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Forty-three years after Jews around the world were horrified by Jordan’s
: : ! 4
extensive desecration of the ancient cemetery on Har HaZeisim (the Mount

of Olives), the damage at the burial g'roum,l‘ of prophets, rabbis, chassidic

masters, and thousands of ordinary Jews has yet to be fully corrected.

Can a coalition of religious and secular Israelis and Americans prod the

government to restore Har HaZeisim to its former glory?
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national treasure:
| Rabbi Chaim Wasserman
iamong&mken' gravestones
on Har HaZeisim

Avi Friedman
photos: Yinon Fuchs, Moshe Gershbaum

t would be wrong to call Avi, a nonreligious

[sraeli man in his thirties, a crusader for the restoration

of Har HaZeisim. An interior designer and theater set
@esigner by trade, he says he is not politically involved at all, but his
“leyes po black when talking about the state of the ancient Jewish cemetery.
*[t’s the most unbelievable thing I've ever seen,” he said. “I was there
with my family for a memorial service for my grandmother a couple of
months ago, but when we arrived the headstone was broken and there was
garbage strewn all over the place. Friends told us to get a security guard
to accompany us up there because there have been a lot of rots in the
area, and that worked out okay, but it made me sad and really angry.
Why in the world do we need security to pay our respects to my
Avi’s story is hardly unique, and hardly new. The desecration of Jewish

graves on Har HaZeisim (the Mount of Olives) made international headlines in

_ June 1967 when the extent of Jordanian destruction at the site became apparent
{7, % 38,000 tombstones used to pave roads and latrines for the Arab Legion; open
. graves with bones scattered everywhere; an asphalt road running through the

. middle of the cemetery, trampling thousands of graves; and a parking lot and a
: S gas station. At the top of the hill stood the five-star Intercontinental Hotel, and
.- - :
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Jordan’s official caretaker of the site, Sadar Khalil, “took care™ of the site by

A using gravestones to build his home on the grounds of the cemetery



Jewish graves on the
eastern slope of the
mountain, surrounded by
illegal Arab building

But four and a half decades later, the
situation in some parts of the cemetery has
barely improved. There is no fence to keep
out vandals, or security cameras to catch
them in the act; illegal Arab housing rings
the mountain on land technically zoned as

cemetery land intended to ensure future
Jewish burials; and animals have been seen
traipsing freely over graves. Jewish mourners
are regularly attacked on the way to or from
funerals or memorial services, and at night,
Jewish residents of the nearby Maaleh
Zeitim community say local delinquents use
the cemetery for illicit purposes. They claim
that Jerusalem police have little interest in
prosecuting the vandals.

Construction Freeze? Standing on
the eastern slope of the mountain looking out
at the Jordanian hills in the distance, Aryeh
King points out the a-Shayich neighborhood,
built illegally on cemetery land. He says
building projects like this have sprouted up
here on a near-constant basis for years. Since
moving here in 1997, King has dedicated
his time to documenting the vandalism and
encroachment on Har HaZeisim, and to
raising public consciousness about the site.

“This entire area was originally slated for
the expansion of the cemetery, but buildings
have appeared here continuously,” said
King, a resident of the Jewish community
in nearby Ras al-Amud and the director of
the Israel Land Fund. “But the government
refuses to put a stop to it. See that apartment
building over there? How can you build a
six-story building without proper building



- m.
et
T O - i 2e h
|t -
- S
™ e |
> T

Gold survey the damage

A small attempt to rectify the damage

permits? But they did it, and the government
signed off on the building in 2004. The
Supreme Court ratified that decision in
October 2010.”

As we make our way around the
Yemenite section of the cemetery, it is
clear that Mr. King is familiar with every
headstone, road, staircase, and speck of
dirt. It is a knowledge borne of years of
exploration, observation, and dedication to
preserving the unique tradition of the area.

“One day in 1997, 1 was standing
‘outside’ the Jewish cemetery here when |

Shlomo Mostofsky, Aryeh King and Rabbi Sholom

“The state of the cemetery today is appalling. It is a

disgrace for the Jewish People and for the State of Israel”

felt something hard beneath my feet. I dug a
little bit and found a grave that turned out to
belong to a previously unknown section of
the cemetery, used mainly by Syria’s Halabi
community until 1886.

“It hadn’t been cleaned since then, so |
lit a fire there to clear the wild bushes and
weeds there — some of them were taller
than me — and I discovered a section that
many of Jerusalem’s top experts hadn’t
known about.”

Ups, Downs, and Neglect In
order to combat the neglect and to
restore the ancient cemetery to its
former glory, a group of Israeli
and American activists have
joined together to press Israeli
officials to declare the restoration
of Har HaZeisim a national
priority. Since the Six Day War,
Isracli governments have passed
a litany of decisions regarding
upkeep at the holy site, but little
has been accomplished on the
ground. One activist, sixty-one-
year-old Menachem Lubinsky,
says the neglect there has made
the site “unmanageable” and adds
that Jews around the world must
act to press Israeli officials to take
control of the situation.

“I've  been visiting Har

HaZeisim for twenty-five years,
since my father was buried there
in 1985, says Lubinsky, the head
of the International Committee for
the Preservation of Har HaZeisim
and president of Lubicom
Marketing and Consulting. “I've
seen ups and downs, including
two intifadas, but the derelict state
of the cemetery today is appalling.
The cemetery is divided among
various chevra kadishas, and there is no
individual minister who is responsible
for maintaining security and the overall
condition of the place. That creates a kind
of ping-pong between various ministries
and government bodies, all of whom are
responsible for one cog in the machine, but
none of whom have the authority to oversee
a total overhaul of the situation. The only
thing I can say about it is that it is a disgrace
— a disgrace for the Jewish People and for
the State of Israel.”

Lubinsky is not alone in his criticism

— Menachem Lubinsky

of the government’s lack of action on
the mountain. Last May, Israel’s state
comptroller Micha Lindenstrauss issued a
scathing report blasting the neglect at the
cemetery, saying in part, “The restoration of
the ancient cemetery continues at a snail’s
pace. The level of upkeep [at the cemetery] is
insufficient, security is poor, and vandalism
and criminal acts continue to occur. There
is a concern that if security is not increased,
the money already invested there will go
down the drain.”

Government Lobby As part of the
effort to lobby the Isracli government on
behalf of Har HaZeisim, Lubinsky, Shlomo
Mostofsky (president ofthe National Council
of Young Israel), and Malcolm Hoenlein
(executive vice chairman of the Conference
of Presidents of Major American Jewish
Organizations), have enlisted support from
a variety of religious and secular Knesset
members and government ministers,
including Deputy Knesset Speaker Danny
Danon; MK Yoel Hasson; and MK Rabbi
Moshe Gafni, chairman of the Knesset
Finance Committee, all of whom have
pledged to keep the issue in the public eye.

Lubinsky and Hoenlein also met with
Prime Minister Netanyahu last July in order
to show photographs and other evidence
of the cemetery destruction, and to prod
the government to take concrete steps to
improve the situation. Lubinsky came away
from that meeting with mixed feelings. On
one hand, he said the prime minister was
“pretty disengaged” and felt Netanyahu
lacked understanding of the crucial
significance of the issues at hand on the
mountain. But he also said Netanyahu was
eventually receptive to their call for action.

“He said he had no idea that the
condition of Har HaZeisim was so bad. It
really seemed to pull at his heartstrings, and
he pledged to do something about it,” said
Lubinsky.

Those efforts have yet to bear fruit on
the ground, but Lubinsky says there are
definite signs that things will improve soon.
He points to the State Comptroller’s Report
for 2010, which says 84 million shekels has
been earmarked for the cemetery restoration
and allocated to the Jerusalem Development
Authority to get the ball rolling, and says
there are concrete plans to install 200
security cameras around the cemetery by
February to discourage vandals. Police
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WIILC WINES dren t movig as last as n1c
would like to see, the glass is definitely
more than half-full.

“I'm optimistic about some things, less
so about others. I believe the Development
Authority will eventually install 200
security cameras around the cemetery,
plus a monitoring station. The cameras
have worked well in other places, like the
City of David, and we’re hopeful it will
work well here, too. It was supposed to
be finished by now, they are talking about
February now, but it’ll get done. There’s
been a lot of red tape to wade through.
The police are on board to provide a rapid
response team, to respond to security or
vandalism efforts as well.”

Shlomo Mostofsky, who also serves
on the Committee for the Preservation
of Har HaZeitim, told Mishpacha he
measures success by the fact that the issue
has gotten into the public realm, and that
the grassroots effort is obviously having
an impact.
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“Take Danny Danon,” said Mostofsky.
“Before we contacted him, Har HaZeisim
wasn’t really on his radar screen. But by
the time I managed to set up a meeting
last June to tell him what we knew and to
ask for his help, he told me things about
Har HaZeisim that the committee didn’t
know. So here I was, a nonconstituent
trying to pique his interest in an issue |
had no idea he would care about, and he
did his homework before meeting with
me. That was really impressive.”

Mostofsky also points to the official
launch function the committee held at
the Jerusalem Great Synagogue in early
November. The event drew 1,100 people
and inspired people to return to the
cemetery, sometimes after years had gone
by.
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