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Goliath in Jerusalem (I): 

Archaeological Stories of Mandate Palestine 
Raz Kletter, Tartu University 

 
The famous author Cide Hamete Benengeli complained about his narrative: 

“And, as he confines and restricts himself to the narrow limits of the narrative […] he requests 
that his labours may not be despised, and that credit be given him not alone for what he writes, 
but for what he has refrained from writing.” 

Don Quixote Vol. II, Chap. 46 (translation by John Ormsby). 
 

In “Past Perfect? The Archaeologies of Mandate Palestine, 1917–1948”, I limited the narrative 
to 666 pages – a number not planned in advance (2025, OBO 308, free access at 
https://doi.org/10.5167/uzh-280704). Some stories were left outside, and a few of them are pre-
sented here. They concern antiquities, gold, places and people: in short, everything. 

The following abbreviations are used: ATQ – Israel Antiquities Authority Archive, Atiqot files; 
DAP – Department of Antiquities of Palestine; Director – Director of the DAP; FO – Foreign 
Office; ISA – Israel State Archive; TNA – The National Archives, Kew. Egyptian pounds (the 
legal tender of Palestine until 1927) and Palestinian pounds are marked by £. 

 
1. The Secrets of Ophel 
The conquest of Palestine by the British Army in WW1 released hidden dreams. Among the dream-
ers was Dr. Valter Juvelius (Juva) (1865–1922), a poet, translator, and keeper of the Wiborg city 
library (Finland). He wrote to the British vice consul at Edessa in 1919: secret Hebrew texts were 
hidden in the Ophel of Jerusalem! They would have to be abandoned, should a Jewish government 
be formed in Palestine (TNA 608/2/3, Folios 105–6). He could help find them and, as a man of 
science, was not seeking financial gain: 

“A British Company in the name of J.M.P.F.W. Limited of London has performed some 
excavations at Jerusalem before the Balkan war, with the aim of reaching, with the aid of 
certain ancient Hebrew secret scriptures (ciphers), through a very complicated shaft (tunnel) 
system, the ancient Hebrew Temple-shelters (Azyls) in the interior of the Ophel Mountain. 
The Temple-shelters […] ought to contain the temple archives with the invaluable foundation 
deeds to the scripture types, the temple treasury and the Necropolis of the Kings of Judah. […] 
If the Jewish government be reestablished in Palestine the excavation work in the Ophel Moun-
tain would be prevented for all times to come and the English capital already engaged there 
would be lost […] The writings, whose discovery likely to be of an unforeseen importance to 
comprehend the very base of our culture and even to form our view of the universe, would 
remain inaccessible to the western exploration […] [but] accessible only to the higher Jewish 
clergy. 

I am now in possession of many particularly clear cipher solution as to a score of other 
secret shelters referring to various tribes of the ancient empires of Israel and Judah and also to 
those of Tyrus […] 

The excavation rights of the shelter at Jerusalem belong to the existing British company 
in which I am a shareholder. As to the other shelters […] it is my object to offer to the British 
Government to undertake and to control the excavations there, which work I am ready to con-
duct. […] 
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6. I personally have no interest in the eventual pecuniary gains, it is only the science I 
am aiming at. 

7. It is now fully evident why the archaeological researches in Palestine have given so 
poor real results: No written deeds, no sacred objects, nothing of real value has been so far 
brought forward. The reason seems to have been that everything that was considered of im-
portance to culture and to the religious life was concealed by the various tribes of Israel and 
Judah in secret, specially prepared rooms deep inside the lime-stone mountains. The inventious 
various shafts were blocked up during the wartime, the entrances were concealed by cement 
filling ingeniously like the look and colour of the surrounding blocks. […] 

I believe to have in my charge the key to most of these secret shelters […] 
8. I place at the disposal of the British Government the detailed explanation of this con-

cern. I am also ready to demonstrate the cipher writs related above to the British Government, 
who, if favourable results gained, might become possessor of several hundred millions of 
pounds” (TNA FO608/2/3, 30.1.1919). 
 

The Foreign Office was not impressed. An official remarked: “This man is mad as a hatter. He 
was partly responsible for the Monty [Montague] Parker swindle in Jerusalem” (TNA FO608/2/3, 
1.5.1919). The notorious Parker expedition, before WW1, tried to dig into the Temple Mount. 
Valter Juvelius (Juva) persuaded Parker to do so, promising that he could decipher the Bible and 
find its greatest treasures. Juvelius left Jerusalem just before the scandal broke out. He claimed 
later that there was no intention of digging under the Temple Mount: they just wanted to find the 
tomb of Moses. 

Soon, new excavations began (Fig. 1). The prediction that a Jewish government would prevent 
underground exploration near the Temple Mount has not materialized. Tunnel digging has been 
rampant in recent years in East Jerusalem, by the Parkers of our time. 

On Juvelius’ science fiction, see D. Landau 1999, Hakehila 4: 13–14; M. Pesonen 2020, YLE 
Uutiset, 11.1.2020. https://yle.fi/uutiset/3-11603809 [Finnish]; T.R. Stewart 2020, Valter Juvelius 
ja kadonneen arkin metsästys (Valter Juvelius and the Hunt for the Lost Ark). Helsinki: Gaudea-
mus [Finnish]. 
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