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    It would not be much of an over-statement to say that Jerusalem is the most famous city in the world. In many minds it is also the most important. Here is

    a city that is of fundamental spiritual importance to one third of humanity, sacred to Jews, Christians and Muslims alike. Three faiths based on a common creed that now present mutually exclusive

    claims to the same city.


  




  A visit to Jerusalem can be an intense experience, yet it is one that should not be missed. In fact, almost all foreign tourists visiting Israel come to Jerusalem at some stage during their

  trip, on average spending around half of their time in the city. And there is plenty to justify a prolonged stay, with even the most ardent of non-believers becoming enthralled by its unique

  atmosphere. Not only is the first sight of the Dome of the Rock far better in reality than in the imagination, but the chaotic, crowded streets of the Old City retain a timeless exoticism despite

  the passage of many centuries of pilgrims and tourists. Layered beneath the city are remains of civilizations stretching back 3000 years, which can be explored via tunnels under the Old City itself

  or at countless other archaeological and architectural sites. Should the pervasive air of history and religion get too intense, there are excellent museums and nightly cultural activities –

  as well as a fine bar and dining scene in both East and West Jerusalem.




  Jerusalem is a fairly easy city in which to orientate yourself, though it is a little more complex than just an ‘Old’ and a ‘New’ city. The places of interest in this

  book have been grouped according to location, though most of the attractions are in or close to the walled Old City. In fact, it’s not difficult to see all the key attractions in just three

  to four days.




  





  




  
Planning your trip




   


  




   Best time to visit Jerusalem




   




  There are two key factors to bear in mind when timetabling a visit to Israel: climate and religious holidays/festivals.
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  Climate




  The climatic seasons in Israel are the same as those in Europe (and the northern hemisphere). Thus spring is roughly March-May, summer is June-August, autumn (fall) is

  September-October and winter is November-February. As a very general guide, winter tends to be rather wet and overcast, becoming colder and wetter the further north or the higher up you go. Many

  visitors are unprepared for just how cold it gets in Jerusalem and Bethlehem in the winter. Nevertheless, the Dead Sea Region and the Negev are particularly appealing at this time of year, with

  very comfortable day-time temperatures. Since Israel is so small, it does not take much travelling to escape from a cold and wet Jerusalem to a dry and sunny Eilat. Indeed, winter is an ideal time

  to take a beach holiday in Eilat.




  Climatic conditions in spring are ideal across most of the country, notably in the Negev and Dead Sea Region, where day-time temperatures have not climbed too high. Temperatures are beginning to

  pick up on the Mediterranean coast and Jerusalem area, though there will be some rainy days. Galilee (notably Upper Galilee and Golan) may still be cloudy and wet.




  Early summer is the best time to visit Galilee and the northern areas, with the cooling influence of the sea making the Mediterranean coast an appealing option. At the height of summer, however,

  the Dead Sea Region and Negev can get far too hot to be comfortable.




  As summer turns to autumn around September, the entire country becomes an attractive proposition, with comfortable temperatures and little rainfall. As autumn draws to an end, however, the

  northern areas such as Galilee and Golan become cloudier and wetter.
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  Holidays




  Unless you are coming to Israel specifically to celebrate a religious holiday (whether Jewish or Christian), the main holiday periods are best avoided. Flights to and from

  Israel just before or after religious holidays tend to be heavily booked, and you will almost certainly end up paying more for your ticket. Likewise, accommodation prices rocket (sometimes double),

  and in some places it can be difficult to find a room without an advance reservation.




  The key Christian festivals are of course Easter and Christmas, though the accommodation shortfalls and problems of over-crowding at major sites only really affect visitors to Jerusalem and

  Bethlehem. Note, however, that different branches of the Church celebrate these events at different times, and hence the Christmas and Easter rush can become quite an extended period. Nevertheless,

  there is a special atmosphere in Jerusalem and Bethlehem at these times (even if you are non-observant).




  Jewish holidays and festivals are numerous, though the key ones are Rosh Hashanah, Yom Kippur, Sukkot and Pesach. Though the holidays are generally brief (usually one day), you should bear in

  mind that the holiday affects all aspects of life in Israel. Not only do accommodation prices sky-rocket, but almost everything else closes down (including places to eat, sights, banks, post

  offices and transport). When several holidays come along together it can have a major impact on your visit. Dates of Jewish holidays follow the lunar calendar and thus change

  each year, though the approximate time of year remains the same. Thus, September/October may be a time to avoid since Rosh Hashanah, Yom Kippur and Sukkot all come along together. Likewise,

  April/May tends to feature Pesach, Independence Day and Holocaust Memorial Day. For full details of holidays and festivals see the section starting here.




   





  Getting to Jerusalem
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  Air




  The majority of visitors to Israel arrive by air. Most arrivals are at Ben-Gurion Airport (at Lod, some 22 km southeast of Tel Aviv), though some charter flights land at

  ‘Uvda Airport (60 km north of Eilat). Ben-Gurion Airport can get very crowded during holidays when it can take almost an hour to clear immigration on arrival. For further details on

  Ben-Gurion Airport, including getting there and away, see below.




  At peak periods not only do air-fares rise dramatically, but it can also be difficult getting a flight in or out of Israel. Such peak periods include the time around Jewish and Christian

  holidays, plus the peak periods associated with school holidays in the country of the flight’s origin. You are advised to book tickets for these periods well in advance.
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  Ben-Gurion Airport




  General Ben-Gurion Airport is located at Lod, some 22 km southeast of Tel Aviv. For general 24-hour airport information call T03-9755555 or *6663, or see www.iaa.gov.il. Recorded information for departures/arrivals/transportation, T03-9723332, in English, 24 hours. All international flights arrive at Terminal 3, and the

  vast majority also depart from there, save for a couple of low-cost airlines which check in at Terminal 1. Domestic flights also depart/arrive from the old Terminal 1.




  To/from the airport Trains go from Tel Aviv’s four terminals to the airport, and are the only form of public transport to/from the city (buses leave from outside

  the airport grounds, a long impractical walk away). The train service operates 24 hours. From Hagana train station in Tel Aviv it is a short walk to the Central Bus Station, from where

  buses/sheruts 4 and 5 pass most of the hostels.




  Sheruts (24 hours) are the only means of public transport to/from Jerusalem, leaving from outside the arrivals hall (Nesher, T03-9759555, 1 hour). For Haifa/the north there are 24-hr sheruts

  (Amal, T04-8662324, 1½ hours), or the train service through Tel Aviv carries on to northern destinations. Taxis are also available 24 hours, departing from the ground floor next to Gate

  2.




  Arrival formalities You have to fill out a landing card on arrival. Immigration will stamp this card and not your passport, but only if you ask in advance. The card is

  then taken from you after passport control, leaving you with no record of your entry date. This generally only poses a problem when you cross borders (to the West Bank, Egypt, Jordan) when Israeli

  security officials might ask where your stamp is. A phone call to an authority figure follows, and then you will be allowed to pass. Do not mention any travel plans to the West Bank if questioned

  on arrival at Ben-Gurion, as this will only arouse suspicion.




  Departure formalities Ensure that you arrive no less than three hours before your flight departs. Be prepared for thorough questioning by the security staff before you

  check in (which can be lengthy). Bear in mind that this is done for your own safety. On exiting passport control, if you avoided an Israeli stamp when you arrived you can avoid

  getting one now, but only if you ask.




  Airport facilities There are limitless opportunities for frenzied duty-free shopping upon arrival or departure. There is free Wi-Fi throughout Terminal 3. All the major

  car-hire firms have offices at the airport, most of which are open 24 hours. A number of companies offer cellular phone hire. Banks here do not offer the best deals: change just enough to tide you

  over until you can go to more competitive places in Tel Aviv or Jerusalem. VAT refunds are processed at the Bank Leumi in the Departures lounge. There’s a post office and the Buy

  & Bye shopping area (including Steimatzky bookshop, cafés, restaurants) before exiting through passport control. Baggage storage facilities, T03-9754436, are found at the

  short-term car park, ground level, Sunday-Thursday 0800-1945, Fri 0800-1430, 20NIS per 24 hours.
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  Flights from the UK




  A one-year open return can cost between £190 and £230 depending upon the season. Shorter stay tickets can be even cheaper. British Airways (BA; T03-606 1555;

  www.british airways.com), Jet2 (from Manchester) and EasyJet (London Luton) offer cheap charter seats to Israel.
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  Flights from Europe




  Discount flights to Israel can be picked up from most major cities in mainland Europe, though they tend to be slightly more expensive than flights from the UK. Airlines include

  Air France, www.airfrance.com; Alitalia, www.alitalia.it; Austrian Airlines, www.aua.com; Iberia, www.iberia.com; KLM, www.klm.com; Lufthansa, www.lufthansa.com. The cheapest deals tend to be with Eastern European airlines.
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  Flights from the USA and Canada




  It is possible to fly to Israel from Atlanta, Chicago, Los Angeles, Miami and Toronto, though the best deals and widest choice of flights are from New York. There are several

  daily direct flights from New York’s JFK to Israel with El Al, www.elal.co.il. There are also flights with American Airlines, www.aa.com; United, www.united.com; and Air Canada, www.aircanada.com. Look out

  for special deals, though don’t expect much change from $800.
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  Flights from Australasia




  Flying from Australia/New Zealand will require either stop-overs or plane changes. The cheapest deals are with the national carriers operating via Cairo, Athens or Rome, though

  expect to pay between A$1,700 and A$2,500 during the low season. A better deal may be to include Israel as part of a round-the-world ticket.
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  Flights from Egypt




  There are flights between Tel Aviv and Cairo, operated by Air Sinai. There are also flights on El Al linking Ben-Gurion airport to Cairo (US$100 one way).
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  Flights from Jordan




  Flights between Tel Aviv and Amman on Royal Jordanian, www.rj.com) go daily (around US$130 one-way). El Al offer a similar service.
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  Airline security




  For obvious reasons, airline security on planes flying in and out of Israel is probably the tightest in the world. Whether you are flying in or out of

  Israel, you should check-in at least three hours prior to departure. El Al also use their own airline security staff abroad.




  Prior to checking-in at Ben-Gurion or ‘Uvda Airport to board a flight out of Israel, you will be questioned thoroughly by the airline security service. How long this cross-examination

  lasts depends upon a number of factors: your name and ethnic background, the stamps in your passport, your appearance, and where in Israel you admit to having been. Dave Winter’s personal

  record is one hour and 55 minutes!




   





  Transport in Jerusalem




   




  Though many of Jerusalem’s sights are within walking distance of each other (notably in and around the Old City), you will almost certainly have to use the city bus

  service at some stage; few enjoy the walk from the Central Bus Station to the Old City carrying a backpack. Fares are currently 5.9NIS whether you go one stop or all the way across town. Buses from

  outside the Central Bus Station to the Old City leave from the opposite side of Jaffa (Yafo) Road from the bus station. To get to Jaffa Gate take 20; to Damascus Gate take 6 or 1 (the latter of

  which carries on to Dung Gate for the Western Wall).




  Known as the ‘Jerusalem City tour’ Line 99, T1-700-70-75-75, www.egged.co.il, 2 hrs, 5

  tours per day Sun-Thu, 3 tours on Fri, buy tickets on board, links many of Jerusalem’s main sights on one continuous loop, with the one-day (80/68 NIS) or two-day (130/110 NIS)

  ticket allowing you to hop on and off at any designated stop. Audio guides are available in eight languages.




  When it is completed (supposedly 2011) the Light Rail tramway will be a handy, if controversial, connection between Mt Herzl in the west and the northern suburbs, going along the length of Jaffa

  Road passing the Central Bus Station and Damascus Gate.




   





  Where to stay in Jerusalem
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  Hotels




  Israel has a very broad range of hotels and, as a general rule, the $$$$ category hotels live up to their price tag, with facilities and service to match their

  ‘luxury’ pricing. Things can be a little more variable in the lower categories, with many of the hotels here holding themselves in too high esteem. If you are looking to stay in the

  ‘top end’ accommodation, it may be worth noting that the suites in some hotels offer very good value. For a guide to the classifications used, see box on next page or inside the front

  cover.




  There are a number of considerations to bear in mind when booking/checking in to a hotel in Israel. Firstly, there is a huge variation in room charges according to the season. ‘High’

  season generally coincides with Jewish and Christian religious festivals, and can see prices increase by between 25-50%! Note that the weekend (Friday-Saturday) is usually considered

  ‘high’ season.




  Despite this blatant rip-off, in some places (notably Eilat, Tiberias and Jerusalem) it can be hard to find a bed during the ‘high’ season. Most of the rest of the year is designated

  ‘regular’ season, with a couple of weeks of ‘low’ season when tourist bookings are slack. The classifications in this Handbook are for the ‘regular’ season. Note

  that the prices used here are spot/rack rates: if you book as a group or through a travel agency, you may be getting a significant discount. With all hotel classifications, look out for hidden

  taxes. An Israeli breakfast is included within the price at many hotels.




  Remember that by paying in a foreign hard currency you avoid paying the 17% VAT. High-end hotel prices are almost always quoted in US dollars, and this is the preferred

  means of payment. Many hotels have specific characteristics that reflect the Jewish nature of Israel, such as in-house synagogues, Shabbat elevators (that stop at every floor and don’t

  require buttons to be pressed) and kosher restaurants.




  NB All accommodation in Israel (from five-star hotels down to backpacker hostels) is required by law to provide a free safe for depositing valuables.
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  Kibbutz guesthouses




  Kibbutz guesthouses represent a relatively recent diversification by the beleaguered kibbutz movement. Almost all are located in rural environments, and on the plus side tend to

  be peaceful and quiet, well run, and with full access to kibbutz facilities such as swimming pools and private beaches, children’s entertainment and restaurant/dining hall. The down side is

  that few are served by regular public transport.
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  Hospices




  Christian hospices often provide excellent value. They are run by various denominations of the church and tend to be located close to major Christian pilgrimage sites. Advance

  reservations are recommended, and essential during major Christian holidays. They tend to be impeccably clean, though most have early curfews, early check-out times, and non-married couples might

  not be able to share a room. Half- and full-board deals can be good value.
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  Hostels




  Jerusalem’s hostels provide the cheapest accommodation in Israel (at $10-15), though generally you should expect to pay around $18-20 for dormitories in the other large

  cities. There is a big jump in price for double rooms, with the cheapest generally $45-$50. Some hostels in Israel allow you to sleep on the roof for less or give discounts for longer stays.

  Standards are highly variable. Dorm sizes vary between three and 46 beds, with some being single-sex and others mixed. Some hostels pride themselves on their ‘party atmosphere’, the

  idea being that they act as a meeting place for backpackers who want to go out and get drunk together.




  A more than welcome addition to the hostelling scene is the ILH organization. This independent group of hostels/guesthouses has enrolled members whose beds are guaranteed to be clean,

  with a mix of dorm and private rooms, who nearly always provide kitchen facilities, have prices that are very fair and are in locations that are always interesting – and so might be the

  accommodation (in wood cabins, country kibbutzim or camel ranches). ILH hostels accommodate a range of budgets, are suitable for all ages, and are a good place to meet like-minded travellers, see

  www.hostels-israel.com. They are a real blessing for backpackers (and all independent travellers) in Israel.




  You don’t need to be a ‘youth’ to stay at any of Israel’s Hostelling International (HI) hostels; in fact most have a number of family rooms. In some of the more remote

  places of interest, IYHA hostels provide the cheapest (or only) accommodation at about $30 per night. Without exception, they are spotlessly clean, offering a choice of spacious

  air-conditioned dormitories (usually single-sex); family rooms, sleeping four-eight, a/c; and private rooms; all with en suite shower. Sheets and blankets are provided. Breakfast is almost always

  included, and evening meals tend to be generous and reasonable value (but only available if enough people are staying). Bookings are recommended during holidays and weekends, though these hostels

  can get very noisy with kids at these times. For further details see www.iyha.org.il.




  The Society for the Protection of Nature in Israel (SPNI) operates Field Schools throughout Israel, many of which have accommodation similar to IYHA hostels, though they are usually more

  basic, see www.aspni.org.
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  Camping




  There are a number of fully equipped campsites in Israel, though they are only really for those who are dedicated to sleeping under canvas. Camping in a hostel grounds is

  cheaper than sleeping in a dorm and may be a good compromise. You can generally camp for free on beaches, though theft and security remain major risks. When trekking for a few days,

  ‘wild’ camping is an acceptable option (though of course you have to carry all your gear and camping equipment).
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  Private homes




  Accommodation in private homes is available in a number of towns, notably Netanya, Nahariya, Safed, Eilat and Jerusalem. You can respond to advertisements in the paper, notes on

  the wall in hostels, or signs hung outside homes for rent, though it is recommended that you make enquiries through the local tourist office (who should have a list of licensed places). Daily rates

  vary from $40 to $60 per person, though weekly and monthly deals can be struck. Make sure that you see the place before handing over any money, and be sure that the deal is clear (eg heating,

  blankets, breakfast, etc).




   





  Restaurants in Jerusalem




   




  Despite a common bond (Judaism) Israelis have a diverse cultural and ethnic background. Not surprisingly, therefore, the dining experience in Israel reflects this diversity.

  Dining out in Israel can, however, be an expensive business. The cheapest eating options are provided by the ubiquitous falafel and shwarma stands, though eating at these three times a day

  is neither good for your health nor morale. Expect to spend $20-$25 a day for one decent meal plus two ‘street meals’ (less – if you don’t eat meat, and stick to falafel and

  pizza). Hostels with their own kitchens can reduce your food bill.




   




  Israel is (for those with a bit of money) a gastronomic paradise. Everyone you meet will recommend the best place in town to eat, and they usually know what they are talking about. Yes, it costs

  money, but the size of portion and the quality of the meal is way above what many visitors are used to. Diners in Israel can choose from a global menu, with Argentinean, Mexican, Italian, French,

  Chinese, Southeast Asian and Indian restaurants in the main cities. In many cases, the owners/chefs have strong links to the country that their restaurant claims to represent.




  The staple of many Arab restaurants is barbecued meat on skewers (shashlik), shwarma (known elsewhere as doner kebab) and grilled chicken. Accompaniments include salad, falafel,

  hummus, bread, and possibly chips (fries), though put together these side dishes can provide a filling meal. One of the most delicious (and cheap) meals served in Israel is fuul: a plate of

  mashed fava beans served in garlic-flavoured oil with hummus and bread. More specialist dishes include mansaaf, usually a whole leg of lamb served on a bed of rice with nuts and lemon juice.

  A diet-busting Arab sweet dish, often served in Jerusalem’s Old City for breakfast, is kanafeh, a mild cheese mixed with pistachios and baked in a honey syrup shell.
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  Budget eating




  It is possible to eat on a budget in Israel, though it is very easy to fall into a predictable diet of nutritionally poor food. The backpacker staple, considered to be

  Israel’s national dish, is the falafel. This comprises ground-up chickpeas blended with herbs and spices, rolled into balls and then deep fried. They are usually served stuffed into a pitta

  bread with tahini (a thin paste made from sesame seeds) and salad. Such a sandwich costs 6NIS for a half and about 10NIS for a full sandwich, or even 15NIS (depending upon where you buy it).

  At many such streetside stalls you do the salad-stuffing yourself. A variation of this is the shwarma, where the falafel balls are substituted by a form of processed lamb or turkey cut from

  a revolving spit. Blokes who go down the pub in England know such a dish as a doner kebab. It’s funny how a dish that in some cultures would only be eaten after consuming 10 pints of lager

  can become a staple in others.
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  Traditional Jewish




  Some dishes associated with the Ashkenazi, or Eastern European, Jewish immigrants include good old fashioned Hungarian goulash, Viennese schnitzel, chicken livers and gefilte

  fish. Perhaps more appealing are the Sephardi/Mizrachi, or ‘Oriental’, restaurants that are becoming more and more popular. Food here reflects the Sephardi roots in the Middle East,

  with many dishes such as the grilled meats and chicken being very similar to those found in Arab restaurants. Goose livers, baked sinia and stuffed vegetables are all specialities. Falafel (see

  ‘budget eating’ above) and hummus (a thick paste made from ground chickpeas, garlic, seasoning and tahini) are also served as side dishes.
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  Vegetarian




  Vegetarians, though not necessarily vegans, are pretty well catered for in Israel, usually as a by-product of the kashrut dietary laws. In addition to the chain of

  ‘dairy’ restaurants that can be found across Israel, Jerusalem and Tel Aviv have a number of notable restaurants that are preparing imaginative vegetarian dishes. In less cosmopolitan

  areas vegetarians may have to fall back on the tried and tested falafel and hummus formula, though many hotels prepare good-value eat-all-you-want breakfast salads.
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  Drink




  You pay around $5-7 for a beer in a regular bar, though these prices can be almost halved if you look out for happy hours and backpacker-oriented bars.




  It is still said that Israelis are not big drinkers, though the recent massive influx of Eastern Europeans into the country appears to have replaced one stereotype with another. The most popular

  locally produced beers are Goldstar (4.7%) and Maccabee (4.9%), the latter of which is considered marginally better. Locally brewed-under-licence Carlsberg, Tuborg and Heineken are readily

  available at similar prices. A half-litre glass in a regular bar will cost 18-22NIS, or 10-12NIS if you drink in one of the bars catering to the backpacker crowd. The German-style Ramallah-brewed

  Taybeh beer (see page 252) wins a lot of friends, though is not widely available outside of the West Bank.




  A number of very good wines are produced in Israel, with notable labels coming from the Golan Heights Winery of Katzrin (see ‘Lower Golan’ on page 680), the Carmel Wine Cellars in

  Zichron Ya’akov (see ‘North of Tel Aviv’ here) and the Carmel Winery in Rishon LeTzion (see ‘South and southeast of Tel Aviv’ on page 442). Imported wines tend to be expensive. A variety of spirits and fortified wines are also produced locally, with Israeli vodka renowned for its, er, cheapness.




  Drinking coffee is a popular Israeli habit, with a wealth of cafés to choose from. Coffee served in Arab cafés tends to be the thick, bitter Turkish-style

  drink, complete with half a cup of sludge. It is usually served with a palate-cleansing glass of water. The tea served in Arab teahouses is particularly refreshing; it is served black, in a glass,

  often with a sprig of mint and plenty of sugar. Carbonated drinks are readily available. Expect to pay 6NIS for a can of Coke, while bottled water costs 4-5NIS for a litre (less in a big

  supermarket).
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  Kosher




  The eating habits of observant Jews are governed by the kashrut dietary laws laid down by God to Moses (kosher being the noun of kashrut). Given the

  standards of hygiene likely to have been practised at this time, many of them make good sense, particularly in the area of prevention of cross-contamination. Many people are familiar with the

  kosher prohibitions against eating pork and serving meat and dairy products at the same meal, though there is far more to the kashrut laws than just this.




  Beasts that are clovenfooted and chew the cud can be eaten (Leviticus 11:1-47; Deuteronomy 14:6-7). Hence you can eat a cow, which fulfils this criteria, but not a camel

  (since it chews the cud but is not cleft-hooved). Conversely pigs, despite being clovenfooted, do not chew the cud and so are forbidden. Only birds that do not eat carrion can be considered

  ‘clean’, whilst fish must have fins and scales; thus shellfish are forbidden (Deuteronomy 14:8-19). However, to be considered kosher, animals have to be killed instantly

  and according to methods supervised by the religious authorities. Animals that have died of disease, or in pain, are not considered kosher.




  A kosher kitchen, whether in a restaurant or private home, will keep separate plates and dishes for cooking and serving meat and dairy products and will not serve the two together

  (Exodus 23:19; Deuteronomy 14:14-21). Such have been the culinary habits developed by Israelis over the years, however, you will not simply be given a black coffee to finish off your

  meal – a milk substitute will be provided. It is permitted for kosher restaurants serving dairy products also to serve fish.




  Visitors should note that many restaurants (especially in Jerusalem) are closed on Shabbat, though - bar a few extreme cases - finding somewhere to eat should not be a problem. Note that a

  restaurant that offers a kosher menu will not be given a kashrut certificate if it prepares or serves food on Shabbat.




  Despite the strict regulations regarding kashrut dietary laws, few visitors to Israel will be inconvenienced by them, whilst the dining experience of vegetarians will be positively

  enhanced.




   





  Festivals In Jerusalem




   




  Holidays and religious festivals in Israel and the Palestinian Authority areas present a very confusing picture. Not only are there ‘secular’, Jewish, Christian and

  Islamic holidays, but the dates that they fall on are variously governed by the Hebrew lunar calendar, the solar Gregorian calendar, plus sightings of the new moon at Mecca! It should also be noted

  that the various branches of the Christian Church celebrate key events on different days.




   




  [image: ]




  Jewish holidays




  Israel works on the lunar Hebrew calendar (as opposed to the solar Gregorian calendar), and thus all Jewish religious and secular holidays fall on different dates of the

  Gregorian calendar each year. However, they always remain at roughly the same time of year. Most of the main Jewish holidays fall within the autumn season

  (‘fall’). Unless you are coming to Israel specifically to celebrate one of these holidays, this is a good time to avoid visiting. Transport, banks, offices, shops and restaurants are

  all affected, whilst accommodation can be difficult to find in spite of the sky-rocketing prices. If you are here for one of the major holidays (Rosh Hashanah, Yom Kippur, Sukkot, Pesach), plan

  ahead. For details of the Jewish Sabbath (Shabbat) see under ‘Business hours’ above. Dates are given here for 2010 (where appropriate), 2011 and 2012. The holidays below are listed in

  the order in which they occur during the Hebrew calendar year, and not in order of importance.




  Rosh Hashanah Rosh Hashanah celebrates the beginning of the Hebrew calendar year, though it is also a time of introspection as religious Jews examine their conduct over

  the previous 12 months. Because it is the only holiday in Israel that lasts for 2 consecutive days, it is considered to be the main vacation period. It is celebrated on the 1st and 2nd of Tishri.

  2010: Sep 9-Sep 10; 2011: Sep 29-Sep 30; 2012: Sep 17-18.




  Yom Kippur This is the holiest day of the year and the most important date in the Hebrew calendar. It marks the end of 10 days of penitence and moral introspection that

  began with Rosh Hashanah, and finishes with God’s judgement and forgiveness: the Day of Atonement. Yom Kippur is characterized by a sunset to sunset fast that is usually observed by even the

  most ‘secular’ Israelis. Virtually everything in Israel closes down for Yom Kippur and the roads are totally empty. Since 1973 it has also acted as an unofficial memorial day,

  commemorating those who died in the surprise war that the Egyptians and Syrians launched on that date. It takes place on the 10th of Tishri. 2010: Sep 18; 2011: 8 Oct; 2012: 26

  Sep.




  Sukkot Sukkot commemorates the 40 years spent wandering in the wilderness after the Moses-led Exodus out of bondage in Egypt. Many Jews recreate the succah, or moveable

  shelter, in which the Israelites lived during their wanderings, taking all their meals there for a period of 7 days. Small plywood structures with a roof of loose thatch and branches are built in

  courtyards, on balconies, in gardens, on roof-tops, and in corners of rooms, all across the country. Many hotels also build a symbolic succah in reception. An oft-told story, said to derive from a

  case in the United States, tells how a Jew who had built a succah on his balcony was taken to court by a bigoted neighbour, who claimed it was an eye-sore. The judge (who was himself Jewish) found

  in the plaintiff’s favour, ordering the Jew to remove the structure within 7 days! Sukkot is often referred to as the Feast of Tabernacles. Zionist tradition associates Sukkot with the

  celebration of the Harvest Festival. It takes place on the 15th to 21st of Tishri. 2010: 23-29 Sep; 2011: 13-19 Oct; 2012: 1-7 Oct.




  Simchat Torah This is probably the only Jewish religious holiday in Israel that has no accompanying Zionist tradition. It celebrates the giving of the Torah (first five

  books of the Bible: Genesis, Exodus, Leviticus, Numbers, Deuteronomy); literally the Rejoicing of the Law. It falls 1 week after Sukkot, at the end of Tishri.

  2010: 1 Oct; 2011: 21 Oct; 2012: 9 Oct.




  Hanukkah Not an official public holiday, since it does not mark an event mentioned in the Torah, Hanukkah celebrates the Maccabean Revolt that began in the 2nd century

  BCE when the Jews rose up against the pagan reforms of the dominant Hellenistic culture. The revolt culminated in a return to Jewish self-rule under the Hasmonean dynasty (c.152-37 BCE). Hanukkah

  is celebrated by the nightly ceremonial lighting of the menorah, or 7-branched candelabra, and is thus often known as the Feast or Festival of Lights. British readers who used

  to watch Blue Peter at Christmas will understand. It falls during Kislev. 2010: 2-9 Dec; 2011: 21-28 Dec; 2012: 9-16 Dec.




  Tu B’Shevat This is not a public holiday, though in recent years it has been used as an occasion for tree-planting. Its origins are in the Mishnah, when the

  ‘New Year for Trees’ was celebrated by eating fruit and nuts. 2011: 20 Jan; 2012: 8 Feb.




  Purim Purim is probably the most bizarre holiday in the Hebrew calendar. It celebrates events in ancient Persia when the Jews were sentenced to death for refusing to bow

  to the secular authority. Their main persecutor was a man named Haman, though eventually it was Haman whom the authorities executed, whilst the Jews were left unmolested. For some reason Purim, or

  the Feast of Lots, has been turned into a sort of Jewish Halloween, with children dressing up and adults encouraged to get uncharacteristically drunk. 2011: 20 Mar; 2012: 8 Mar.




  Pesach Pesach, or Passover, celebrates the Exodus out of Egypt. The festival lasts for a whole week and, even though only the first and last days are official public

  holidays, many shops (including food stores) close for the entire 7 days. Be prepared. During the Israelites’ escape from Egypt, the Bible recalls how there wasn’t even time for them to

  wait for their bread to be baked. As a symbolic gesture, no products containing yeast or other leavening agents are eaten. Anyone spending Pesach in Israel will have to content themselves with a

  special unleavened bread called matzah, a rather tasteless substitute in most people’s minds. Even McDonald’s produces a special bun! The Passover meal also has a symbolic

  significance in the Christian tradition. Pesach is celebrated from the 15th to 21st of Nisan. 2011: 19-25 Apr; 2012: 7-13 Apr.




  Mimouna This takes places on the 22nd of Nisan, the day after the last day of Pesach. It is only really celebrated by Sephardi Jews, noticeably those from North

  Africa, and, though its exact origin is unclear, it is a good excuse for a party – usually in the form of a big barbecue. 2011: 26 Apr; 2012: 14 Apr.




  Lag B’Omer Lag B’Omer is really a multiple celebration. Taking place on the 18th of Iyar, it marks the end of a 33-day period of mourning and

  represents a sort of rite of spring when a plague was lifted from the Jewish nation. There’s really only one place to celebrate this event, and that’s at the Tomb of Rabbi Shimon bar

  Yochai at Meiron, near Safed (see ‘Galilee’ section for full details). His teachings in the 2nd century CE were compiled into printed form some 1100 years after his death, with Lag

  B’Omer also used as a celebration of the giving of this Zohar, or central text of kabbalah. 2011: 22 May; 2012: 10 May.




  Shavuot In its original form, Shavuot commemorated the 7 weeks that it took the Israelites to reach Mt Sinai, and is thus something of a celebration of the receiving of

  the Torah. In Hebrew shavuot means ‘weeks’, though many readers will know this festival as the Jewish Pentecost. Under the Zionist influence of the early kibbutzniks, however, Shavuot

  has come to represent something of a celebration of the productive capability of the land, and is often referred to as the ‘kibbutz holiday’. It takes place on the 6th of Sivan.

  2011: 8-9 Jun; 2012: 27-28 May.




  Tisha B’av This is a solemn occasion commemorated mainly at the Western Wall in Jerusalem. It remembers the occasions upon which the First and Second Temples were

  destroyed. It falls on the 9th of Av. 2011: 9 Aug; 2012: 29 Jul. Some observant Jews also fast on the 17th of Tamuz, the date upon which the Romans

  destroyed Jerusalem’s city walls.
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  Israeli ‘secular’ holidays




  Yom HaSho’ah (Holocaust Memorial) Since 1951, the 27th of Nisan has been set aside as a day to remember both the victims of the Holocaust and the

  heroes of the Jewish resistance. Its official title is in fact Memorial to the Holocaust and the Heroism. At 11 o’clock sharp a siren is heard throughout the country, signalling all traffic

  (human and vehicular) to stop whilst 2 minutes of silence is observed. It really is a very unusual (and moving) sight, particularly if you are on a normally busy street at the time. Israeli

  television broadcasts a special service from Yad VaShem. Note that most businesses and places of entertainment close the evening before. 2011: 27 Jan; 2012: 27 Jan.




  Yom Ha‘Atzmaut (Independence Day) David Ben-Gurion declared Israel’s independence on 14 May 1948. Or rather he declared it on the 5th day of the month of

  Iyar. Every 19 years the event can be celebrated on the same day, though otherwise the Hebrew calendar is used. Note that most businesses and places of entertainment close the evening

  before. 2011: 9 May; 2012: 26 Apr.




  May Day May Day reflects the socialist leanings of the early Zionists, though International Labour Day is now only celebrated on some kibbutzim (1 May).
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  Christian holidays




  All the major Christian festivals are celebrated in Israel, though none are official public holidays; Israeli life proceeds as normal. The key festivals are celebrated on

  different dates by the ‘Eastern’ Orthodox, ‘Oriental’ Orthodox and ‘Western’ Churches (‘Latin’ ie Roman Catholic, and Protestant).




  Christmas Christmas Day is celebrated on 25 Dec by the ‘Western’ Church, with the highlight being the midnight mass held at the Church of the Nativity

  in Bethlehem on the night of Christmas Eve (24th). For full details see the ‘Bethlehem’ section. The Orthodox (‘Eastern’) Church celebrates Christmas on 7 Jan

  (except Greek Orthodox which also uses 24-25 Dec) whilst the Armenian Christmas falls on 19 Jan. These dates remain consistent.




  Easter Easter is celebrated on different dates by the ‘Western’ Church, ‘Oriental’ and ‘Eastern’ Orthodox Churches, with the date

  also changing from year to year. ‘Good Friday’ commemorates the Crucifixion, with impressive crowds walking the Via Dolorosa. ‘Easter Sunday’ (two days later) celebrates the

  Resurrection. Note that the Orthodox ‘Holy Saturday’ is the day when the ‘Miracle of the Holy Fire’ is celebrated (arguably Jerusalem’s most intense Christian

  celebration). 2011: ‘Western’ Good Friday, 22 Apr; ‘Eastern’ Orthodox Good Friday, 22 Apr (note that they both fall on the same day, which will be intense);

  2012: ‘Western’ Good Friday, 6 Apr; ‘Eastern’ Orthodox Good Friday, 13 Apr.




  Feast of the Annunciation This festival celebrates the revelation by the archangel Gabriel to the Virgin Mary that she was pregnant with Jesus. The most spectacular

  celebration is held at the Basilica of the Annunciation in Nazareth (25 Mar).




  Other For details of various Christian festivals and holidays contact Christian Information Centre (Catholic), PO Box 14308, opposite

  Citadel, Jaffa Gate, Jerusalem, T02-6272692, www.cicts.org, and Franciscan Pilgrim Office (same location), T02-6272697.
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  Muslim holidays




  The Islamic calendar The Islamic calendar begins on 16 July 622 AD, the date of the Hijra (‘flight’ or ‘migration’) of the Prophet Mohammad

  from Mecca to Medina in modern Saudi Arabia, which is denoted 1 AH (Anno Hegirae or year of the Hegira). The Islamic or Hijri calendar is lunar rather than solar, each year having 354 or 355 days,

  meaning that annual festivals do not occur on the same day each year according to the Gregorian calendar.




  The 12 lunar months of the Islamic calendar, alternating between 29 and 30 days, are; Muharram, Safar, Rabi-ul-Awwal, Rabi-ul-Sani, Jumada-ul-Awwal, Jumada-ul-Sani, Rajab, Shaban, Ramadan,

  Shawwal, Ziquad and Zilhaj. To convert a date in the Hijra calendar to the Christian date, express the former in years and decimals of a year, multiply by 0.970225, add 621.54 and the

  total will correspond exactly with the Christian year!




  Ras as-Sana/Al-Hijra (Islamic New Year) 1st Muharram. The first 10 days of the year are regarded as holy, especially the 10th. 2010: 5 Apr; 2011: 26

  Nov; 2012: 15 Nov.




  Moulid an-Nabi Birth of the Prophet Mohammad: 12th Rabi-ul-Awwal. 2011: 15 Feb; 2012: 4 Feb.




  Leilat al-Meiraj Ascension of Mohammad from the Haram al-Sharif in Jerusalem: 27th Rajab. 2011: 28 Jun; 2012: 16 Jun.




  Ramadan The holiest Islamic month, when Muslims observe a complete fast during daylight hours. Businesses and Muslim sites operate on reduced hours during Ramadan. 21st

  Ramadan is the Shab-e-Qadr or ‘Night of Prayer’. 2010: 11 Aug-10 Sep; 2011: 1-30 Aug; 2012: 20 Jul-19 Aug.




  Eid el-Fitr Literally ‘the small feast’. 3 days of celebrations, beginning 1st Shawwal, to mark the end of Ramadan. 2010: 10 Sep; 2011:

  30 Aug; 2012: 19 Aug.




  Eid el-Adha Literally ‘the great feast’ or ‘feast of the sacrifice’. 4 days beginning on 10th Zilhaj. The principal Islamic festival,

  commemorating Abraham’s sacrifice of his son Ismail, and coinciding with the pilgrimage to Mecca. Marked by the sacrifice of a sheep, by feasting and by donations to the poor. 2010: 17

  Nov; 2011: 6 Nov; 2012: 26 Oct.
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  Palestinian ‘secular’ holidays




  There are a number of dates that are celebrated as ‘secular’ holidays in Palestinian areas, some of which have been designated public holidays by the PA (marked with

  an asterisk). Fatah Day 1 Jan*; Jerusalem Day 22 Feb; Palestinian Land Day 30 Mar; Deir Yassin Day 19 Apr; Black September Day 18 Sep; Balfour Day 2 Nov;

  Independence Day 15 Nov; UN Palestine Day 29 Nov.




   





  Responsible travel in Jerusalem
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  Bargaining




  Israel provides almost unlimited shopping potential, particularly in the field of ‘souvenirs’ for pilgrims/tourists looking for some memento of their visit to the

  Holy Land. Much of the stuff is garbage, and much is concentrated in Jerusalem’s Old City, where nothing has a price tag and you are expected to haggle a deal. There is great potential for

  the tourist to be heavily ripped off. Most dealers recognize the gullibility of travellers and start their offers at an exorbitant price. The dealer then appears to drop his price by a fair margin

  but remains at a final level well above the local price of the goods.




  To protect yourself in this situation be relaxed in your approach. Talk at length to the dealer and take as much time as you can afford inspecting the goods and feeling out the last price the

  seller will accept. Do not belittle or mock the dealer; take the matter seriously but do not show commitment to any particular item you are bargaining for by being prepared to walk away empty

  handed. Also, it is better to try several shops if you are buying an expensive item such as a carpet or jewellery. This will give a sense of the price range. Walking away from the dealer normally

  brings the price down rapidly.
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  Clothing




  Israelis tend to dress informally, particularly in Tel Aviv, Eilat and the coastal resorts. A highly visible exception to this rule are the ultra-orthodox Jews, who dress as per

  the Eastern European Jewish community of the 18th century. As mentioned elsewhere, visitors to Israel (both men and women) should be prepared to dress conservatively when visiting Arab areas,

  ultra-orthodox Jewish neighbourhoods, and religious and holy sites of any creed. Though light, loose-fitting cottons are excellent for the summer heat, you should bring some sort of jumper

  whichever season you visit, and cold weather gear if visiting Jerusalem at Christmas.
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  Conduct




  Without descending into stereotypes, there are aspects of the Israeli psyche that often take foreign visitors some getting used to. A rare thing in Israel is a polite standard

  of service in shops, post offices, banks, and even some tourist information offices and hotels. Likewise, queuing at bus stops, holding doors open and saying ‘please’ are just not part

  of the Israeli make-up. There are lots of witticisms floating around that are supposed to sum up the Israeli personality (eg two Israelis in a room means three different opinions), though the

  reference that native-born Israelis prefer for themselves is sabra – the cactus fruit that is tough and thorny on the outside but remarkably sweet on the inside.




  The rules of conduct that most affect foreign visitors to Israel concern visits to holy places, ultra-orthodox Jewish neighbourhoods and Arab areas. The modest dress that you should adopt when

  visiting such places is discussed elsewhere, though there are a few other rules of etiquette that should be remembered. When visiting mosques, remember to remove shoes before entering. Women are

  generally permitted entry, though they should cover their heads. In synagogues, both men and women are required to cover heads. In churches, it’s hats off for men. Public displays of

  affection at any religious site should be completely avoided.
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  Photography




  Ultra-orthodox Jews dislike having their photograph taken. Ask first, and be prepared for a refusal. Carrying cameras in certain areas on Shabbat is ‘forbidden’

  (Western Wall, Mea She’arim, Safed). Arab women also dislike being photographed. Again, ask first and be prepared to be disappointed. Soldiers in uniform are an exception to this rule;

  however, be wary of taking photos of Israeli soldiers in confrontational situations with Palestinians.




  





  




  
Essentials A-Z


  

   




  Accident and emergency




  Medical emergency: T101 (Hebrew) or T911 (English). A special medical helpline for tourists can be reached on T177-0229110. The Jerusalem Post carries a daily list

  of late-night and all-night pharmacies.




  Police: T100. Fire: T102.




   




  Customs and duty free




  Persons over the age of 17 are each allowed to bring in duty free 1 litre of spirits, 2 litres of wine, 250 cigarettes or 250 g of tobacco, and personal gifts up to the value of

  $200. You may have to declare video equipment, personal computers and diving equipment, and pay a deposit, which is refunded when you re-export the goods. Do not lose the receipt.




  There are no restrictions on the amount of foreign and local currency that you can bring into Israel.




   




  Prohibited items




  It is prohibited to bring fruit and vegetables, plants, fresh meat, animals and firearms into Israel.




   




  Electricity




  220 volts, 50 cycle AC. Plugs are of the round 2-pin variety. Adapters can be bought, though they are probably cheaper in your home country.




   




  Embassies and consulates




  For a full list of all foreign embassies and consulates in Israel, and Israeli embassies abroad, go to www.embassy.goabroad.com.




   




  Health




  See your GP or travel clinic at least 6 weeks before departure for general advice on travel risks and vaccinations. Make sure you have sufficient medical travel insurance, get a

  dental check, know your own blood group and, if you suffer a long-term condition such as diabetes or epilepsy, obtain a Medic Alert bracelet/necklace (www.medicalert.co.uk). Also, get advice from your doctor and carry sufficient medication to last the full duration of your trip. You may want to ask your doctor

  for a letter explaining your condition. If you wear glasses, take a copy of your prescription.
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