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A CARMELITE FATHER AND AN 
OTTOMAN WATER MILL IN PALESTINE: 
CULTURAL INTERACTION AT THE 
MONKS’ MILL

Ruth Liberty-Shalev
Technion Institute of Technology

Adi Har-Noy
Ruth Liberty-Shalev & Adi Har-Noy, Architecture & Conservation

ABSTRACT
 This paper introduces the story of The Monks’ Mill, a watermill in rural northern Pal-
estine, as a microcosmos of the Ottoman Empire, reflecting the cultural mobility brought 
on by the Tanzimât reformation of the mid nineteenth century and suggesting an alter-
native to the hegemonic narrative of East meets West at the crossroads of Tradition and 
Modernity. Research into the mill’s history and architecture sheds light on the hitherto little 
documented but well-developed regional water-mill industry of the era, which made tech-
nologically sophisticated use of its limited water resources, and displays a more reciprocal 
exchange between local and foreign, east and west, rural and urban.

KEYWORDS
Tanzimat; water mill; Carmelite monks; Palestine; 
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Chapter One: The Monks’ Mill and the Carmelite Monastery in 
Haifa - An Introduction 

In 1799 the Carmelite Monastery of the Ordo Draturum B.V. Mariae De Monte Car-
melo on Mount Carmel in northern Palestine was sacked and left in ruins. During the 
preceding months it was used as a hospital for French soldiers during Napoleon’s cam-
paign in the Middle East. When Napoleon’s army failed to conquer Acre and departed in 
May 1799, Ottoman rule over Haifa was regained and the monks were punished for sup-
porting the losing party by repeated raids, which greatly damaged the monastery building.1

Seventeen years later, in May 1816, the Carmelite Order leadership in Rome decided 
to undertake the project of rehabilitating the monastery. The man chosen to lead this mis-
sion was the architect Father Giambattista Cassini2. Soon after his arrival in Haifa in 1818 
Cassini, also known as Carlos Cassini3 or Fra Giovanni Battista4 drew up a plan for a new 
monastery. However, in 1820 the dilapidated monastery building was demolished to its 
core by Abdulla Pasha, ruler of Acre5.

Let us first reassure the reader that the task of rebuilding the Carmelite monastery was 
ultimately achieved with great success. The significantly larger and more majestic building 
which still stands in Haifa today was completed by the mid 1850’s6, impressing locals and 
visitors alike from its highly visible location at the very tip of Mount Carmel7. 

 Image 1 & 2: The Carmelite Monastery on Mount Carmel (Source: Laurence Oliphant, Haifa or Lifein Modern 
Palestine, 1887)

The accomplishment of this feat is usually attributed to Father Giambattista, who, 
when faced with the imposing task of raising funds for rebuilding the monastery in its 
entirety, embarked on the financial enterprise which remarkably ended up on the pages 
of the Parisian paper La Presse on the 31st of May, 1837. This story was then quoted and 
retold in the personal accounts of various western travelers8 who credited the renovation 
of The Monks’ Mill on the Sepphoris stream to the technological ingenuity of Giambatti-
sta, the Carmelite monk who purchased and led its renovation in the 1830’s. 

Here is what the young reporter and aspiring writer Alexander Dumas tells us of the 
mills at Sepphoris Valley and their relation to the rebuilding of the Carmelite Monastery 
on Mount Carmel9: 
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After the demolition of the monastery by Abdulla Pasha, Father Giambattista Cas-
sini devised a new plan for the monastery, calculated the anticipated costs to be 350,000 
francs, and began drawing up a plan to raise funds. His first concern was to generate a steady 
income for the Carmelite community in Haifa, and to this end he thought to employ the 
use of two deserted water mills he encountered five hours from the Carmel, on his way to 
Nazareth. Why the mills were deserted he did not know- perhaps their water source dried 
up, or otherwise war damages rendered them unusable. He searched in the vicinity of the 
mills, and a mile upstream found a spring which could be connected by canals to the mills 
and provide water for their operation. The mills were the property of a large Druze family 
who did not wish to sell their land, hence Father Giambattista proposed to lease their land 
against one third of the mill’s revenues. To facilitate the renovation and operation of the 
mills he approached an affluent Turkish acquaintance and offered him yet another third of 
the profits against the estimated cost of the renovation. As soon as the three-way deal was 
struck, Giambattista entrusted the supervision of the renovation works to a young and capa-
ble brother, and left for one of his extended fundraising campaigns in Europe. 

How did Father Giambattista’s story, in all the detail articulated above, get published in 
the emerging new tabloid La Presse? In his 1897 account of the Carmelite monastery’s his-
tory, Father Saint Sauveur sheds light on this point: 

When in 1837,Jean-Baptiste visited Paris, the famous novelist of the 
time, Alexandre Dumas, published an article in the newspaper La Pres-
se on 31 May 1837, in favor of the project at the Carmel. This article 
was later translated into various languages, and greatly contributed to 
garnering support and popularizing Jean-Baptiste’s project.10

And so it would seem that what began as a recounting of past events11 during an 
interview in Paris, turned into a newspaper story by an aspiring novelist, and from there 
onwards embellished12 and repeated enough times to be accepted as history.

Chapter Two: The Ottoman Tanzimat in Palestine 

The reformation and modernization of the Ottoman Empire in the nineteenth century, 
known as the Tanzimat, is widely considered as a major catalyst of change and develop-
ment. Initially the new regulations and policies introduced by the Tanzimat were aimed 
at facilitating enhanced governmental control in the Ottoman provinces. As time wore on 
they increasingly took on the role of bringing about liberal reform, modernization and 
progress, thus spurring and advancing ongoing processes of urbanization and commerce 
with international markets13. Particularly from the mid nineteenth century onwards the 
Tanzimat accommodated the interests of European powers in Palestine, allowing the 
establishment of a network of semi-autonomous consulates with special rights.14 This in 
turn gave rise to a mobile and growing community of consuls, merchants and clergy who 
resided in Palestine and maintained close contacts with an increasingly western-oriented 
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local elite.15 In this respect Haifa, Nazareth and their environs were no different to the cit-
ies of Beirut, Jaffa, Jerusalem, and Alexandria, characterized by a relatively tolerant mosaic 
of religious and ethnic communities, including Muslim, Greek Orthodox, Latin Catholics, 
Druze, Maronites, Jews, Baha’is and Templar Germans. 

Architecturally speaking, the celebrated legacies of the Tanzimat in Palestine can be 
divided into two groups: The first appears from the mid nineteenth century onwards, 
when the cities of Palestine were subjected to a spurt of development through which each 
of the European powers expressed its prowess and secured a stronghold in the holy land. 
In this process the cities of Jerusalem, Jaffa, Nazareth and Haifa were endowed with an 
array of public institutions, most of them under the auspices of religious establishments 
and causes. Such were the German protestant Schneller orphanage (also known as The 
Syrian Orphanage) built at the outskirts of Jerusalem in 1856; the Greek-orthodox church 
and pilgrim’s hostel (known as ‘The Russian Compound’) in Jerusalem, built by Tzar Alex-
ander II in 1860; the French Hospice in Jaffa, built in 1879 for the Sisters of Saint Joseph; 
and the nunnery of Notre-Dame du Mont-Carmel, built at the footsteps of Mount Car-
mel in Haifa 1888, to name but a few. Most of the edifices left by this era throughout the 
county are still associated today with the countries that sponsored them, and are widely 
considered as the celebrated markers of Europe’s role in introducing social, institutional 
and technological progress into nineteenth century Palestine.16 

Appearing on the scene circa 1900 the second group constitutes the Imperial projects 
of the Ottoman regime under Sultan AbdulHamid II. Perhaps the most celebrated of these 
projects was the ambitious Hejaz Railway, aimed at creating a direct connection between 
Istanbul and the pilgrimage destinations of Mecca and Medina in the Hejaz region of 
Arabia. This project, funded through popular subscription and treasury subsidies17 and 
executes with considerable German technical and financial support, came into fruition in 
the early years of the twentieth century. The laying of the 1600 km from Baghdad to Hejaz 
(with a branch line to Haifa) involved thousands of local employees, from builders and 
platelayers to site managers and engineers, and introduced innovative engineering and 
new building materials. It was, without doubt, one of the largest public projects of the era, 
and a major agent of progress and modernity. 

Another imperial project, much smaller in scope but particularly well known for its 
deliberate assertion of the Ottoman empire’s modernity, was the erection of seven clock 
towers in major Palestinian towns18 between 1901-1907, in celebration of the 25th anni-
versary of Sultan AbdulHamid II reign19. 

These public high profile projects, documented and celebrated20, well exposed to the 
public eye (and therefore continuously researched), demonstrate and establish a clear link 
between modernity, urbanization, European influence and progress. Yet at the geograph-
ical and cultural periphery of the empire, little known but nonetheless groundbreaking 
cultural exchanges constantly take place. The Tanzimat had indeed propelled local expo-
sure to progress through large public projects and through the growing mobility of diverse 
communities from the mid nineteenth century onwards. Yet rather than introducing 
modernity and cultural interchange into an entirely traditional world, it was enhanc-
ing processes of reciprocal influence which were long underway, as will be demonstrated 
through the unexpected connection between the Carmelite Monastery project and its lit-
tle side venture at the Monks’ Mill.
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Chapter Three: ‘Chimney’ Water Mills in Northern Palestine 

Mount Carmel and the Sepphoris Valley21 are located in northern Palestine, a region 
that consists of rocky mountainous terrain dissected by long valleys. The area is rich with 
fertile land, hence the basic preoccupation of its population since prehistoric and ancient 
times with agriculture. Since the area is subject to a short rainy season, water availabil-
ity has always been a prime consideration in the location of settlements and agriculture, 
determining the spread of human activities within the landscape. Many water resources, 
mainly springs, were utilized by man for personal use and irrigation. The remains of dams, 
canals, water reservoirs and aqueducts can be found scattered throughout the valley and 
the surrounding region, evidence to the sophisticated water supply systems built by past 
generations. Among these remains the chimney water mills stand out as the regionally 
typical, common and innovative local technology, which maximized local conditions of 
mountainous topography, fertile valley lands and water availability. 

Grinding wheat into flour is one of the oldest and most important crafts made to fulfill the 
basic needs of human existence. Until modern times grinding was carried out using two stones, 
one on top of the other. The upper stone, called the runner, would move and crush the grains 
distributed on the lower stone, called the sleeper. In ancient times milling was performed man-
ually, thus being a very difficult and inefficient process, motivating man to explore easier and 
more effective solutions to produce wheat. One of these solutions was the use of water power 22.

Water mills can be divided into two main prototypes, depending on the water wheel23 
orientation, vertical or horizontal. It takes large quantities of water to set a vertical water 
mill in motion, whereas horizontal water mills, less challenged by gravity, require relatively 
small amount of water. It is therefore not surprising that most pre-industrial installations 
in western Europe, where water is generally plentiful all year round, contain a vertical 
water wheel, whereas in northern Israel, where streams are sometimes seasonal and less 
abundant horizontal water wheels were used24. 
 

Image 3 - The basic scheme of chimney water mill (source: Monks’ Mill survey)
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Furthermore, innovative solutions had to be engaged in an area with unstable water supply 
in order to keep a high and constant water pressure running through the mill. The chimney 
water mill provided an innovative solution to this problem: by diverting the water stream from 
its natural course into a canal or aqueduct, and letting the water drop through high chimneys, 
the water would burst through a small hole in the bottom of the chimney and spin the horizon-
tal water wheel by kinetic energy together with the pressure created by the height differences25. 
In chimney watermills, the same amount of water can become four times more powerful than 
in regular watermills which depend only on the natural water flow of the stream26.

The watermill and the olive press27 were among the most important enterprises of the 
traditional Arab village28. Located alongside the stream, far from the village’s living quar-
ters, they usually served a number of adjacent villages. Farmers often came to the mill from 
a distance and stayed there for a few days, waiting in the long seasonal queues. Thus the mill 
became a place for regional social gathering, for exchanging local gossip, news and ideas 29. 

Historically, only wealthy land-owning families could own a watermill since building 
and maintaining it required funds and expertise. The distant and isolated mill, with its abun-
dance of grains and wheat, was a magnet for gangs of robbers and only forceful owners, such 
as Emirs, government agents, and powerful rural families, were able to protect their custom-
ers30. The operation of the mill was usually leased to a the highest bidding local, who in turn 
generated his income by charging the villagers a small percentage of their grain for his ser-
vices. This system proved profitable to all parties involved, and was considered an attractive 
and worthwhile business enterprise up to the early twentieth century.

Chapter Four: The Monks’ Mill: Development and Features

The Monks’ Mill, situated on the banks of the Sepphoris Stream in northern Israel, is 
a double level chimney water mill, with two chimneys on each level. The water propelling 
the mill was diverted from a spring (Ras el Ein) two km up the Sepphoris Stream, and led 
by a water canal and an aqueduct to the upper chimneys of the mill. In northern Palestine 
It was one of the largest and most productive mills of its time, and it continued to function 
as a mill until the late 1920’s31, well after most Ottoman mills. 

When surveying a vernacular edifice such as a water mill, one usually encounters little to 
no written documentation regarding its construction or operation. Due to the unusual cir-
cumstances of the Monks’ Mill reconstruction, its history is fortunately interwoven in the 
chronicles of the Carmelite Order in Haifa. The story, as told by Dumas and published in La 
Presse in 1837, focuses on Giambattista’s endeavors and resourcefulness, and accordingly sheds 
an extraordinarily bright light on the mill’s role as a financial investment, as well as on the tech-
nological ingenuity which was required to divert water to the hitherto abandoned mill.

The Monks Mill was built in several phases of which we know very little, andwas in 
ruins when spotted by Giambattista on his journey (according to Dumas’ account). Alleg-
edly, it was his idea to use the water from ‘Ras El Ein’ spring in order to set the mills in 
motion again: “He searched so well, that at the distance of a mile he found a spring, which by 
means of an aqueduct, he could make useful for his plans.”32 
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Image 4 - The Monks’ Mill double chimney watermill system (source: Monks’ Mill survey)

Image 5 - The Monks’ Mill, 2012 (source: Monks’ Mill Survey)

While Dumas and Wilson’s accounts allude to Giambattista as the professional ‘Schol-
ared European’ introducing the ‘Local Indigenous’ to new and advanced technologies, 
this paper argues that, without undermining the importance of Giambattista idea, he 
was merely applying vernacular technologies prevalent in the region since ancient times. 
Indeed, it would seem that Giambattista’s main achievement was the wise integration of 
those local technologies into his plans.

The remains of old chimney water mills scattered throughout the streams of Northern 
Israel provide ample testimony to an extensive, knowledge-based local industry, which in 
our case served as the basis of an exchange between local and foreign technologies. 
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The practice of using diversion dams to convey stream water through low grade canals, 
thus artificially enlarging the height differences, was common to many chimney water mills, 
such as the eighteen watermills and five diversion dams of Amud Valley33. Similarly, the dou-
ble-level mill was a well known local contraption. The Marfuka Mills, a mile downstream from 
the Monks’ Mill, were double level chimney water mills with one chimney on each level. Water 
for these mills was also diverted by a dam not far from the Monks’ Mill. Yet another chimney 
water mill, situated on the banks of the Zalmon stream, also has two levels of chimneys, and in 
the Farod valley, the remains of a three level chimney water mill are still evident. 

Furthermore, the water supply system for old Sepphoris, built by the Romans during 
the 1st and 2nd centuries AD conveyed water from the foothill springs of Nazareth through 
two aqueducts, one carved and the other stone built, to an underground water reservoir. 
From here water flowed to the city of Sepphoris through a tunnel and an aqueduct34. 

These examples demonstrate that the Monks mill, albeit reconstructed by the Car-
melites, was informed and inspired by well-established local building traditions, rich in 
advanced technological solutions. Nevertheless,, some features of the building, such as 
the unification of the two levels of chimneys and the entire grinding system to one com-
prehensive building, and the use of European round vaults instead of the typical pointed 
Ottoman vault, make the foreign influence well noticed and emphasizes the Monks’ Mill 
uniqueness amongst the region’s chimney water mills.

Chapter Five: Conclusion

By departing from the hegemonic narrative which portrays Europe as the ‘agent of pro-
gress’ which, in its role as an imperial power introduces new technologies to a retrograde 
Middle East, this paper joins more contemporary notions of a reciprocal encounter. It is 
rather a confluence between east and west involving different cultures, traditions, knowl-
edge and expertise, which resulted in cross-fertilization and led to unique enterprises. 

The watermill industry in Northern Palestine is one typical example of a vernacular yet 
highly sophisticated and ever evolving technology, stemming from universal human necessi-
ties as well as from the specific environmental conditions of the region. At the Monks’ Mill, a 
western architect, one who masters traditional European building techniques interacted with 
this local knowledge. Western and Eastern building traditions were fused and integrated in the 
Monks’ Mill features, and resulted in an innovative solution for water conveyance as well as in 
an outstanding mill building, to this day impressive and noticeable in its surrounding. 

It is thus suggested that the mobility of 19th century Ottoman society brought together 
different communities connected by common financial or social interests; and that this 
development is reflected not only by high-profile, well-known and well-documented 
architectural projects, such as clock towers or foreign hospices, but also through remote 
rural sites such as the Monks’ Mill. The absence of formal, western documentation leads 
to a presumption that wide progressions of modernity usually occur in the urban sphere, 
while the rural periphery continues to retain its traditional ways, oblivious to the winds 
of change and progress. And while the Tanzimât reformation of the mid nineteenth cen-
tury did enhance the modernization of the region and its break from traditionalism, it is 
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through uncharted sites such as the Monks’ Mill that we are reminded of the existence 
of cultural confluence and technological breakthroughs on the social and geographical 
periphery, absent from the broad strokes of history painted by western narratives . 

Notes
1	  the edifice (which was to replace an earlier building at a different location) had been under construction since the laying of 

its corner stone in 1767, see Carmel, 1969: 65-75
2	  Not to be confused with father Giambattista di Sant-Alessio, the father architect who designed the now dilapidated mon-

astery building during the 1760’s. 
3	  Carmel, 1969: 75
4	  Hogg, 1835 (Vol II): 177
5	  Carmel, 1969: 75-76
6	  von Mulinen,1908: 126
7	  At the beginning of the nineteenth century Haifa was a shore town of 2000 inhabitants at the footsteps of Mount Carmel. 

The new Carmelite Monastery was a solitary building at the very tip of the yet undeveloped mountain, and was at the time 
unparalleled in its size, majesty and viability, see Carmel, 1969: 101-103

8	  To name some of these sources: John Wilson’s ‘The Lands of the Bible’ of 1847; Victor Guerin’s ‘Description Geographique, 
Historique, et Archeologique de la Palestine’ of 1880; the March-April 1933 volume of the Carmelite journal ‘La Voix de Notre 
Dame du Mont Carmel’, where Dumas’s account was re-published in full. Carmel (footnote in 1968:103) cites additional 
sources which recount Giambattista’s project, although not all these mention the Monks Mill (for example Hogg’s Visit to 
Alexandria, Damascus and Jerusalem. 1835).

9	  in the 31st of May, 1837 edition of La Presse ,‘Varietes’ section, under the heading ‘Frere Jean-Baptiste: Architecte du 
Carmel’.

10	  Translated from the French by the authors, see original footnote in Saint -Sauveur, 1897: 197: “L’orsque le F. Jean-Baptiste 
visita Paris, en 1837, un celebre romancier de l’epoque, Alexandre Dumas, publia, le 31 mai 1837, dans le journal La Presse, 
en faveur de l’oeuvre du Carmel, un article qui, traduit en diverses langues, contribua puissamment a vulgariser l’oeuvre et 
a lui concilier les sympathies”.

11	  by 1837 the 1st storey of the rebuilt monastery was complete and inhabited (see Hogg, 1935: 175), and presumably so was 
the acquisition and renovation of the Monks’ Mill.

12	  For an example of embellishment, consider the description of Dumas as ‘the famous novelist of the time’’, which certainly 
was the case in 1897 when Saint-Sauveur wrote his history of the Carmelite order, but not in 1837, before Dumas published 
any of his novels.

13	  Krämer, 2008: 71-76
14	  Maoz, 1968: 211-212
15	  Seikaly, p. 26-28.
16	  For an example to this widely accepted point of view see Kroyaker, D, Architecture in Jerusalem: Euro-Christian Construction 

Outside the Walls 1855-1918, Keter Press, Jerusalem, 1987. 
17	  Shaw & Shaw, 1977: 227
18	  Jerusalem, Jaffa, Nablus, Acre, Safed, Haifa and Nazareth.
19	  For more on relationships between modernity and Ottoman temporality see in Wishnitzer, A, Reading Clocks Alla Turca: 

Time and Society in the Late Ottoman Empire, The University of Chicago Press, Chicago & London, 2015. 
20	  The Hijaz railway project was documented at the behest of Sultan Abdulhamid II by court photographer Ali Sami Bey, a 

graduate of the Imperial school of Military Engineering who was employed by the palace to document various Imperial 
activities outside Istanbul, see under Ottoman Empire: Asia and Persia (p.1037) in Hannavy’s Encyclopedia of Nineteenth-
Century Photography, Routledge, 2008. 

21	  During the 18th century Sepphoris valley was referred to as ‘Wady el Melek’, see for example Conder and Kitchener, 1881: 
267 & sheet V. 

22	  Avitzur, 1992: p. 72
23	  Water mills consist of a revolving wheel (‘water wheel’) which is operated by the force of flowing water, and in turn spins 

the ‘runner’- the top stone. 
24	  Frenkel, 2003: p. 48-49
25	  Avitzur, 1992: p. 75
26	  Avitzur, 1972: p. 249
27	  The place where olive oil was produced using an olive oil press.
28	  Shufani, 1988: p. 102
29	  Avitzur, 1972: p. 87
30	  Shufani, 1988: p. 103 
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31	  Avitzur, 1994: p. 393-394
32	  Wilson, 1847: 243-245 (footnote)
33	  Freundlich & Sha’altiel, 2006:1
34	  For additional information about these systems see the archaeological surveys of excavation seasons at the site of Zepphoris, 

such as by Y. Tepper (2013) and U. Berger & O. Barzily et al (2011).
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