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Olive oil press in the city of Bethlehem during the Ottoman period

“Archaeological and Ethnographic Study”
Prepared by: Nabil Mohammed Hussein
Supervised by: Dr. Marwan Abu Khalaf
Abstract

Historians and archaeologists are interested in studying olive tree and olive presses during
different periods of civilizations. Olive tree is considered one of the trees where oil is
extracted from it, and it is a rich material in nutrition, therapy and sacred in different
religions.

There have been many and varied studies about the importance of the olive tree and the
evolution of oil press facilities, that were derived from the results of excavations and
surveys that took place in Palestine and its environs. Despite of this interest, the issue
regarding the olive press during the Ottoman period still needed to be studied, documented
and concerned; this study contributes to the revealing of these presses in the city of
Bethlehem and its environs, perhaps aiming at paving the way to create more concerns to
maintain these presses and to be documented sufficiently in both historical and technical
manner.

| have divided the research into four chapters, the title of the first chapter is the city of
Bethlehem history and importance, where | tackle the issues of the origin of naming the
city of that name , its location, topography and its historical and humanitarian role, and the
religious importance as the city of the birth of Jesus Christ - peace be upon him- , and the
situation of the city during the Ottoman period through the archaeological excavations
results and the historical and religious sources . It also discussed the geography of the city
and agriculture especially and regarding the olive tree.

The second chapter and its title is: The historical roots of the olive tree in Palestine; this
chapter constitute the core of the study as it discusses the origin of the olive tree and its
agricultural environment, spread, spatial distribution and the historical roots of the olive
tree, and where the archaeological sources indicated that this tree was domesticated
thousands of years ago and its cultivation was spread intensively in the Mediterranean
region. Also I included in this chapter the industrial, medical and therapeutic legacy of
olive oil, and included the religious heritage of the olive tree and the sacredness in the
three monotheistic religions and the pre-monotheistic religions. | also discussed the olive
tree in the Palestinian folklore, whether it's during the oil harvest season and the popular
stories, proverbs and folk songs associated with the olive tree, or the popular tools and
terminology associated with the olive harvest season. The end of this chapter concluded the
current situation of the olive tree and its sufferings in Palestine in light of the occupied
authorities’ attacks and the absence of formal care and urbanization.

I gave the third chapter this title: The spatial distribution of olive presses in the city of
Bethlehem and its environs (I dealt with the review of the earlier surveys that took place in
Palestine, such as: the survey of west Palestine, and the later surveys until the twentieth
century. | also talked about the field survey that | have conducted in terms of the objectives



and the methodology, | have also enlisted all the olive presses in the city of Bethlehem and
its environs in order to limit the presses in terms of the history of its creation and some
details about them, and | ended the chapter with the results of the survey and the kinds of
presses in the region covered by the study).

The fourth and final chapter in this study has the title: tools and techniques used in the
olive presses (I talked about the tools and utensils used in the olive presses, such as: the
threshing stone and types of the extraction compressors. Then | talked about the evolution
of the oil extraction method in the presses by the using of various extraction tools that have
evolved over time and have been replaced by more advanced tools. | also talked about the
methods of separating oil from water and sediment, and | ended the chapter by displaying
the use of the hydraulic system in the process of threshing and extracting olives as a
technique that began in the early twentieth century and that has replaced the traditional
methods).

The conclusion of the research included the most important results that came out after my
study to this issue; the study also included through its chapters collection of photos and
drawings that have been photographed and filed recently and some pictures and diagrams
are from the sources. In addition to a list of foreign and Arab sources that | relied on as
these sources have lots of information that shed the light on the political, economical ,
agricultural and social life , and contribute to the clear understanding .

I have benefited from the Muslim and Westerner historians who wrote on the subject of
the study; the geographical and travel books are not less important than the records ,
documents and historical books , as | have gained lots of information that has covered
many aspects that was forgotten by the contemporary historical sources.
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