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            Preface
The Pilots

         
         In August 2014, I visited Israel for ten days that happened to coincide with the end of one of the wars with its Palestinian
            neighbors. That summer had seen an escalating cycle of violence beginning in June, when three Israeli Jewish teenage boys
            hitchhiking near the West Bank settlement where they lived were kidnapped and then murdered. Mobs of vengeful Jews rampaged
            through the streets of Jerusalem in retaliation, burning and destroying property as they searched for Arabs to lynch. One
            sixteen-year-old Palestinian boy was indeed abducted, beaten to death, and then set ablaze in a forest just outside of town.
            Palestinians on the West Bank responded to news of that murder with their own demonstrations, lobbing stones against the Israeli police and military sent to quell the unrest. 
         

         
         More intense fighting yet took place in the south, in the Palestinian enclave of Gaza, from which territory the Islamist group Hamas fired rockets and mortars into Israel, killing several people and injuring a score more. In a few cases, Hamas fighters entered the country through secretly dug tunnels, emerging into a kibbutz close to the border, where they killed a number of soldiers stationed there in the event of just such an attack. At first, Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu limited his response to strikes by fighter jets and drones. Then, in the middle of July, he ordered Israeli ground troops to invade Gaza, where soldiers engaged Hamas’s irregular troops in brutal hand-to-hand combat amid tight warrens of homes and businesses, resulting in hundreds of casualties: combatants on both sides as well as civilians, including many children. 

         
         I watched the hostilities unfold over CNN from Okinawa, Japan, where my wife and I were visiting her family. Even with ground
            combat continuing, Hamas fired its missiles from Gaza deep inside Israel, coming close to Ben Gurion Airport on a few occasions.
            CNN also showed widespread destruction and death among Gaza’s Palestinians as a result of Israeli military attacks from the
            air. 
         

         
         The images from Israel and Gaza alternated with scenes of combat in the United States: In Ferguson, Missouri, large groups
            of protesters, mostly African American teenagers and young adults, were shown running from phalanxes of police officers wearing
            black helmets and body armor and carrying shields, batons, and firearms. The officers were supported by multiple military
            vehicles, modified personnel carriers firing tear gas bombs from turrets on the top. CNN reported that the demonstrations,
            which began in protest of the killing of a young man during a confrontation with a police officer, had now devolved into looting
            and violence, broadcasting images of stores with broken windows and smashed doors.
         

         
         I had been planning to fly from Japan to Israel on my own so that I could spend time with my brother Gabriel. Having been to Israel during other conflicts, I myself wasn’t worried. Israel had faced foreign armies with serious capabilities in the past, after all, while Hamas was a homegrown militia of a few thousand fighters. Just two days before I was supposed to leave, moreover, Hamas and Israel ended up declaring a cease-fire. Still, it felt prudent not to have my wife and six-year-old child joining me; she was understandably terrified by even the remotest potentiality of being hit by a rocket. 

         
         Though biologically full brothers, Gabi and I are seventeen and one-half years apart—sixty-four and forty-six at the time
            of this trip—our respective generations as foreign to each other, really, as our nationalities. We didn’t grow up together
            in the same house, or even the same country, our parents having been in entirely different phases of life when they raised
            each of us. Gabi was born on a kibbutz on the shores of the Sea of Galilee, and came of age in an Israel that was economically
            strapped and under constant threat of war. He was already thirteen when he came to the United States with my parents and attended
            Monroe High School in Rochester, New York. In contrast with the austerity and militant solidarity he grew up with in Israel,
            Gabi had arrived in the United States just in time to sample the prosperity of an unprecedented economic boom and to experience
            the impact of the ongoing civil rights movement as Monroe High School was integrating its student body. Baffled at first by
            American manners and racial dynamics, he nevertheless adapted well, became the school’s tennis star, and fell just short of
            the state championship. I was born during Gabi’s senior year at Monroe, 1967–1968, and within a matter of months, he had already
            returned to Israel to start his mandatory military service.
         

         
         “Don’t get killed over there,” read one signature in his yearbook. “But if you do, it was great to know you.”

         
         My parents had initially planned to return to Israel as well, after my father had earned a bachelor’s degree in engineering at the Rochester Institute of Technology, but then he found a series of rewarding jobs at factories in the area, and decided to pursue a master’s at night while he worked. My younger brother, Dani, was born when I was two, and when I was four, our parents bought a house in the suburb of Brighton, known for its large Jewish population and excellent public schools. My mother began to teach Hebrew at a large synagogue’s thriving day school. 

         
         My parents kept a room for Gabi in the suburban house where he had never lived, but I saw him in person only during visits
            to steamy Tel Aviv during summer vacation, and the incongruity between our lives stood out at several key junctures. I can
            recall coming home from Council Rock Elementary School in the fall of 1973 to find my mother perched over the radio, attempting
            to hear the latest details of the fighting between Arab armies and Israel, fighting in which Gabi was a front-line combatant.
            Later, as I made my way through middle and high school, Gabi went to law school, got married, and set about raising two children.
         

         
         As adults, we have tried to compensate for the differences in our ages, geography, and life experience with short, intense
            visits—usually around weddings, birthdays, or other family events—a few days stolen away in the name of reclaimed brotherhood,
            or even just a few hours. Our longest time together was a ten-day trip in Sicily in 2007, when he was fifty-seven, his daughters
            all grown up, and I was thirty-nine, my son not yet born. Gabi had been there several times before, and he drove us around
            the island in a rental car, from its lush beaches to its snow-covered volcanic slopes, exploring crumbling hilltop villages
            and coastal towns whose histories were Roman, Byzantine, Arab, African, Ottoman, and Norman. Since that trip, however, our
            respective schedules had been dictated entirely by work and family obligations, and we knew the summer of 2014 was a singular opportunity to spend a few days together. War or no war, then, I resolved to go as planned.
            
         

         
         I had never flown to Israel from East Asia before, and there were no direct flights from Tokyo to Tel Aviv at that time, but I discovered a flight from Hong Kong to Tel Aviv on El Al, the Israeli national airlines. Reaching Hong Kong took just over an hour on one of the multiple daily flights offered by small airlines for tourists and business travelers from China, and my flight left Okinawa on time, as is the rule in Japan. My entry into Hong Kong’s international terminal was smooth, facilitated by a perfunctory inspection of my American passport from the uniformed customs officer. Following the overhead signs indicating gate numbers, I made my way through the airport, an enormous, hypermodern complex containing, in addition to flights headed to hundreds of locations throughout Asia, Europe, Africa, and the Americas, a cornucopia of restaurants, multilingual bookstores, and duty-free shops, as well as free, ubiquitous, high-speed Wi-Fi. It even contained a mini-museum dedicated to Bruce Lee and, most usefully, clean bathrooms equipped with showers. Highly secure, the airport had multiple internal security checkpoints where bags were screened and passports were inspected by legions of stern-eyed officials in a variety of uniforms, each with their own elaborate epaulets. Finally, I arrived at my gate, where a seemingly exasperated Chinese attendant checked my passport, ticket, and boarding pass one more time, confirming that the necessary stamps and signatures were all in place before referring me to “them over there,” a group of non-Chinese men and women in their early twenties, all dressed identically in large white cotton button-down shirts and dark slacks, each with their own stand to conduct interviews of would-be passengers. 

         
         I recognized these folks immediately as Israeli security, hired by the airlines as an additional layer of screening—an Israeli level of security legendary for its ability to sniff out terrorists lurking among legitimate passengers. El Al insists on installing these agents, mostly men and women just released from their military service, at every airport from which there are flights to Israel. I stepped up to a young woman with long, black curly hair and tattoos visible on her arms and neck. She looked through my American passport, noticed my Israeli name, and then asked if I spoke Hebrew. 

         
         “We can try,” I answered back in Hebrew, smart-alecky enough to indicate I was fluent in the culture as well as the language.
            
         

         
         She giggled, then asked me a series of questions about my reasons for going to Israel, who I knew in the country, how long
            I was planning to stay, etc. 
         

         
         Out of the corner of my eye, I noticed the Chinese woman next to me, whose English was passable but imprecise, being subjected
            to a far more rigorous interrogation after telling her security officer, a lean young man with a military-style buzz cut,
            that she was going as an independent tourist without any itinerary or reservations—a reasonable enough plan for someone headed
            to Paris but one that, when it came to traveling to Israel in a time of war, raised red flags. My security officer smiled,
            placed a sticker on my passport, handed it back to me, and told me to have a good journey. Her colleague, meanwhile, asked
            the unfortunate Chinese woman an increasingly intrusive set of questions as he went through her luggage, item by item.
         

         
         Thus cleared, I proceeded through the terminal, passing capacious gates with ample seating to accommodate entire planeloads
            of passengers. I went by a flight to Jakarta, where a large group of people were speaking to one another excitedly, presumably
            satisfied with the course of their business affairs or sightseeing expeditions. At the next gate, a flight to Belgrade, I
            focused on a group of five or six Serbian men waiting for the trip home, looking exhausted and hungover, though still sporting
            mischievous grins at the memory of whatever adventure they were returning from.
         

         
         The El Al flight had been placed strategically at the end of the terminal, but I knew I was close when a compact, middle-aged man in a plaid sports jacket approached me and, in accented English, asked with gritted politeness if he could help me. Recognizing that he was a senior airline security man, no doubt the supervisor of the brunette and her buzz-cut colleague, I answered in Hebrew that I was headed for the flight to Tel Aviv. He nodded knowingly. Still, before allowing me to proceed to the waiting area, he asked to see my passport and boarding pass. 

         
         In contrast with the cheerful animation I saw among the passengers about to board all the other international flights, the
            Israelis were somber, many staring hard into their smartphones or laptops, as if writing a final goodbye message, while others
            sat stiffly in their chairs, eyes darting, mouths fixed into frowns. Strangers avoided eye contact with one another. The older
            couple sitting across from me didn’t even speak to each other, preferring to stare silently in different directions, as if
            preparing themselves for a journey they considered absolutely necessary, and yet gravely dangerous. 
         

         
         Slowly, after one more check of our boarding cards against our passports, all the passengers boarded the 747. Only when the
            aircraft’s doors were finally closed and bolted did the dour faces finally begin to relax. One middle-aged man who, with his
            dress shirt and briefcase, appeared to be on a business trip, sighed, and then collapsed both into his seat and into an instant
            slumber. The sullen couple from the gate began chatting freely with a bald man sitting next to them, comparing notes about
            tourism in the Far East as well as various business schemes back home in Israel. 
         

         
         “We don’t have oil,” the bald man said, tapping his exposed pate, “so we have to use our brains.” 

         
         It was a bit of conventional wisdom I’d heard often from Israelis of my parents’ generation, though it no longer felt accurate. For a moment, I considered interrupting them to point out that Israel had recently discovered natural gas reserves in the Mediterranean, to which the government was just then in the process of negotiating a multi-billion-dollar deal for access, but ultimately decided not to be a killjoy. This was August, usually the height of the tourist season, and the plane was half empty, no doubt the result of the war prompting cancellations of Chinese groups on Holy Land trips that had provided a vital stream of new income to Israel’s tourist industry. 

         
         After stowing my bag in the overhead bin, I approached a nearby flight attendant. My cousin was an El Al pilot, I told her,
            and while he did not work this route, he had sent his colleagues an email to say I was coming, while instructing me to tell
            the captain once I was on board. Young, pretty, and perfectly made up, the flight attendant was attentive and warm as I fumbled
            through my explanation, and said she would pass along the message. I was, frankly, a little surprised by this show of courtesy
            and professionalism. The El Al of my youth had been staffed by gruff, ill-kempt, middle-aged apparatchiks trained, one would
            have assumed, in the Soviet school of public service. Back then, the reflexive response to any passenger query seemed to be
            “Do it yourself.” I could hardly believe this was the same airline, with its cushioned seats, up-to-date electronics, and
            courteous staff.
         

         
         I sat down in an aisle seat with two vacant seats between me and the window seat at the end of my row, occupied by a man wearing
            a tight black T-shirt. Just before takeoff, the head flight attendant, an elegant, middle-aged woman with perfectly coiffed
            hair and long, painted fingernails, came to my seat and introduced herself. She asked about my cousin, whom she knew well,
            and said the pilot would be glad to bring me to the cockpit a little later, after they’d reached a cruising altitude and finished
            the food service. 
         

         
         The takeoff was smooth and on time. As the plane made its ascent, I watched some television and ate a surprisingly delicious meal with fresh bread and fruit. Later that evening, just as promised, the head flight attendant reappeared at my chair with the captain at her side, a kindly, gray-haired man who introduced himself as Ron and offered to bring me up to the cockpit. 

         
         I tried to restrain my childish excitement. We walked through coach and first class up to a heavy, reinforced door where Ron
            rang a doorbell. The door swung open and I was welcomed inside. The cockpit had two rows of seats, and I was offered one of
            the well-worn black leather chairs in the second row. Ron introduced me to two of his copilots: Zvika, slight but lean, with
            a shock of gray-black hair swept to the side; and burly Yehudah, bald and robust. The plane had four pilots, led by Captain
            Ron, but, as per their regulations for a flight of this length, one was always outside of the cockpit, catching some sleep,
            which left an extra seat for me.
         

         
         Like my cousin, these men were all veterans of the Israel Air Force, men whose exploits in F-16s, Phantoms, Skyhawks, and
            other jet fighters had thrilled and inspired me as a child. I had read voraciously about these daredevils who managed to surprise
            the entire Egyptian Air Force on the ground in 1967, obliterated Iraqi dictator Saddam Hussein’s nascent nuclear weapons facility
            in 1981, and rescued Ethiopian Jews from war and starvation in 1991. Both Ron and Zvika were former fighter pilots, while
            Yehudah had commanded a Hercules, a transport plane that had to be loaded with a precise balance of men and matériel as it
            was flown in or out of combat areas.
         

         
         For all of this fearsome history they’d lived and fought through, the pilots were jovial and talkative, engaging me in a conversation that was interrupted frequently as they adjusted one of dozens of dials or checked in with local air traffic control. Captain Ron was pleased to show off the cockpit’s digital technology, even as he lamented the way the GPS had created crowded air lanes along standard flight paths, shortening flight times but making the pilot’s job rather dull. Even the frequent bouts of turbulence we were experiencing, he explained, wistfully, were hardly more significant than a stiff breeze buffeting a passenger bus on the highway. 

         
         Flight attendants arrived every few minutes bearing espressos, specially prepared fruit salads, and other delicacies, and
            soon we were talking with the sort of familiarity and openness that so often characterizes Israeli conversation. Since their
            retirement from the military, these onetime warriors had clearly become not only well traveled but quite cultivated as well.
            Zvika discussed the restaurants he liked in Hong Kong and showed me photos on his iPhone of the natural hot springs in the
            mountains around the city to which he’d hiked with one of the flight attendants. The fourth pilot, Kalman, who came in when
            Captain Ron went to take his appointed break, had lived in Japan for a few years following his military service, learned to
            speak passable Japanese, and studied both martial arts and sushi making under great masters of these respective fields.
         

         
         As the pilots nonchalantly steered the plane through the inky darkness over the hinterlands of China, the Himalayas, and into
            Central Asia, we kept talking.
         

         
         “Look,” Yehudah said at one point, extending his index finger excitedly toward a tiny red dot that I could barely see in the
            distance through the cockpit glass. “Another plane, just a few hundred meters away.” 
         

         
         He lifted his radio microphone and announced himself with a series of numbers and letters, describing the type of vessel and
            destination, getting only a terse response back, an identification number with neither an aircraft description nor an affiliation.
            
         

         
         “Probably Chinese military,” he mused. 

         
         When the conversation turned to politics, it quickly became clear that the pilots all felt Israel was, for the moment, safe from any foreign enemy, even a major power like Russia, which was just then stepping up its support for the beleaguered Syrian dictator next door, Bashar Assad. The so-called Islamic State had just declared its existence in a swath of territory they had seized from both Assad and Iraq; still, the pilots felt the military was well prepared for “Da’esh,” as they called it, using the derogatory Arabic acronym. Nevertheless, they were all troubled by the current war in Gaza and worried about the general direction in which their homeland was headed. Kalman was particularly disturbed by the images of Palestinian children and other civilians killed and maimed by Israeli warplanes. True, Hamas was a terrorist organization that deliberately placed its rocket batteries in civilian institutions and homes, but it also functioned as the government in Gaza, operating schools, hospitals, and other social services for two million civilians. Kalman had flown over Gaza many times and knew it was densely packed, so he could picture exactly how much damage an F-16’s missiles would do to an entire neighborhood. 

         
         Yehudah’s son and daughter were in their late twenties, both of them married with children of their own, both prosperous from careers in the booming field of high tech. Nevertheless, Yehudah lamented that people with his liberal and secular values were increasingly eschewing careers in the Israeli military, jeopardizing the institution he knew best. Increasingly, key positions throughout the different branches and bureaucracies in the military, particularly in the combat units, were being filled by individuals who identified as “religious zionists,” observant Jews who fused their faith with a militant political stance. Including large numbers of American-born Jews, the religious zionists were strong supporters of the settlements in occupied Palestinian territories and highly organized politically, with their own political parties and representatives in the Knesset, Israel’s parliament. Many truly believed that living in Judea and Samaria, lands that in ancient times belonged to Jewish tribes but for generations had been home to Palestinian Muslims, would fulfill biblical prophecy and hasten the arrival of the messiah. 

         
         To Yehudah and the other pilots, the religious zionists were injecting a dangerous element into the most important institution
            in the country, an action that could have serious consequences on the battlefield: When it came to those crucial moments in
            which orders were given that might contradict a soldier’s religious beliefs—during the evacuation of an illegal settlement
            as the result of a peace agreement, say—where would the loyalty of these religious zionist soldiers lie? “Will they obey their
            commanders,” Yehudah asked, “or their rabbi?”
         

         
         I spent five hours of the twelve-hour flight talking with the pilots, repeatedly asking if I was disturbing them, no matter
            how much they assured me that I was entertaining them on what would otherwise have been a long and boring trip. Finally, after
            so many espressos and treats I felt dizzy, I headed back to my seat, where I curled up under a blanket, halfway between sleep
            and exhaustion. 
         

         
         In my half-dreams, the journey itself became the destination, and I imagined the whole nation of Israel as one great vessel soaring through the darkness, a vessel full of my long-lost sisters and brothers, dressed in the costumes they had adopted during their long sojourns, pouring tea from intricately decorated samovars, or serving thick black coffee from little pots with grounds at the bottom, or passing around a bottle of schnapps as they negotiated, debated, and regaled each other with improbable stories, often in different languages from one another, but with the certainty and joy that their gathering together was itself evidence of their designated role in some cosmic design. They had each miraculously escaped brutal oppressors and mobs of murderers, hadn’t they? Surely their course was now charted by divine hands. 

         
         And yet, up in the cockpit, the pilot guiding the vessel in my dream was growing increasingly anxious as he gazed out at the
            horizon. Not because of any external threats, but because he knew that in the not-so-distant future, one of those passengers
            would have to replace him, and he had real doubts that any of his potential successors would have that crucial ability to
            discern up from down, a basic necessity in keeping the plane from crashing into the ground.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Twelve Tribes

         
         
            In those days there was no king in Israel; everyone did as he pleased.

            —Judges 21:25

         

         I gave this book its title to employ, like many others before me, the Tanakh’s depiction of the ancient Twelve Tribes as a
            paradigm for the complicated, often fraught dynamics among the religious factions, ethnic traditions, and political affiliations
            within Israel today. The modern “tribes” of Israel are not precise cognates for those ancient tribes, but the interactions,
            conflicts, and collaborations among these new tribal alignments, nevertheless, define the country’s culture and politics,
            not only internally, but with Palestinians, the broader Middle East, and the rest of the world—above all, the Jewish communities
            of the United States. 
         

         
         I have traveled to Israel many times since childhood, led several group tours, and organized many cultural exchanges, especially for journalists, authors, and other artists, but for this book, I went to Israel on four extended trips: in 2014, during the war with Gaza; and three times after that within a twelve-month period from 2017 to 2018. My goal was to document Israel at this crucial historical moment, and so I kept my literary lens at street level, letting conversations unspool and allowing people to speak for themselves. I interviewed hundreds of women and men from a wide variety of backgrounds, occupations, and perspectives, utilizing my Hebrew skills to gain access to Israelis, and my American-ness to cross internal borders between Israeli “tribes” as well as between Israelis and Palestinians, abjuring pundits, politicians, and thought leaders in favor of those who could more forthrightly comment and reflect on the realities of daily life. 

         
         The ancient Tribes remain at the heart of Jewish identity, and understanding them is a prerequisite to understanding Israel.
            Israel is of course a modern nation-state standing on a piece of land sacred not only to Jews but also Christians, Muslims,
            Baha’i, and others, territory that has been a fulcrum in religious as well as political events for more than three thousand
            years. The name itself, however, comes straight out of the Tanakh, which states that “Israel,” meaning “one who wrestles with
            God,” was originally the second name given by a mysterious stranger to Jacob, Abraham’s grandson. Jacob met this stranger
            on the banks of a river and they fought for hours, without resolution, even though Jacob was injured at the hip. Finally,
            at daybreak, the man asked Jacob to release him, but Jacob refused until the man blessed him, whereupon the man, an angel,
            or possibly a vision of God, bestowed on Jacob the new name “Israel.” 
         

         
         The Tanakh relates that Jacob/Israel’s twelve sons and their descendants maintained their unity throughout the centuries of
            exile and slavery in Egypt and then in the years wandering through the Sinai with Moses. Though Moses himself was barred from
            entering the Promised Land, his successor, Joshua, forged an army out of these former Egyptian slaves, leading them to conquest
            and settlement. Within a few generations, however, the Tribes had become fierce rivals more often than brotherly allies, robbing,
            raping, murdering one another, and conspiring with foreign enemies to advance their own interests over those of their brother
            tribes. 
         

         
         Saul, appointed the first king of Israel, failed to unify them, and tribalism remained an issue as well for his charismatic successor, David. Only David’s wise son Solomon was able to unify the Tribes for the better part of his reign, and this is described as the kingdom’s high point of peace and prosperity, when it held sway across the region. In time, though, intertribal tensions emerged once more, finally ripping the kingdom into two; nor were the kings of Israel and Judah any more successful at eliminating tribalism within their respective domains. 

         
         Ten of the original Twelve Tribes were uprooted by the Assyrian Empire’s invasion in the eighth century b.c.e., becoming the original “Lost Tribes,” while thousands of other Israelites were taken into exile by the subsequent Babylonian
            invasion, but the survivors held on to their dual identities as Israelites and members of their individual tribes. From Babylon
            to Warsaw, tribe was a fundamental component of Jewish identity. To this day, some Jewish families are recognized as Levites,
            and certain Levites are also Kohanim, considered the progeny of Moses’s brother and lieutenant, Aaron. The Kohanim served
            as priests in the Temple in Jerusalem until its ultimate destruction by the Romans in 70 c.e. and then maintained their lineage over the millennia by passing traditions from father to son, and still today have special
            responsibilities in Orthodox synagogues as well as in certain ceremonies at the Western Wall in Jerusalem, just beneath where
            the Temple used to stand. 
         

         
         Though secular socialists, the founders of the State of Israel were fascinated by the Twelve Tribes, writing them into Israel’s Declaration of Establishment as well as its fundamental legal codes. Among the first major policies they enacted was the Law of Return, which made Jews around the world eligible for Israeli citizenship, citing the prophet Ezekiel’s vision that the Tribes would all find their way back to their ancestral home, and every new group of Jews arriving from a distant land is automatically labeled a “Lost Tribe” in mainstream media reports and political speeches alike. Israel’s first prime minister, David Ben-Gurion, seeing parallels between the Twelve Tribes and the conflict with the Palestinians, not least in the story of Joshua’s conquest of Canaan, created a study group to analyze the sacred texts. And after Israel won control over the West Bank and Gaza in the 1967 Six-Day War, religious settlers cited the Tribes as historic and religious justification for claiming territory from Palestinians, arguing that their ownership of the land was divinely ordained. 

         
         To this day, the Tribes have remained a potent metaphor for all sides in modern Israel, embodying the struggle to remain true
            to one’s family, clan, homeland, or faith while also being a loyal citizen of the state. In a 2015 speech at the Fifteenth
            Annual Herzliya Conference, Israeli President Reuven Rivlin cited the Twelve Tribes to warn that the country was cleaving,
            perhaps irrevocably, along religious as well as ethnic lines because of its failure to respond to the rapid population growth
            of ultra-Orthodox Jews, or Haredim, and Palestinian citizens of Israel.
         

         
         Tall and rotund, with a tuft of short-cropped, snowy white hair atop a bespectacled, cherubic face, Rivlin spoke to an audience of Israel’s political, military, and economic elites, as well as selected American Jewish leaders, and used pie charts projected behind him to underscore his points: Palestinian citizens and Haredim were each contributing nearly 25 percent of the nation’s first graders already, nearly half of the next generation of schoolchildren, and would surely grow as a percentage of the population overall. With an average birth rate of 7.1 children per woman, Haredim—a more accurate term than “ultra-Orthodox” for those highly observant Jewish families belonging to rabbi-centered movements that originated in Eastern Europe during the nineteeth century—already represented 12 percent of Israel’s citizens, more than 1.1 million people overall, and could see their number double every sixteen years. Likewise, Palestinian citizens of Israel, sometimes called Israeli Arabs—distinct from the 5 million Palestinians in Gaza and the West Bank because they had full civil rights, at least theoretically, and were active participants in the nation’s politics and economy—were outpacing secular Jews, numbering more than 1.8 million people, 20.9 percent of Israel’s population, including Bedouin, Druze, and other ethnic groups, Christians as well as Muslims. 

         
         The consequences for failing to respond to these startling statistics, Rivlin warned, would be catastrophic. Haredim and Palestinian
            citizens had separate, government-funded school systems with their own curricula and bureaucracy, and, for the most part,
            neither Haredim nor Palestinians considered themselves zionists. Most Haredim and Palestinian citizens were exempted from
            the mandatory conscription into the Israel Defense Forces, an institution that, in addition to its primary function, had built
            national solidarity and provided practical benefits for education, housing, and employment. Israelis were also sharply divided
            by socioeconomics, whether they were recent immigrants or “old-timers,” whether they lived in rural towns or major cities,
            and whether they were of European descent, otherwise known as Ashkenazim, or of North African and Middle Eastern descent,
            known as Mizrahim and Sephardim. The seemingly inevitable tendency for partisans of each of these camps to rally together
            in attacking the other camps, Rivlin observed, raised fundamental questions for the future of Israel:
         

         
         
            Will this be a secular, liberal state, Jewish and democratic? Will it be a state based on Jewish religious law? Or a religious
               democratic state? Will it be a state of all its citizens, of all its national ethnic groups?
            

            Tribe, by tribe, by tribe, by tribe, each tribe has its own media platforms, newspapers they read, the television channels they watch. Each tribe also has its own towns. Tel Aviv is the town of one tribe, just as Umm el Fahm is the town of another, as is Efrat, and Bnai Brak. Each represents the town of a different tribe. In the State of Israel, the basic systems that form people’s consciousness are tribal and separate, and will most likely remain so. 

            We are not dealing here with the gaps between extreme Jewish nationalists on one side, and radical anarchists or Islamist
               fundamentalists on the other. We are dealing here with a cultural and religious identity gap and sometimes an abyss between
               the mainstreams of each of the camps.
            

            From a political viewpoint, Israeli politics to a great extent is built as an inter-tribal zero-sum game. One tribe, the Arabs,
               whether or not by its own choice, is not really a partner in the game. The other(s), it seems, are absorbed by a struggle
               for survival, a struggle over budgets and resources for education, housing, or infrastructure, each on behalf of their own
               sector.
            

         

         As president rather than prime minister, Rivlin wielded mostly ceremonial power; still, he carried an authority that came
            from a long and illustrious political career built on an impeccable biography that brought him a high regard as a voice of
            morality, decency, and restraint in a nation where these were especially rare qualities among elected officials. Born in Jerusalem
            in 1939, he had fond personal memories of the city from the time before the state was founded, and could look back to a long
            and proud family history there. Rivlin was descended from a great Torah scholar who had come to Jerusalem in 1809, and his
            father earned his own renown as a scholar who translated Arabic literature into Hebrew, including the Quran.
         

         
         Rivlin himself had served as an intelligence officer in the IDF as well as a standard-bearer of the right-wing Likud, but where others in his party looked at the demographic growth among Haredim and Palestinian citizens as threats, he saw an opportunity to create a truly diverse Israel. Where some imagined that Palestinian Israelis could all be transferred out of Israel, or that they could dilute the numbers of Haredim by forcing them into military service, he dismissed these ideas as not only unworkable but unconscionable, mere political slogans that had no business even being considered, let alone implemented. Instead of banishment or discrimination, Rivlin proposed distributing resources and opportunities more equitably in order to create a level playing field that, respecting the integrity of each “tribe,” would allow them all not only to benefit but to contribute. Mutual respect, shared responsibility, and equality: these would be the principles of the new society he espoused, along with most difficult of them all, “the creation of a shared Israeli character—a shared ‘Israeliness.’” 

         
         “We are all here to stay,” Rivlin proclaimed.

         
         
            Haredim and secular Jews, Orthodox Jews and Arabs.

            If we desire to live with the vision of a Jewish and democratic state as our life’s dream and our heart’s desire, then we
               need to look bravely at this reality. This should be done together, out of a deep commitment to find the answers to these
               questions, out of a readiness to draw together all the tribes of Israel, with a shared vision of Israeli hope.
            

            Despite the challenges the “new Israeli order” poses, we must recognize that we are not condemned to be punished by the developing Israeli mosaic—but rather it offers a tremendous opportunity. It encompasses cultural richness, inspiration, humanity and sensitivity. We must not allow the new Israeli order to cajole us into sectarianism and separation. We must not give up on the concept of “Israeliness”; we should rather open up its gates and expand its language. 

         

         Rivlin advocated that the integrity of each individual “tribe” be fully respected, that the tribes collectively recognize
            their shared diversity, and that those principles become the basis of a new national solidarity. Rivlin had already come out
            strongly in favor of extending these principles to the Palestinians on the West Bank and even in Gaza, to provide them with
            full civil rights based on a “One State Solution” in which Palestinians and Israelis would have nearly equal numbers. When
            questioned on the viability of this idea, Rivlin compared it with the Jerusalem he remembered from his childhood before the
            founding of the state, a city with Jews and Palestinians, Muslims as well as Christians, each with many varieties, along with
            a kaleidoscopic range of others. 
         

         
         At an historic moment when Israel and the United States have become the two poles of the Jewish world, the diversity and fierce
            sectarianism among Israel’s Jews stands in stark contrast to the comparative homogeneity among American Jews. The twentieth
            century saw the mass murder, deportation, and evacuation of Jews from places around the world where they’d lived for millennia,
            and the United States and Israel together now contain more than 80 percent of the world’s Jews, with a little over 6 million
            in each. There can be no doubt American and Israeli Jews share an indelible bond of ancestry and faith; still, there are vast
            differences of culture and language, all of which have a real impact on their complicated geopolitical partnership. And the
            relationship between American and Israeli Jews has changed dramatically in recent years in line with these new realities and
            the particular histories of the respective Jewish populations in each country. 
         

         
         Historically, Israel’s society and institutions were profoundly shaped by the large number of survivors of the Holocaust who arrived in the country after World War II. While some 80,000 came to the United States from Displaced Persons camps by 1952, Israel absorbed more than 136,000, one out of every twelve people in the country that year. Many more arrived in the following years, and at the end of 2019, there were still 140,000 Holocaust survivors in Israel with an average age of eighty-five, according to the Finance Ministry’s Holocaust Survivor Rights Authority. Those survivors shaped not only the national consciousness but also the state’s institutions, which they staffed and dedicated to preserving whatever they could salvage from the Jewish world that had been destroyed. Avenging the Holocaust—or Shoah, in Hebrew—became as much a part of Israel’s national mission as rebuilding the Jewish people. 

         
         There are other differences, too. While American Jews are increasingly diverse, the overwhelming majority are Ashkenazim,
            in terms of their religious traditions, with ancestors from Central and Eastern Europe who immigrated during the nineteenth
            and early twentieth centuries. Yet in Israel, more than 60 percent of Jews have ancestors from the Sephardic and Mizrahi communities
            of North Africa, the Middle East, and Central Asia. Many Israeli families are by now intermingled; still, those with roots
            in Warsaw, Prague, Berlin, or the Pale of Settlement are well outnumbered by those with grandparents and great-grandparents
            born in Baghdad, Marrakesh, Alexandria, or Bukhara. 
         

         
         Israel’s population also includes a much larger proportion of recent immigrants and their descendants. Nearly 30 percent of
            Israeli Jews were born in another country, including most of the 121,000 Ethiopian Jews as well as 979,000 from the former
            Soviet Union. In 2017 alone, 3,157 French Jews immigrated to Israel along with 14,668 more from the former Soviet Union.
         

         
         But even beyond the internal compositions of their societies, there are major differences in perspectives between Jews in the United States and those in Israel because of their relative political position. Where Jews in the United States are a tiny minority in a large country, dependent on coalition politics and policies of pluralism and tolerance, Israelis have faced existential war with their neighbors, while engaging for decades in an ongoing conflict with the nearly 5 million Palestinians in Gaza and the West Bank that has included campaigns of terror and low-level warfare. Where American Jews operate as individual citizens or as a religious minority in the world’s dominant superpower, then, Israelis are used to national self-reliance. 

         
         Israeli and American Jews, moreover, have very little actual contact with each other. Forty percent of American Jews will
            visit Israel in their lifetimes, and most of those will come just once for a short tour. Among Israelis, however much as the
            elite may prize their degrees from American universities, even a brief visit requires significant expense, to say nothing
            of overcoming the bureaucratic obstacles to obtaining a visa. Even the tiny numbers of people moving permanently between the
            countries suggests a constrained flow of influence. In Hebrew, the word for Jews coming to live in Israel is aliyah, “an ascension,” while emigrating from Israel is a yeridah, a “descent.” And yet the truth is that more Israelis leave for the United States than come the other way, an average of 7,600
            every year over the past twenty years, compared with just 2,800 Americans moving to Israel every year, on average. 
         

         
         In the past, American Jews have devoted considerable philanthropy to Israel while also advocating for U.S. assistance, but the financial aspects of the relationship have changed dramatically over recent years. Up through the 1990s, aid from the American government included a combination of grants, loans, and other subsidies for Israel’s economy and military under the mandate of stabilizing a stalwart ally in a volatile, strategically vital region. But in recent decades, Israel has leapt into the first rank of national economies on the development of its high-tech sector while old alliances have dissolved among Middle Eastern nations, lessening hostility and the chance for new wars that threaten the supply of oil to the West. American support for Israel’s economy was phased out while American military aid increased during the administrations of Presidents George W. Bush and Barack Obama, and in 2016, the United States and Israel signed a ten-year agreement to provide $38 billion for weapons, equipment, and other costs, including $5 billion specifically for missile defense programs. Most of that money will not go directly to Israel but will be used to purchase arms exclusively from American companies, and over time, the amount of American dollars that can be used for Israeli arms companies will be zeroed out. 

         
         Effectively, Israel has become a sizable, regular line item in the budgets of major American corporations while Israeli defense
            companies have gone international and enmeshed their operations with American military and law enforcement agencies just to
            stay viable. Israel’s principal defense electronics firm, Elbit Systems, recently opened a headquarters for its American subsidiary
            in Texas and won contracts with the American military to create helmet-mounted combat vehicle systems, command and control
            systems, and to secure the border with Mexico using surveillance as well as drones. Elbit also operates in Great Britain,
            in Brazil, Colombia, and other South American countries, in Asia, and soon, very possibly, in the Gulf states establishing
            peace treaties with Israel.
         

         
         It is undeniable that the voices of protest against Israeli government policy toward the Palestinians are bolder than in the past, registering greater influence in media and in academic and political institutions, and the loudest of these critics are frequently American Jews. And yet, Israel enjoys steadfast support from the overwhelming majority of American Jews—80 percent or more in opinion polls—not to mention from entirely new constituencies, such as evangelical Christians. 

         
         Circumstances within Israel, meanwhile, are so fluid that Americans debating Israel are talking very often about a country
            that no longer exists, proposing solutions that have long since been discarded to problems that have as likely multiplied
            as evaporated altogether. It is that fast-moving dynamic inside Israel that will determine the outcome of the conflict with
            the Palestinians, whether the vaunted Two State Solution is finally implemented, some other equilibrium is achieved, or the
            situation devolves into further chaos and bloodshed. 
         

         
         As during previous episodes in the long history of the Jewish people, the tensions and rivalries among the tribes as well
            as between the homeland and the diaspora are directly challenging Jewish solidarity even as the great powers scheme and plot
            over Israel’s future. And as in other episodes of world history, what happens in this small slice of Earth has the potential
            to radiate outward with great influence and unpredictable consequences.
         

         
         I set out, therefore, to identify the tribes within modern Israel and describe how their interactions play out in the country’s
            politics, while also charting that complex dynamic against the context of the relationship with the United States, especially
            between Jews in both countries, tethered to one another despite their differences, deeply connected yet profoundly separated.
            For the nation of Israel today is engaged in an interminable struggle for its identity, trying to liberate itself from the
            restrictions of the past while simultaneously embracing its heritage.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            1
Gretti and Shmulik

         
         On my first full day in Israel in August 2014, I got into the passenger seat of my brother Gabi’s tan Buick sedan and we started
            heading south along a broad highway, with the transparent, azure water of the Mediterranean on our right. At sixty-four, Gabi’s
            once bronze-colored hair had thinned and grayed, but he was fit and healthy, and ebullient on this day, thrilled to show me
            around his home turf. We were headed to see our mother’s oldest and dearest friends, Gretti and Shmulik Berger, in the city
            of Ashqelon, near Israel’s southern border with Gaza. Principal of his own small law firm with a busy practice in real estate
            transactions, Gabi was relatively free to hang out because it was the annual two-week holiday in the Israeli court system.
         

         
         Under the cease-fire declared just two days before I left Okinawa, Israel had withdrawn its troops from Gaza, while Hamas
            had mostly restrained its fighters and other groups from launching missiles; still, the situation remained very tense. Ashqelon
            was well within range of Hamas’s projectiles, but we drove in that direction without too much worry. If the rocket fire restarted,
            Gabi explained, he would receive a text message on his phone. Meanwhile, he took calls from his office and from various clients
            on the car’s speakerphone while I gazed out the window, watching the busy towns on the coast give way to a sunbaked desert
            of sand and scrub on one side and the Mediterranean on the other. 
         

         
         About an hour after we left Tel Aviv, he pulled the car off the highway and turned away from the sea onto a side road. After two more turns, we stopped in front of a farmhouse with a workshop attached. A few Asian workers in triangular hats and cloths tied around their necks paused, tools in their hands, and greeted us politely. Gabi nodded at them and then gestured at what seemed to be a small office or toolshed perched atop the workshop itself. 

         
         “That was the first place we lived after we left the kibbutz,” Gabi said, referring to my parents’ decision to quit Ma’agan,
            the kibbutz on the shore of the Sea of Galilee, far to the north, where they’d been living since they arrived in Israel. Natives
            of Budapest, Hungary, my parents survived the Shoah as teenagers. My mother was in the infamous concentration camp at Auschwitz
            and a work camp for nearly a year, while my father, chased through the streets by Hungarian affiliates of the Nazis, was forced
            into the city’s ghetto until the Soviet liberation in the winter of 1944–1945. In the war’s aftermath, having decided independently
            that the Jews needed their own state to endure as a people, they each joined a zionist-socialist youth organization called
            Habonim, which is where they met and fell in love. They stayed active in the organization even after it was declared illegal
            by Hungary’s new Communist regime, and later my father helped my mother slip across the Hungarian border, along with many
            other Jews, before fleeing himself.
         

         
         When they arrived in Israel in 1949, just a few months after the War of Independence had ended, they changed their names from Vera and Andre to Chana and Avri, and selected Kibbutz Ma’agan for its affiliation with Habonim. They spent their first months happily living in a tent on the beach, while my father drove a tractor in the kibbutz’s orange groves and my mother worked both in the kitchen and caring for the community’s growing number of toddlers. They married in a field in the kibbutz, both taking the last name Michaeli, and Gabi was born shortly thereafter. 

         
         They soon found the kibbutz’s rules and procedures grating, however. Collective living meant sacrificing even minor luxuries
            while governance was often a tedious, politically fraught negotiation. When my mother’s aunt in Hungary sent her a package
            of clothing and other household items, the kibbutz members met and decided to distribute the contents according to need as
            well as seniority. The aunt’s dresses, appropriate for maternity wear, were given to the many pregnant women, while a crisp
            white tablecloth was given to the older kibbutz members who sat at their own table in the dining hall. Also per the kibbutz’s
            program, Gabi spent his first years playing, eating, and sleeping in the children’s house, which he hated, darting across
            the kibbutz compound to reach our parents’ cabin at any opportunity.
         

         
         They stayed on the kibbutz for four years, long enough for my father to get an exemption from additional military duties.
            Because the kibbutz was very close to the Syrian border, living there was considered a kind of frontline service, and he was
            issued a uniform and assigned the rank of private, although he never had to go to boot camp and received only rudimentary
            training himself. They were ready to go by the time my father’s term was up, and when a prosperous fruit farmer passing through
            the kibbutz offered my father a job as a mechanic on his orchard in the south, a position that came with housing, they decided
            to take it. Their new makeshift home, actually a converted toolshed, was cramped and hot in the summer, cold in the winter,
            but Gabi was a preschooler and they were still in their early twenties, satisfied to be independent, without any regrets at
            leaving behind the movement that had brought them to the country in the first place.
         

         
          

         Gabi and I gazed at the shed for a few minutes before getting back in the car and driving to a nearby park, a few grassy knolls cooled by a grove of cypress and pine around a monument to an important battle in the 1948 war that followed Israel’s founding. We stopped the car, got out, and I read the inscription on a memorial: Here an ill-equipped militia held off the advance of Egyptian tanks and troops for enough days to give the fledgling Israeli
               army time to establish a defensive line. 

         
         Gabi, though, was looking toward the clearing on the other side of the park. “It appears war isn’t just history here,” he
            said, pointing at a squad of soldiers in fatigues and berets a few yards away gathered around a large, camouflage-colored
            cube mounted on a wheeled, mechanized cart. 
         

         
         “The Iron Dome,” he said, referring to the anti-missile system Israel had deployed only a few days earlier to fire interceptor
            missiles at Hamas’s projectiles before they reached the ground. “That hill’s got a good view on the whole area.”
         

         
         There were dozens of Iron Dome batteries like this one placed in strategic locations around the country, all of them connected
            through a highly sophisticated central command that attempted to compute the trajectory of Hamas’s ordnance. It was a highly
            effective defense, if not a perfect screen, and a few rockets inevitably made their way through.
         

         
         “I guess they don’t have much confidence in the truce,” Gabi added.

         
         We got back into the Buick to drive on toward Ashqelon, where my parents moved in 1955, after three years on the farm. My father ultimately found a better-paying job on an American-owned oil rig in the Mediterranean while my mother got a part-time position as an assistant teacher in a public school established to absorb Jews from North Africa and the Middle East, hundreds of thousands of whom were arriving in Israel at the time. They bought half of a two-family house in a neighborhood of Ashqelon called Afridar, where Gabi immediately found a group of friends nearby. Without children of their own, Gretti and Shmulik fawned on Gabi as a surrogate nephew, and he visited often, not just because they lived conveniently close to the public beach. 

         
          

         Gabi pulled the car into Gretti and Shmulik’s driveway and stopped before an iron gate with a heavy latch, whereupon Gretti
            emerged from the house, grinning broadly above her frock of patterned cotton. She teased us loudly for having aged dramatically—Gabi
            for having lost nearly all of his hair and me for getting “so fat.” With still more affectionate insults, she conveyed us
            into their little living room, where Shmulik was waiting in his easy chair, feet up on an ottoman, reading spectacles perched
            on his nose, that day’s newspaper folded in his lap. Before I could even ask Shmulik about his health, Gretti had foisted
            a familiar tin container into my hands, which I opened greedily to find a little stash of her cookies, a treat I had enjoyed
            ever since I first began visiting Ashqelon as a toddler. 
         

         
         I peered inside and made a show of frowning and saying, “That’s all I get?” 

         
         I popped one into my mouth, and the cookie immediately dissolved on my tongue into a sandy consistency with a deep, buttery,
            slightly smoky flavor. “If this doesn’t last the whole trip, I’ll just have to come back and get more.” 
         

         
         Gretti cackled with delight before changing the subject. She wanted to show us something, she said, beckoning us to follow her. Through the bungalow’s back door, where there had once been a small garden, we now found ourselves in front of a concrete blockhouse with a heavy, metal door. Gretti produced a key that snapped into the door’s lock with a satisfying click and led us inside. 

         
         Tidy and decorated nicely, if sparingly, the blockhouse’s interior had a table and chaise longue as well as a few other chairs.
            One corner held a few brightly colored weights, ropes, and pulleys: Shmulik’s exercise equipment, which he used with his physical
            therapists. 
         

         
         As the bombardments from Gaza had grown more frequent, Gretti explained, the municipal authorities ordered them to build the
            shelter, even granting them the funds for construction. In the past, when they were younger, they could have used the concrete
            bunker at the end of the block, but at this age, the authorities determined they needed something even closer. Nevertheless,
            Gretti had resisted their appeals for a long time, even dismissing the threat of poison gas, which military analysts warned
            might be contained within Hamas’s missiles. 
         

         
         “If I get hit with a rocket, I get hit,” she recalled telling the local officials who came to visit, with characteristic defiance.
            “Hitler wasn’t able to kill me. Why should Hamas?” 
         

         
         In the end, of course, she acquiesced, and now that they had the blockhouse, Gretti admitted to using it whenever an attack
            was launched, her defiant attitude notwithstanding. Every time Hamas fired its rockets, the military sent text messages to
            the cell phones of everyone in the projected strike area, giving the residents of Ashqelon approximately forty-five seconds
            to get into a shelter. Hamas’s missiles were underpowered and poorly aimed, and many were brought down by the Iron Dome, but
            a few Ashqelon residents had been killed and maimed. 
         

         
         I turned my attention to a framed photograph Gretti had mounted on one concrete wall, a portrait of her on the cover of a Hungarian magazine from the early 1940s, just before the war engulfed Hungary as it already had the rest of Europe. The photo showed her in her midteens, with wavy blond hair, clear blue eyes, and high cheekbones, posing wistfully in a lush grove of tall reeds at the Balaton, a lake in central Hungary that was the summer respite for many families in Budapest. Though there are more spectacular bodies of water in Europe, the Balaton was Hungary’s own, the site of first love for generations of city dwellers. Whenever our parents and their Hungarian friends spoke of the Balaton, there was romance in their voices, and longing, too. 

         
         Gretti saw me looking at the photo and immediately snapped into the same pose as if she were that teenager once more, prompting
            Gabi and me to snicker.
         

         
         “What’s wrong?” she challenged us. “Do I look so different?” 

         
         Gretti had inherited her looks from her mother, who, though born a Christian, had converted to Judaism after she married Gretti’s
            father, a staff biologist for a brewery. They lived in a fashionable neighborhood on the Buda side of the Danube, and in the
            dire months after April 1944, her father was arrested and sent to a military work camp. Gretti, her sister, and her mother
            stayed on in Budapest, walking the streets undisturbed because of their Aryan appearances. Still, they expected to be taken
            any day. Miraculously, they were unscathed by the Soviet army’s siege in the winter, and Gretti’s father returned home uninjured,
            so that the family resumed their lives more or less as they had been before being interrupted by the war. 
         

         
         Gretti rejoined her class in the Jewish high school, which had been more than halved by the Nazis, and met my mother there. The two girls were cordial, but as my mother lived on the Pest side of the Danube, they never became much more than acquaintances. After graduation, Gretti joined a zionist youth group, one that was less inclined than the group my parents joined to defy the Soviets by organizing mass escapes. She left Hungary for Paris, at first, along with her family. There, she worked briefly for the Chanel company before moving on to Pamplona, Spain, where her father had been hired by a brewery. She came to Israel only a few years later, defying her family’s wishes to try her luck in the unstable, undeveloped new nation. 

         
         In 1953, she ran into my mother by chance at the Tel Aviv bus station, with three-year-old Gabi in tow—my mother being recognizable
            for her exceptional height and for her thick, dark curls—and they struck up a lively conversation. Shortly after that encounter,
            Gretti came twice to visit them in Ashqelon, and during these conversations, my mother suggested that she meet a friend called
            Ravak. Gretti’s Hebrew still being rudimentary, she didn’t understand that Ravak meant “bachelor.” When my mother and father went to visit Gretti in Tel Aviv a short while later, they brought “Ravak,” their
            friend Shmulik Berger. It was love at first sight, and the two were married a few weeks later. 
         

         
         Shmulik was not from Budapest, but a little town in rural Hungary called Lula that was often the butt of jokes, as in “That’s
            still fashionable in Lula.” His father had a small shoe factory in the village that made shoes to order and cheap sandals
            without footbeds for peasants who usually went barefoot but needed something for the rocky roads between muddy fields. Hewing
            to family tradition, Shmulik earned a degree in shoemaking, his final exam being to make one shoe from beginning to end. 
         

         
         “I kept that shoe for many years, even though it didn’t have a match,” he told me when I interviewed him about his experiences
            during the war. 
         

         
         Shmulik was taken to a military work unit, where conditions were often terrible and the officers cruel, but he survived without incident and came home after the war. Only he was alone now, his whole family having been taken to concentration camps and murdered. Never a dedicated zionist previously, he decided then and there to go to Israel. 

         
         “I had no one,” he explained, “so I decided to come.” 

         
         When Shmulik’s ship arrived a few months later, in May 1948, he disembarked into a port alive with celebration. Without intending
            to, he had arrived on the very day independence was declared, but his joyous arrival was soon deflated when war broke out.
            Fresh off the boat and as yet untrained, Shmulik was drafted as a guardsman, rather than in the regular army, stationed at
            a yishuv, a collective community similar to a kibbutz, near the border.
         

         
         The yishuv had a line of concertina wire marking the border and one night, he remembered, a wild boar got stuck. The boar bayed and
            whined as it twisted in the wire until finally Shmulik and the other soldiers decided to put it out of its misery. Having
            spent a great deal of time hunting in the forests of Hungary in his youth, Shmulik was known as the best marksman in his unit,
            so he was the one selected to kill the boar. He took careful aim and fired, hitting the animal in the head so that it expired
            instantly. But as soon as that one shot was heard, everyone on both sides, figuring a battle had started, began to fire their
            rifles, machine guns, and mortars. 
         

         
         “It was terrible to be a soldier,” Shmulik recalled, “but at least it was not in the army.”

         
         He was working as a truck driver by the time he met Gretti, and soon after they married he bought the very bungalow near the
            coast where we were now standing. 
         

         
         When we were done examining the blockhouse, Gabi and I took Gretti and Shmulik to their favorite restaurant, which they called the Romanian Place, though its proper name was Ha Nitzahon, meaning “the Victory”and referring to the time it was founded, in 1949, just after the armistice between the new state of Israel and its Arab neighbors. The town was still known as Majdal then, and though it had been occupied by the Egyptians for most of the war, the Israelis had evicted almost all of its eleven thousand Arab residents soon after seizing it in November 1948. The restaurant’s founder received permission to build on the ruins of a pharmacy that had been bombed by the nascent Israeli air force during the conflict, and the restaurant struggled until 1958, when the Ashqelon municipality built an open-air promenade that connected it to other businesses. These were the Victory’s glory days, when its menu fusing Eastern European classics with select Mediterranean dishes, especially Libyan specialties, attracted diners from across Israel. 

         
         We parked the car and strolled on the promenade among shops proffering cheap toys, groceries, sports clothes, and sundries,
            mingling with a crowd made up mostly of recent immigrants from the former Soviet Union and Ethiopia. Over the decades, the
            promenade had faded as brand-name stores relocated to the air-conditioned malls on the city’s outskirts, while the Victory
            now had many competitors at every level, from fast-food drive-throughs to elegant, French-style fine dining and sushi. Ashqelon’s
            population had changed as new waves of Jewish immigrants moved into the city center and native-born Ashqelonis headed out
            to the suburbs or to Tel Aviv and other cities. 
         

         
         Inside the Victory, we were greeted with vague recognition by the proprietors, who, Gretti and Shmulik whispered, were “not the original owners,” but merely those who took over from the founders in the 1980s—more than thirty years earlier at this point, but still not quite authentic. The rest of it surely was, though, and we sat down at one of the very same Formica tables and stout wooden chairs with velvet cushions that I remembered from previous visits decades earlier. Nor had the menu changed, and we ordered an array of familiar favorites—hummus, a cod roe salad called ikra, and chopped liver for appetizers, and then various cuts of meat grilled on skewers, pickled onion soup, stuffed cabbage, and schnitzel—and when the food arrived, it carried all the aromas and flavors that had defined my childhood. The soup was just the right combination of savory and sour, the ikra, a salty, creamy treat. It was all far too heavy for the climate, but we ate heartily, a feast that left us overstuffed and a little stupefied. 

         
         We drove Gretti and Shmulik back home, and were back on the highway headed toward Tel Aviv when we heard on the radio that
            the Iron Dome battery we had seen that morning had intercepted two more rockets coming out of Gaza. Out of range by now, I
            stiffened at the thought that the rockets kept coming, even as the news announcer read statements from Hamas and Israel blaming
            each other for the breakdown of talks. My thoughts turned to the lovely old couple behind us. They would be fine, I did my
            best to reassure myself, wincing at the thought of them locked inside their blockhouse that night, gas masks at the ready
            as they digested the meal under the photograph of Gretti at the Balaton. 
         

         
          

         Late that night, in retaliation for the truce-breaking rockets fired by Hamas, Israeli jets destroyed the apartment building
            in Gaza that was home to Mohammad Deif, the head of military operations for Hamas. The bodies of Deif’s wife and infant son
            were pulled from the wreckage and carried through the streets while more than a dozen neighbors reported injuries, but Hamas
            stayed silent on whether Deif himself had been killed. The body of Deif’s three-year-old daughter was discovered a few hours
            later.
         

         
         When I flipped through Israel’s television news broadcasts the next morning, the anchors reported the attempt to kill Deif as their lead item, while commentators noted that this was the fifth time the military had tried to assassinate him. Had they failed again, the commentators agreed, it was a sure sign that the country’s various intelligence agencies were slipping. 

         
         Hamas responded to the air raid by launching mortars at the communities and troop deployments near the border as well as volleys
            of missiles farther into Israel, even sending some relatively sophisticated Grad-type projectiles at Tel Aviv. The Iron Dome
            battery we’d seen intercepted four rockets over Ashqelon and its environs, and Israel scaled up its own attacks as well, sending
            planes and drones to continue wreaking havoc inside Gaza, striking dozens of targets while massing men and armor at the border
            and calling up thousands of reservists in preparation for another invasion. Even as the armies sharpened their swords, however,
            the diplomats in Cairo were still at work, sending messages through intermediaries. 
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            2
Haifa

         
         Gabi and his partner, Nira, had arranged for me to join their regular walking group the next day. This would be a guided walking
            tour of Haifa, a city just over an hour’s drive north of Tel Aviv along the Mediterranean coast. On the way there, I sat in
            the backseat of the Buick while the two of them conference-called with children, clients, contractors, and craftsmen; in addition
            to being romantic partners, they were joint owners of the law firm, and also in the midst of building out their own condominium,
            a project that involved the coordination of multiple work crews, inspectors, and deliveries. 
         

         
         Following the guide’s instructions, we drove into the city limits of Haifa past the enormous port complex, through the shadows
            of the docked cargo ships, and then up the slope of Mount Carmel until we reached the particular spot where we would meet
            the others, and Gabi parked. We had been instructed to wait with the members of the walking group in a public park built on
            a ridge that had a view of the whole Haifa peninsula, where we could see large ships moving back and forth between the peaks
            of the Levantine coastline. 
         

         
         The others arrived shortly, including Gabi’s close friend Lezer, a native of Haifa. The buddies greeted each other warmly,
            and Gabi asked Lezer if he’d stopped at the falafel stand, to which he shrugged: “Of course.”
         

         
         Back in his twenties, Lezer had opened a single falafel stand in a lively square at the summit of Mount Carmel, going on to open more restaurants throughout Israel and to follow that success with new establishments in Amsterdam and New York City, to the point where he was now working with his son to open an international chain of Italian-themed restaurants. Even now, though, he continued to stop by the falafel stand whenever he got a chance, shaking his head ruefully at its consistently meager profits and the inevitable disappointment of these spot inspections, given the poor work ethic of these employees today. 

         
         He was soon joined by our guide, his friend Nechamah, whose large, bright eyes above an embroidered blouse and cargo pants were framed by long, white hair that shone like newly fallen snow. In addition to her lifelong connection to the city, Nechamah had a Ph.D. in history and was thoroughly prepared with specially made plastic sheets she held up to superimpose over the view of the landscape, beautifully illustrating the history of Haifa. The first sheet showed a drawing of just a few rough homes near the natural harbor, as a proto-Haifa would have appeared during Neolithic times. Then she held up the second sheet, which showed the peninsula through the Roman era, when two towns, each small but with its own walls, grew until they merged, with populations that must have been diverse mixtures of Jews, Greeks, Phoenicians, and many others. The next plastic sheet was a jump forward many centuries to an actual photograph of Haifa in the late nineteenth century, which saw a small town of several thousand Arabs and Jews near the port, even as the Ottoman Empire decided to allow a few thousand members of the Templers to settle nearby. Nechamah noted that these Templers, an odd, messianic sect from Swabia in southwest Germany, were totally unrelated to the Knights Templar, a medieval order of Crusaders who operated out of their base in Jerusalem. Instead, the latter-day Haifa Templers created a tidy community of homes and businesses that still stands as the German Colony, though their most important contributions, in Nechamah’s opinion, were the steam-fueled power plant, roads, and other infrastructure they built to stay connected with their compatriots in Jaffa and in other locations throughout the region. This was the first glimmer of Haifa’s future as Israel’s hub of technology, engineering, and education. 

         
         Nechamah put down the plastic sheets to point out some of the landmarks in the current cityscape. Now, instead of steamships
            paddling about, the harbor teemed with metal behemoths carrying containers filled with manufactured goods from Asia. The German
            Colony was still there, more or less intact, as well as the old Arab neighborhood Wadi Nisnas, but a downtown area with large
            municipal buildings as well as several recent glass towers had replaced another mostly Arab neighborhood that had come to
            be known as Haifa’s Old City. From there, the city spread out in all directions, including right up the face of
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