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hen my husband
invited me to accom-

pany his Israeli ye s h i va h
high school students on 

a trip to Gamla, I accept-
ed the offer without hesitation, merely
asking if the school was promoting a
Gourmet Month.  “We’re not visiting
the winery,” he laughed, “we’re going

to the real thing — the mountain
named Gamla.”  

“No problem!”  I said, envisioning
sweeping green slopes, lush enough to
grow the grapes used in the famous
wine. I admit I was abysmally ignorant
of the history of the place.

The trip was open to all students,
rebbeim and their families.  I turned
out to be the only wife interested in
shlepping two kids up a mountain with
a bunch of teenage boys, but I took
that in stride.  After all, I was
equipped with a backpack-style carrier
for my younger daughter, Rachel
Yonah; and I figured two-year-old

Shira could walk, skip or run, depend-
ing on her mood.

I wasn’t quite as cheerful when I
awoke on the morning of the tour.  I
dressed two groggy kids and threw
four lunches, two “sippy cups,” two
security blankets and a doll named
Allegra into my travel bag.  Another
two minutes to collapse the travel cot
and we were ready to leave.  My hus-
band had left earlier to daven with the
boys. 

The journey to Gamla was as
uneventful as any trip with kids can
be.  Another teacher was leading our
group, so my husband was free to give
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As Tisha B’Av approaches, we remember that the destruction of Jerusalem, and the Galut that followed, occurred
only after the Romans had crushed a surprisingly fierce “Jewish Revolt” in city after city throughout the country.  By
the time the mighty empire minted its infamous coin boasting, “Judea has fallen!” it had been forced to acknowledge

the persistence and valor of its Jewish adversaries.
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me a hand.  He opted for the back-car-
rier and Rachel Yonah had fun trying
to pull his cap off.

Almost immediately out of the park-
ing lot, the ground fell away into a
steep valley and we were facing a stun-
ning view. The ruins of the city that
once was “Gamala” lay starkly before
us.  They seemed etched into the side
of the mountain peak that rose up in
the center of the valley, isolated and
bare.  We were surrounded by a profu-
sion of small, yellow wildflowers.
Eagles hovered above us, swooping
down into the valley.

Meanwhile, I was trying to focus on
what Amos, our teacher-guide, was
saying about the events that occurred
in Gamla so many centuries ago.  He
was reading from Josephus’ history,
Wars of the Jews, an eyewitness account
of the fierce battles that devastated all
of Eretz Yisrael, leading up to the
destruction of the Second Temple:

Now [the Roman ruler of Judea]
Agrippa had united Sogana and Selucia
… at the very beginning of the Jewish
revolt against the Romans; yet Gamala
did not accede to them, but relied upon
the [strategic] difficulty of the place… for
it was situated upon a rough ridge of

mountain, with a kind of neck in the
middle… so much that it appears like a
camel [Hebrew: gamal].

It is always astonishing to me that
we have a country so old and so
important that it is well-documented
from the Tanach onwards.  Wherever
you walk, you are showered with infor-
mation from the previous residents of
distant generations.  It makes you real-
ize how small a speck of time we
inhabit — when someone who lived
nearly 2,000 years ago so accurately
describes the view before you.

Although this city was naturally hard
to be taken, I, Josephus, had made it still
stronger by building a wall around it –
and by digging ditches and placing mines
underground.  The people who were in it
were made more bold by the nature of
the place, and they had such confidence
in it, that they thought the enemy could
not be too many for them.  The city had
been filled with those who had fled to it
for safety on account of its strength;
…they had been able to resist those sent
by Agrippa to besiege it for seven
months….

I thought of Flavius Josephus, Yosef
ben Mattityahu, the Jewish traitor,
who was so boastful of his achieve-

ments in fortifying the city while it
was under his leadership and protec-
tion, only to defect to the Romans and
become a pragmatic witness to its
destruction.  I wondered how the
besieged Jews felt, perched high up in
their nest, surrounded by the vultures.

As Amos continued talking, I
noticed Shira making a beeline for the
edge of the cliff and I grabbed her col-
lar to yank her back to my side.
“Don’t you dare move,” I whispered to
her.  Not unnaturally, she began
squirming and finally had to be bribed
into silence with a stick of licorice.

While she nibbled nonchalantly on
her candy, Amos read of the one
chance for life offered to the belea-
guered Jews and a later attempt by the
Romans to break into the city whose
houses were built one-upon-the-other
down the mountainside:

Now at this time, as King Agrippa
came near the walls, and was endeavor-
ing to speak to those [Jewish defenders]
who were on the walls about a surrender,
he was hit with a stone on his right
elbow by one of the slingers; he was then
immediately surrounded by his own men.
The Romans were excited to set about the
siege, by their indignation on the king’s
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account, and by their own fear…
They brought the [war] machines; but Chares and Joseph, who were

the most virile men of the city, set their armed men in order, though
already in a fright, because they did not suppose that the city could hold
out long, since they did not have sufficient water or other necessaries.
However, these leaders encouraged them, and brought them out upon the
wall, and, indeed,  for awhile they drove away those who were bringing
the machines.  But when those machines threw darts and stones at them,
they retired into the city; then the Romans brought battering rams to
three places, and made the wall shake [and fall].  They then poured in
over the parts of the wall that were thrown down, with a mighty sound
of trumpets and noise of armor, and with a shout of the soldiers.  The
Jews fell upon the Romans for some time…and prevented their going
any farther, and with great courage beat them back; and the Romans
were so overpowered by the greater multitude of the people, who beat
them on every side, that they had  to run into the upper parts of the

city.…  As these Romans could neither beat back those who were
above them, nor escape the crush of their own men who were
forcing their way forward [in the narrow streets], they were
compelled to fly into their enemies’ houses — but these houses,
now full of soldiers whose weight they could not bear, suddenly
fell down!  And when one house fell, it shook down a great
many of those that were under it, one after the other.  …A vast
number of the Romans perished; for they were so terribly dis-
tressed that, although they saw the houses giving way, they were
forced to leap upon the tops of them…A great many were
ground to powder by these ruins, and a great many…lost some
of their limbs, but a still greater number suffocated in the dust
that arose from those ruins.  The people of Gamala supposed this
to be an assistance afforded them by God, and without regard-
ing what damage they suffered themselves, they pressed forward
and thrust the enemy upon the tops of their houses.

All in all, it was a disastrous defeat and a huge 
embarrassment for the “conquering forces.” But now

Vespasian, the Roman general, had even more reason to capture
Gamla — his pride.  And the Jews were still stranded above the
beautiful valley that stretched before me.  I could almost see their
figures, shadowed by the distance of time as they grappled with their
dilemma.

…The people of Gamala took courage for a little while upon their
great and unaccountable success.  But when they considered that they
had no hopes and…that they could not get away, and that their provi-
sions already began to be short, they were exceedingly cast down, and
their courage failed them.…  A great many of them fled out of the city
through impracticable valleys, where no guards were placed, and also
through subterranean caverns; while those who were afraid of being
caught…and stayed in the city, perished for want of food…  What food
they had was brought together from all quarters and reserved for the
fighting men.

Amos had finished talking and we turned to begin our descent
into the valley. The National Parks Committee had done an efficient
job with the sign-posts to the various parts of the site, but they tend-
ed to detract from the natural isolation of Gamla.  A tourist group
passed us by, with video cameras and guidebooks, and disappeared
down another path.  We had asked a guide if the route we were fol-

Top: Reconstructed olive oil press
Middle: Household pottery from Gamla –
1st centuries BCE and CE
Bottom: A broken storage jar as found
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Top: Gamla in spring – an unusual bloom of
Centaurea flowers

Middle: Mount Hermon viewed from the
plateau above Gamla

Bottom: Some types of arrowheads found at
Gamla – out of 1,600 found

lowing was suitable for children, and he had answered “yes”
so matter-of-factly that I felt silly to have mentioned it.
But now that I saw the path, I began to have my doubts.
Essentially, we were lowering our way down a very steep,
twisted, uneven flight of steps.  My husband had no diffi-
culty managing a bobbing baby on his back, but Shira had
a disturbing tendency to lurch suddenly towards the edge
or scramble too quickly over the rocks.  My grip on her
hand tightened.  The high school boys agilely maneuvered
their way around us and soon we found that we could see
the whole group at the foot of the mountain, while we were
still only half-way down.

A little while later, as we ascended up the other side to
the excavated ruins, Amos finished his description of the
fall of Gamla.  Josephus attests that three Roman soldiers
had managed to get under a high tower and under-
mine it by removing some of the supporting stones.
The sight and sound of its collapse threw the Jewish
camp into fear and confusion, giving the Romans
the opportunity to attack through the breach they
had created in their first attempt.

Titus, (who by now had returned) out of his indig-
nation at the destruction the Romans had undergone
while he was absent, took 200 chosen horsemen and
some footmen with him, and silently entered into the
city…  As his entrance was presently known to those
who were in the city, some of them caught hold of their
children and their wives… and fled away to the citadel,
with lamentations and cries…

s we walked, the ground quickly became
steeper until we were literally climbing

up the rocks.  Shira found this quite
an adventure, putting to use all the

skills she had learned by pulling her-
self onto chairs, tables and bookshelves at home.
But even she lost her composure when the rocks grew larg-
er and more jagged, and the winds carried with them a
slight chill, even on this fine day.  “Imma, carry me!”
Clasping her tightly to my hip, I struggled up and over the
boulders.  Thorn bushes had managed to force their roots
into the crevices, and their branches caught at my clothes,
trying to snare me and knock me off balance.  My back
ached and my thoughts returned to the desperate fathers
and mothers, dragging their children over these rocks and
through these thorns, fleeing for their lives.  No back-carri-
ers or hiking boots, nor even the advantage of a clear,
sunny day.

…There arose a divine storm against them, which was
instrumental to their destruction: this carried the Roman darts
upon them, and made those which they threw return…  Nor
could the Jews stand upon the precipices, due to the violence of
the wind, having nothing stable to stand upon, nor could they
see those who were ascending to them; so the Romans got up
and surrounded them, and some they slew before they could
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defend themselves, and others as they were delivering
themselves up…

We had reached the summit.  From here, there
was nowhere further to climb.  I gratefully put Shira
down.  We sat on the craggy peak described by
Josephus in his account of the final moments of
defeat:

…A great number of those who were surrounded on
every side despaired of escaping and threw their chil-
dren, their wives, and themselves down the precipices,
into the valley beneath, which…had been dug hollow
to a vast depth…The Romans slew but 4,000, whereas
the number of those who had thrown themselves down
was found to be 5,000: nor did anyone escape except
two women… [The Roman soldiers] spared not so
much as the infants — many were flung down by them
from the citadel.  And thus was Gamala taken on the

three and twentieth day of the month of Tishrei…
We were on the way down; back to the bus, back to hot

showers and Shabbat meals and comfortable beds.  My hus-
band still carried a sleeping Rachel Yonah, and I helped
Shira down the rocks, with a little assistance from the boys.

I remember, as a seminary student, climbing the infa-
mous snake path up to Masada as dawn broke.  I remember
focusing on the beauty of the scene and the feeling of
peace, despite awareness of the great tragedy that had
occurred up there.  Now it was different.  The scenario was
very similar — an isolated group of brave Jews refusing to
acquiesce to the might of the Romans, choosing to die
instead — but the picture I saw, the story I understood, was
a new one.  As a single youth, like the high school boys in
today’s group, I could only identify on a theoretical level

with the courage these Jews displayed; but as a
mother attempting the climb with small children,
the obstacles they faced were now as real to me as
the thorn-scratches on my hands.  The distances
that were too far for small legs to cover, the rocks
that needed two hands to grasp….  How to keep
hold of the child clinging to your side?  My children
had their sandwiches and sippy cups, warm clothes
and good shoes to protect them from the elements
— these parents of Gamla had no way of saving
their children from the swirling tempest and the
Roman arrows.  We were on a hike for fun: they
had climbed for their lives, and lost them.

As we made our way down, we saw the re m a i n s
of the splendid Gamla s h u l that had taken genera-
tions to build, and my mood lightened.  The same
people who had laid the foundations for a synagogue
that they knew would only be completed in their

c h i l d re n’s or grandchildre n’s lifetimes, would be heartened by the
fact that now thousands of fellow Jews make the ascent to Ga m l a
each ye a r, remembering their s a c r i fice — especially one young mother. JA

Top: Ballista balls collected near the syna-
gogue – some of the nearly 2,000 found
Middle: The synagogue
Bottom: Poppies among the ruins
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