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CHAPTER 1

Bitter Root

Explosions aren’t that strange in Netanya,” observed Itzik 
Doublis in a 2012 interview with Ben Hartman of The 

Jerusalem Post. Doublis was a longtime resident of the Israeli 
coastal city. He was hinting about Netanya’s reputation for orga-
nized crime. “When the ambulances and the police kept coming 
we knew something was wrong, that this wasn’t criminal.” Doublis 
was referring to the Park Hotel bombing on March 27, 2002, an 
event that had shattered his community ten years earlier. He 
added that the city’s sense of security never fully recovered, but 
“your brain manages to forget, there’s always other things in this 
country you can focus on.”1

A decade after the explosion that rocked Netanya, Hartman 
came to the city to interview survivors of the bombing. “I’ll never 
forget it was raining and drizzling outside and when I got there 
all the windows were blown out,” recalled first responder Marc 
Kahlberg, who had commanded the tourism branch of the 
Netanya police in 2002. “We went in and just pulled out whatever 
we could, put bodies and body parts on tables, it was horrible.”2 

The unspeakable horrors still linger in the minds of all Netanyans.
Joel Leyden remembers what often seems like yesterday to all 

those who witnessed its pain and destruction. Leyden, a journal-
ist with the Israel News Agency, was visiting his in-laws in Netanya 
with his wife and newborn daughter to share Passover dinner. He 
recalled that their arrival was met with “cloudless skies, sun 
drenched streets, [and] birds chirping as the spring weather 
smiled.”3

"
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Later, in the carpeted living room of his in-laws, the Leydens 
heard a clap of thunder. A light drizzle began to fall. Then they 
heard an ambulance siren. Moments later, a second and a third 
siren screamed past their building. Alarmed, they turned on the 
television and received the first reports of what would later be 
called the Passover Massacre. Leyden wrote:

In one of the most brutal terrorist attacks sustained by 
Israel, an Islamic suicide terror bomber from the Hamas 
terrorist organization walked into Netanya’s Park Hotel 
on March 27, 2002. He strode pass the reception desk 
and calmly walked into the main dining hall. As elderly 
Jews and children were sitting over matza and chicken 
soup, the terrorist detonated a lethal charge, murdering 
29 [later 30], and wounding 140. The dead included 
babies, grandmothers, and six married couples.4

Joel Leyden reacted to the news as most journalists would. 
Ignoring the wishes of his family to stay and observe the Passover 
meal with them, he rushed to the scene of the devastating blast 
two blocks away to report the story. 

Outside the hotel lay dismembered and blood-soaked bodies 
covered with blue blankets. Shards of shattered glass from blown-
out windows in the lobby and on the second floor littered the 
ground. Leyden proceeded into the lobby to find it darkened from 
loss of power and pooled with water from the sprinkler system’s 
broken pipes. People young and old passed him as they staggered 
out of the hotel, silent, dazed, and frozen in shock. Where 
moments earlier there had been gaiety, laughter, and life, there 
was now an eerie, death-filled quiet.

More than 250 people had gathered at the hotel to observe 
the Passover Seder, the ritual feast that marks the beginning of 
Passover (the deliverance of the Jewish people from slavery in 
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Egypt). Blast victims included children and some Holocaust sur-
vivors; many were senior citizens over seventy.

Leyden spoke briefly with Netanya’s mayor, Miriam Feyerberg. 
She said that Israelis must stay strong and continue with their 
lives as usual, otherwise the terrorists would win. She added, “In 
recent days, these terrorist groups have begun describing their 
actions as acts of ‘resistance,’ but resistance is not blowing up 
children and babies.”5

The suicide bomber was Abdel Basset Odeh, a 25-year-old 
Palestinian resident of the nearby West Bank town of Tulkarm. 
He belonged to the radical Palestinian terrorist group known as 

Israeli first responders remove a victim of a suicide bomber’s blast 
in the lobby of the Park Hotel in Netanya, Israel, on March 27, 
2002. More than 250 Israelis were observing the Passover Seder at 
the hotel at the time of the explosion.
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Hamas (hah-MAHSS). Palestinians hailed him as a hero, turned 
him into a poster boy for their movement, and even held a soccer 
tournament to honor him.

Arabs have lived in Palestine for centuries. As part of what is 
known as the Holy Land, Palestine is sacred to Christians, Jews, 
and Muslims alike. Palestinians have never had a nation-state to 
call their own. For their entire existence, they have been ruled by 
someone else, most recently by the Israelis. Therein lies the source 
of their anger and the object of their resistance.

Starting in 1516, Palestine became part of the Ottoman 
Empire, which sprawled across the Middle East, North Africa, 
and parts of Europe. Its capital was in Constantinople (today 

The bombed-out interior of the Park Hotel, in Netanya, Israel, bears 
witness to the horrendous devastation wrought by a Palestinian 
suicide bomber. Emergency workers search through the wreckage 
for signs of undiscovered victims.
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