes through the tours and presentation of history at this site is rooted mostly in the Jewish perspective.


HEZEKIAH’S TUNNEL


Among the highlights in the City of David is the epic and claustrophobia-inducing Hezekiah’s Tunnel, considered a wonder of clever and persistent ancient engineering. The tunnel starts at Gihon Spring, a major source of water for ancient Jerusalem for 1,000 years. Armed with an essential flashlight, you can wade through the 2,700-year-old tunnel for 530 meters (1,740 ft) to the Pool of Siloam, the place to draw water in biblical times. King Hezekiah ordered the tunnel to be built in preparation for the Syrian siege. Two groups of workers painstakingly dug out the tunnel, starting from opposite ends and meeting in the middle, almost 3,000 years ago.



The Jewish Quarter



TOP EXPERIENCE



S WESTERN WALL



(The Kotel)


Jewish Quarter of the Old City; tel. 02/627-1333; http://english.thekotel.org; 24 hours daily; crowded on holidays, modest dress required; free


Just below Temple Mount is the most famed religious site in all of Judaism. Named for its position as the outer western wall of the destroyed Second Temple’s courtyard, the Western Wall is also called the Wailing Wall or the Kotel.


The Kotel is considered particularly significant to Jews because it is the last remaining piece of the outer courtyard wall of the Second Temple, the most significant site in all of Judaism. The imposing 19-meter-tall (62-ft-tall) wall is a destination for the faithful to pray. Modest dress is required at all times. The plaza can hold 60,000 people, but closest to the wall it is divided between men and women. Visitors are permitted to leave small pieces of paper with prayers or messages in the crevices of the wall. You can walk (mostly) freely about the plaza and take photographs, but don’t be surprised if you are approached by an official for some minor infraction. An upper plaza in the southeastern corner offers an excellent view of the wall and the golden Dome of the Rock behind it. It also makes a good perch during large-scale events.


On the northern end of the Kotel is the Chain of Generations Center (near the Western Wall, tel. 02/627-1333, http://english.thekotel.org, visits by reservation in advance Sun.-Thurs. and Fri. morning, adults NIS30, children and seniors NIS15.5). It uses a light and art show to tell the story of the Jewish people over 3,500 years, from exile to statehood. The center uses a combination of music, sculpture, archaeology, and light effects and is divided into several rooms. Each room covers a different period and has art made from layers of glass lit by rays of light that shine from dark rooms. There is also a view of the Western Wall from one portion of the center.


South of the Western Wall near Dung Gate are the Western Wall Excavations (Western Wall, Jewish Quarter, tel. 02/627-1333, http://english.thekotel.org under Tunnels, 7am-11pm Sun.-Thurs., 7am-noon Fri. and holiday eves depending on reservations, adult NIS42, children and seniors NIS20). This 75-minute underground tour of excavations tells the story of ancient Jerusalem and explores hidden layers of the Western Wall. Tours are led by a guide and given only by advance reservation.


HERODIAN QUARTER AND WOHL ARCHAEOLOGICAL MUSEUM


1 Ha-Karaim St.; tel. 02/626-5906; www.rova-yehudi.org.il [URL inactive]; 9am-5pm Sun.-Thurs., 9am-1pm Fri. and on eve of Jewish holidays; NIS18, combined ticket with the Burnt House NIS37


A six-house compound on the slope of the hill facing the Temple Mount makes up the Herodian Quarter and Wohl Archaeological Museum. Here you’ll find three main attractions: the Western House, the Middle Complex, and the Palatial Mansion. All thought to be homes of aristocrats and priests during the Herodian period, they are designed in the Hellenistic/Roman style. The 600-square-meter (6,500-square-ft) Palatial Mansion is the largest and gives clues to the lifestyles of the wealthy of that time. It includes rich floor mosaics and remarkably preserved wall frescoes. Also unearthed here were utensils, artifacts, decorated plates, and imported wine jugs.
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