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There is a city  


built on some desolate hills  


in the middle of a sweltering 


and blistered wilderness – a city 


that became home to the stories 


that inspired much of the world. 


It is called 


Jerusalem.















First published in Great Britain in 2025


This eBook edition published in 2025 by Hodder Children’s Books


Text copyright © Simon Sebag Montefiore, 2025


Scenic illustration copyright © Rui Ricardo, 2025


Decorative illustration copyright © Catherine Rowe, 2025


All rights reserved.


The rights of Simon Sebag Montefiore, Rui Ricardo and Catherine Rowe to be identified as the author and illustrators 


respectively of this Work have been asserted by them in accordance with the Copyright, Designs & Patents Act 1988.


E-book ISBN: 978 15263 6310 7


A catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library


Hodder Children’s Books


An imprint of Hachette Children’s Group


Part of Hodder & Stoughton


Carmelite House 


50 Victoria Embankment, London EC4Y 0DZ


A Hachette UK Company


www.hachette.co.uk


www.hachettechildrens.co.uk


Picture credits:


Claire Plumridge/Shutterstock p. 11, National Library of Israel/Wikimedia Commons p. 11,  


Magnus Manske/Wikimedia Commons p. 41, Emir Kaan/Shutterstock p. 77,  


Andrew 092/Wikimedia Commons CCA 3.0 p. 109.


Every attempt has been made to clear copyright. Should there be any inadvertent omission,  


please apply to the publisher for rectification.


 


 


The authorised representative in the EEA is Hachette Ireland,  


8 Castlecourt Centre, Dublin 15, D15 XTP3, Ireland 


 (email: info@hbgi.ie)


To my darling daughter Lilochka  



and son Sasha – S.S.M. 


To my daughter Laura – R.R.


 


To my sisters, Lizzie & Harriet – C.R. 






























Introduction: A City of Stories


Prologue: The City 


with Many Names


6


8


JEWISH TEMPLE


The Story of . . .


The First King 


The Wolf


The End of the World


The Great King of Persia


The Elephant Army


The Lights and the Hammer


The Egyptian Queen 


and the Judean King


The Queen and 


the Beautiful Ghost 


CITY OF CHRIST


The Story of . . .


The Christ


The Fall


The Star and the Snake


The Sign 


12


16


19


24


27


30


34


37


42


47


51


53


Contents


3,000 Years of Stories



 • 1000 bce to 2000 ce
















AL-QUDS: MUSLIM JERUSALEM


The Story of . . .


The Night Journey


The Crusades


The Lionheart and the Sultan


The Panther and the Eagle


The Magnificent, the Joyous and the Blond


JERUSALEM RISES AGAIN


The Story of . . .


King James's Bible


Napoleon and the Butcher


The English Visitors and the New City


The Holy Fire and the Brawling Monks


The Final Crusade


The Dig and the Ark of the Covenant


The Two Promises


British Jerusalem


Mufti’s Revolt


The Princess Movie-star


THREE FAITHS, TWO NATIONS, ONE CITY


The Story of . . .


The Holocaust


Catastrophe and Return: 


the Last King and the State of Israel


Six Days to Today: Israelis and Palestinians 


– the Long Conflict


60


63


68


71


73


110


114


116


78


82


85


87


92


95


97


101


104


106


Epilogue


Glossary


Index


Acknowledgements


120


122


126


128















When I was a child, I often visited Jerusalem and have  



returned there ever since, beguiled by its mystery, beauty and 


harshness. Its history, so inspirational and yet so violent, both 


fascinated and shocked me. Its importance made me want to 


write this story, and its plethora of myths and lies challenged 


me to tell its 


whole


 story. Many have claimed the city belongs 


only to them, but I believe it belongs to many, and that only 


by respecting the experiences of others will the city achieve 


peace. That's why I have written this book.


In Jerusalem . . .



A City of  


Stories
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every stone 


tells a story.


7















8


There is a city built on some desolate hills in the middle of  



a sweltering and blistered wilderness – a city that became 


home to the stories that inspired much of the world. 


They called it the Holy City; the City of Kings; the Holy.  



It was built of stones but really it was built out of stories, some 


stories sacred and inspiring; others heartbreaking and tragic; 


and many that were spattered in blood. 


      The City with 


Many Names















Here stood the Jewish Temple; here Jesus Christ was 


crucified; there the Prophet Muhammad flew on his horse;  


here is a city of stones built out of stories from a battlefield of 


clashing peoples, vying for possession of this place. It is a city 


so loved and coveted that it has many names – over seventy – 


a sign of its holiness: Jerusalem, Aelia Capitolina, Yerushalaim, 


al-Quds, the Holy City, Zion, Bayt al-Maqdis and more.  



A city many times besieged, captured, even totally destroyed, 


then rebuilt while conquerors both devastated and revered it. 


It is the only city that exists twice – on Earth and in Heaven. 


There is a gate set in the eastern wall known as the Golden 


Gate to Muslims and Christians, and as the Gate of Mercy to 


the Jews. All three religions believe it is there that the End of 


the World will happen. Over centuries, millions thought this 


city was the centre of the world – and even now, it is 


still


 central 


to our world. But the unique thing about 


this


 city is that,  



whether religious or not, and wherever you live in the world, 


everyone feels a part of it; it speaks to everyone. For this is the 


story of the universal city whose very name sounds magical.


That city is called Jerusalem.
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JEWISH  


TEMPLE


David 


Jewish shepherd turned 


warrior who (says the 


Bible) killed Goliath, 


was chosen as king 


of Judah and made 


Jerusalem its capital.


Solomon 


David’s son and king of 


Judah who, according 


to the Bible, built the 


Jewish Temple on the 


Temple Mount of 


Jerusalem.


Alexander the Great 


Young king of Macedonia 


in northern Greece who 


conquered the entire 


Persian Empire – bringing 


a century of  Greek culture 


and rule to Jerusalem.


Octavian  


(Augustus)  



Roman politician  


who shared power  


with Mark Antony, 


but then defeated him. 


Octavian changed his 


name to Augustus  



and made himself  


the first emperor  


of Rome.


    Cleopatra



Queen of Egypt who, helped by Roman  


lovers – first Julius Caesar then Mark Antony –  


tried to build a new empire, coveting Jerusalem.


Herod the Great 


Jewish king who built 


a majestic temple on 


the Temple Mount and 


was appointed King of 


Judea by Rome.















•


•


•


Judah the Maccabee 


Jewish commander who  



led a rebellion against the 


Greek empire of King 


Antiochus. Judah and his 


brothers founded a new 


Jewish kingdom.
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O


ver three thousand years ago, there was a small fortress  



on top of a mountain – a spring and a shrine in the midst of broiling rocky hills.  



No one would have guessed that this little stronghold would become the most famous 


city in the world, but it is here that our story begins.


It starts with an extraordinary man named David. He was a shepherd who enjoyed 


playing songs on his lyre, an ancient musical instrument that looked a bit like a harp. 


David lived in Canaan, a land troubled by turbulent struggles for power, situated from the 


coast to the Jordan river and beyond it, encompassing parts of today’s Israel, Palestine, 



Lebanon and Jordan. Here there were many peoples fighting for possession of the land: 


Philistines and Phoenicians on the coast and, further inland, others such as the Israelites. 


The Philistines worshipped many gods, whereas the Israelite tribes worshipped one 


invisible god – a god that was omnipotent. The Israelites, ruled by King Saul, were 


often at war with the Philistines. When their armies faced each other, Goliath the giant 


challenged them to a duel. David stepped forward, armed with just a sling. He slung a 


stone which hit Goliath between the eyes, and then beheaded the giant.


The Story of the  


First King



























The Israelites were impressed at the bravery and skill of this young boy so  



Saul promoted David to be his top general. David became best friends with Saul’s 


son, Prince Jonathan, and eventually he married Saul’s daughter, Princess Michal. 


But the king became morbidly jealous of David and increasingly mad, ordering  



David’s murder. Helped by Michal, David escaped to a cave in a desert where he was 


joined by his father's family and lived as a warring chieftain. 


When Saul and Jonathan were killed in a mountainside battle, David lamented his 


friend the prince, saying, ‘The beauty of Israel is slain upon thy high places; how are  



the mighty fallen!’ But it was also David’s moment, because the tribes who lived in  



southern Canaan, a land known as Judah, chose him as their king – and so did the 


northerners. To keep peace between these warring sides, David looked for a place 


where he could build his capital on neutral territory – and then he remembered a small  



Canaanite stronghold and shrine on top of a mountain. The mountain was Mount 


Moriah, also known as Zion. This city already had several names, but it was best known 


as Jerusalem.


David chose this mountaintop as the capital of the kingdom of Israel, now united. 


He placed the Ark of the Covenant atop Mount Moriah and declared that this was 


the home of the Jewish god, Yahweh. Then he built himself 


a palace on the mountain. And so it came to be that David, 


once a shepherd who had killed a giant, became the ruler of a 


small kingdom between the powerful empires of Egypt and the 


East. And with both these regions in chaos, David was able to  



expand his lands and conquer a larger kingdom, according to 


the holy book the Bible.


For many years that followed, David 


seemed the perfect king – but of 


course, no such thing exists. 


When David grew older, 


THE STORY OF THE FIRST KING


The Ark of the Covenant was an 



ornate wooden chest containing the 


tablets of the Ten Commandments, a 


sacred staff and a jar of manna 


(honey). It was said to be the holiest 


object for the ancient Israelites.















he was relaxing on the roof of his palace and he saw 


a beautiful girl. The girl was Bathsheba and she was 


married to one of David’s officers, Uriah the Hittite. 


But David was in love with her and wanted her at 


any cost so he hatched a plan to send her husband  



to the battlefront. Sure enough, Uriah was killed.  



Then David married Bathsheba himself. Together they 


had a son named Solomon. Meanwhile, the rest of  



David’s family was falling apart: his eldest son,  



Amnon, was murdered by his younger son, the 


handsome, wild-haired Absalom, who also happened  



to be David’s favourite. Then Absalom rebelled.  



David was heartbroken, but finally he ordered 


Absalom’s defeat. Absalom was escaping on horseback 


when his hair caught in a tree and he was killed. 


David wept and lamented, ‘My son Absalom, my son, 


my son, Absalom! If only I could die instead of you,  



Absalom, my son, my son!’ 


And so, by the time old King David died, he was 


a chastened hero who left his kingdom to his son, 


Solomon, who turned out to be a wise and majestic  



ruler. Solomon built a magnificent temple for God 


atop a rock on Moriah, the place known even today as 


the Temple Mount. Its focal point was a rock, upon  



which stood an empty space of awesome sanctity:  



the Holy of Holies, where God resided.


This was the moment that Jerusalem became the 


Holy City.
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T


he king of Jerusalem, Solomon’s son Rehoboam, was not as 



wise as his father. When Solomon died after ruling for forty years, the Israelites 


grumbled about paying such high taxes to Jerusalem. ‘My father beat you with whips,’ 


retorted Rehoboam, ‘I’ll agonise you with scorpions.’ This was no way to win friends, 


and the people rebelled against Rehoboam. The northern tribes broke away and 


founded a new, smaller kingdom also known as Israel. Meanwhile, Rehoboam stayed 


in Jerusalem and his descendants in the House of David kept ruling the southern 


kingdom, Judah. (Judah is the origin of the word Jewish.)


That was until, far to the north in what is now Iraq, a voracious predatory empire 


cast its hungry eyes towards the Holy City like a wolf. The wolf was Assyria. Many 


years after Rehoboam’s death, this empire had conquered Mesopotamia (Iraq), the  



land between the Tigris-Euphrates river, and then expanded towards the 


Mediterranean. Now it was marching south towards Jerusalem. The Assyrian king, 


known as TiglathPileser, prided himself on his cruelties. He ordered that details of 


The Story of the  
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flayings and beheadings be inscribed on monuments and the walls of his palace, hoping to terrify 


all peoples into submission. In most cases, it worked.


In Jerusalem, King Ahaz of Judah was not sure what to do, so he asked Isaiah, his priest and 



prophet, for help. Isaiah responded with a vision – that Jerusalem would be protected by a prince 



whom he called Emmanuel, which means ‘God with us’. And that although Jerusalem might be 


destroyed, there could be another city: a 


heavenly


 Jerusalem that would be sacred to all peoples. 


This was the moment Jerusalem became the only city to exist twice: on Earth and in Heaven.


But that wasn’t all; Isaiah prophesied that at Judgement Day, a holy king – the Messiah – 



would arrive and all the dead would return to life. Isaiah’s vision would later inspire Jews, Christians 



and Muslims. But his vision was not much use to Ahaz, who still had to decide what to do. In the 



end, Ahaz set off to Damascus to surrender to the Assyrian king. 


However, Ahaz’s son Hezekiah was hailed by Isaiah as ‘Emmanuel’, and when he became king 


upon Ahaz’s death, Hezekiah had other plans – plans that involved 


rebelling


 against the  



Assyrians. Unfortunately, the new Assyrian king, named Sennacherib, who called himself King 


of the World, was endlessly energetic and ferocious. He decided to attack Jerusalem with force.


Hezekiah fortified Jerusalem, preparing for a siege. Naturally he needed water, but the Gihon 


Spring was outside the city walls. He would have to be quick; the Assyrians were already marching 


south. So, he ordered two teams of craftsmen to hack a tunnel 500 metres through the rock to 


channel the spring water to the city; one team started digging at the foot of the spring outside the 


city and the other started digging within the city walls. Amazingly, it worked: the two teams met in 


the middle and wrote an inscription on the wall to celebrate this extraordinary moment. It can be 


read there today (though the original is in a museum) and if you visit Jerusalem, you can enter the 


tunnel just like they did.















Soon after, Sennacherib arrived with his huge Assyrian army and besieged Jerusalem, 


which was caught ‘like a bird in a cage’.  The Jews appealed to Egypt, which sent an army, 
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