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				PROLOGUE

				I drive past the Israeli prime minister’s residence on the leafy corner of Balfour Street in West Jerusalem. The roads are strangely quiet, the house dark: nobody is home. For a year, this busy junction was the epicenter of possibly the most sustained and raucous protest movement in Israel’s history, as the country seemed to be tearing itself apart.

				On Saturday nights thousands gathered outside the walled, stone-clad mansion where Benjamin Netanyahu, Israel’s longest-serving prime minister, was ensconced. The King of Israel to his many admirers, his detractors accused him of having turned Balfour into an imperial castle ruled by members of the royal household. When he was charged with corruption, the Israelis were roughly split between those who believed he had been framed by a liberal deep state and those who desperately wanted to see him go. The protesters of all ages came in costumes, with megaphones and homemade signs, some with flashing lights. They sang, beat on kitchen pots, banged on drums, blew on horns, and chanted for Bibi to quit until they were hoarse. After midnight the hardcore would sit down on the road and brave the jets of police water cannons.

				Seven decades after the founding of the state, Israel was doubtless a modern miracle, a regional superpower and a prosperous and innovative country projecting might to the world. But from the inside it felt more divided than ever, its population polarized and splintered, an immigrant start-up nation breaking down into its component parts.

				The country had long been shifting to the right. The socialist founders were dying out. Generational change, instead of erasing old resentments and arguments, had brought ideological, religious, ethnic, and national tensions to the fore. The modern state was supposed to be an enlightened haven for the Jews in their ancient homeland. Now its future as a Jewish, liberal democracy was on the line. Too internally fractured to establish an agreed-upon border with the Palestinians in the long-occupied territories, the Israelis were entangled in identity conflicts and culture wars as their toxic politics threatened to trample the rule of law. Israel had largely learned to live with its outside enemies but seemed less adept at managing itself.

				In the spring of 2021 Netanyahu was ousted after a fourth tumultuous election in the space of two years. The lights were turned off at Balfour as it underwent renovations. A new generation of leaders emerged. But who were the Israelis and what did they aspire to? This book takes in the chaotic culmination of Netanyahu’s extended run of a dozen years in power followed by a year of relative, and precarious, normalcy under a fragile new government. Netanyahu’s defeat in 2021 initially felt like the end of an era, restoring a veneer of calm and functional governance. It would not last long. Netanyahu’s legacy and presence continued to cast a long shadow and was likely to affect the course of the Jewish state in the years to come. Israel’s problems did not end with that election. They would not end with the next one or go away anytime soon. This is a portrait of a country on the precipice, battling for its inner soul.

			

		

	
		
		
			ONE

			DESERT CORALS

			My quest to explore the soul of the new Israel began with a journey to the biblical wilderness of the southern desert. There, in a small farming community, lived Assaf Shaham, the native son of hardy Zionist pioneers who, in the 1950s, had obstinately moved to the Arava, a sun-scorched, sparsely populated, barren strip of backcountry along Israel’s then-hostile border with Jordan.

			A first, chance meeting with Shaham had come years earlier, during a press tour of the area to promote Israel’s expertise in arid agriculture. Shaham struck me as an archetypal new Israeli: authentic and rooted, but also worldly and enterprising. He had spent years living elsewhere, but once he had a family of his own he was drawn back to the remote community of his birth, Ein Yahav, a tiny speck on the map inhabited by a few hundred souls.

			At first encounter Shaham, a farmer-innovator, seemed to be living the Zionist dream, and in many ways he was: a bona fide son of the land whose parents were born at around the same time as the state, and a product of his generation of high-tech entrepreneurs. The Israel beyond Ein Yahav had fundamentally changed, divided, and fragmented and was in political turmoil. But perhaps Shaham had cracked the secret of inner peace and purpose in the Jewish homeland.

			My journey began with the ear-popping descent down to the Dead Sea from Jerusalem. The drive from the holy city to the lowest point on earth is a trip through folds of time, but also one through the complex strata of modern Israel. The car sped along the newly asphalted highway in blinding sunlight through the stark, almost primordial landscape of the Judean desert, through an Israeli military checkpoint into the occupied West Bank and past a sprawling Jewish settlement perched along a beige ridgetop, past ramshackle Bedouin encampments of hide tents, tin shacks, and pens for livestock. About halfway down the steep incline a large, turquoise-tiled sign on the roadside marked sea level. An overly adorned camel waited stoically for travelers to take a photo, as if in a picture postcard. The bone-dry hills spread out in the distance like the bed of a waterless ocean.

			To the left, the Palestinian oasis town of Jericho lay in a haze. The road twisted rightward, hugging the shore of the receding Dead Sea, glistening with salt. Dramatic beige cliffs lined the other side of the highway, pocked with the dark mouths of caves that once provided refuge for the ancient rebels of the Jewish revolt against the Romans. Through another military checkpoint marking entry back into Israel proper and past the desert fortress of Masada—the deeper toward the earth’s core, the thicker the atmosphere became. Beyond the hotel district near ancient Sodom, and after the grotesque, industrial Dead Sea chemical plant, the salt lake was abruptly swallowed up by the Arava desert.

			It was still another hour’s drive along Route 90 to Ein Yahav, through the moonscape-like Great Rift Valley abutting the Jordanian border. The wind-sculpted cliffs tapered out into a monotonous plain broken only by flat-topped, thorny acacia bushes, providing dappled patches of shade. In this harsh, inhospitable terrain, the Zionist enterprise had been boiled down to its essence, though when I arrived at Ein Yahav it struck me as surprisingly lush. Still a flagship of Jewish settlement in the area, it operated as a moshav, a rural cooperative that was a model of old Labor Zionism, the movement that had laid the foundations of the state but had almost become obsolete in twenty-first-century Israel.

			Remote by Israeli standards, this being a relatively compact country, Ein Yahav lay about 140 miles from Tel Aviv on the Mediterranean coast. The closest cities, Beersheba and Eilat, were both a ninety-minute drive away. When Assaf’s father, Ami Shaham, first arrived in the Arava in 1959, barely more than a decade after the establishment of the state, it was even less accessible. But in those years life here was a mission.

			Just a decade earlier, in 1949, Israeli forces had raised an Israeli flag known as the ink flag, hastily drawn on a piece of cloth, over an abandoned British police station in Um Rash-Rash, now Eilat, the southernmost point of the country, in what was considered the final act of the War of Independence. The Arava was still dangerous terrain. Soldiers lay in wait for hours to ambush fedayeen, the Palestinian guerrillas who would infiltrate from Jordan. Israelis had to travel Route 90 in convoys, with an army escort.

			Ami Shaham was born in 1942 in the coastal city of Netanya. Infused with the ideals of Labor Zionism by his surroundings, he attended the Mikve Israel agricultural school established in the late nineteenth century. Eager to take part in building the state, he left school at seventeen and came south to join a small group of soldiers from the Nahal army brigade who had established a foothold in a former British police fort on the western side of Route 90. In those early years, the Nahal unit combined military service with settling the land. The community consisted of a few miserable shacks near the old fort and was the first agricultural settlement to take hold in this central section of the Arava Valley. The settlers named it Ein Yahav for the nearby Yahav Spring, known in Arabic as Ein Wiba, and they tried to farm the dry, dusty earth where young adventurers before them had failed.

			Although settling the borders was one of the pillars of the security concept of the fledgling state, the pragmatic military and settlement authorities at first opposed the central Arava experiment. One Israeli official told the settlers it would be cheaper to put them all up in a Tel Aviv hotel than to bear the cost of sustaining communities in the area. But David Ben-Gurion, the founder of the state and its first prime minister, was a passionate advocate of populating the desert and making it bloom as a central tenet for securing Israel’s future.

			Few Israelis were then living in the vast expanse between the Dead Sea and Eilat. Tragedy struck the Arava in March 1954 when fedayeen attacked a bus on a corkscrew-like desert pass known as Scorpion’s Ascent. Eleven passengers were killed on their way back from Eilat’s fifth anniversary celebrations. The incident gave added impetus to the Arava settlers’ cause. In a landmark speech in 1955 on “The Significance of the Negev,” Ben-Gurion declared that it was there “that the people of Israel will be tested” in the spirit of pioneering, science, creativity, and innovation. Israeli control of Eilat, about eighty miles south of Ein Yahav, on the Gulf of Aqaba, was also seen as imperative as a naval gateway to Africa. In 1959, over the objections of the government’s settlement commissars, Ben-Gurion signed the letter approving the establishment of Ein Yahav.

			Frustrated with the initial results, however, Ami left the outpost to complete his military service and officers’ course. He went on to work for three years as the head of the manpower department in Israel’s new and highly secret nuclear reactor that had gone up in Dimona, a new town in the Negev desert. Assaf’s mother, Shula, was born in 1947 and grew up in Bnei Zion, a moshav on the coastal plain. She met Ami during her military service, when she was a young soldier of eighteen, and the pair decided to settle together in Ein Yahav in 1966. Shula, who was still a soldier, had to get special permission to join the Nahal unit in order to move there. “It was the end of the world,” she recalled. “There was nothing here. Nothing. You needed a lot of faith.”

			Ami and Shula married the next year. They were both what was known in the popular vernacular as Sabras, or tzabarim, native-born Israeli Jews. The sabra bush, a prickly pear cactus whose fruit wears a thick, spiny armor protecting its soft, juicy interior, grew wild across the country, needing no tending and little water. Though the bush was actually native to South or Central America, the pre-state Zionist pioneers adopted it as a symbol of the children born in the land of Israel, free of an exile mentality and unfettered by European manners. It later came to connote the proverbial Israeli, said to be tough on the outside and sweet and sentimental on the inside, as well as to represent the modern Hebrews’ renewed attachment and claim to the land.

			In the fall of 1967, flush with victory in the Six-Day War, the Nahal group, by now demobilized, moved their tiny farming cooperative to a permanent location on the eastern side of Route 90, even closer to the Jordanian border. By then, the community consisted of a dozen or so families and a few singles. Two months after the move, Assaf was the first child to be born in the new location. Ein Yahav was off the electricity grid but had a generator. There was no grocery store or telephone line or paved road. It was nearly impossible to push a child’s stroller through the sand. Medical emergencies required evacuation by army helicopter. The National Water Carrier—a system of pipes and canals built to bring water from the Sea of Galilee in the north to the arid south, completed in 1964 and a symbol of Zionist pride—did not reach the Arava.

			Each family began with a small holding of twenty dunams—five acres—and, according to the principle of Hebrew labor and self-sufficiency, worked the land with their own hands. Once a week a supermarket in Dimona, about fifty miles away, would deliver supplies and the driver would take orders for the following week. Buses or taxis tossed out packages of newspapers on their way to Eilat. The areas along the Jordanian border were mined and residents of the Israeli settlements often spent hours in underground shelters, accessed by trapdoors under their beds, when there were reports of infiltrators, and they would switch off the lights—the only ones in the area—as booms split the air.

			Soon more communities sprang up—Hatzeva to the north, Faran to the south. In Ein Yahav, the farmers drilled wells and pumped salty water out of the sand, planted a date grove, and, with the addition of an imported layer of topsoil, learned to tease tomatoes, peppers, melons, and eggplant out of the sunbaked ground. The invention in the 1960s of drip irrigation by Netafim, an industry of Kibbutz Hatzerim in the Negev, and the introduction of hothouses made the seasons almost irrelevant. With its long, hot summers and an average of four days of annual rainfall, the Arava became a dusty petri dish of agricultural improvisation and innovation. The Arava farmers gained the know-how to grow tomatoes in winter and helped turn Israel into a global leader in water conservation and arid agriculture. Over the decades, through grit and determination, the handful of farming communities of the central Arava Valley, with a population of some 3,500, went on to produce more than 60 percent of Israel’s fresh vegetables for export.

			The Arava farmers experimented with relatively simple technologies like underground water pipe systems to heat or chill the roots of plants, plastic tunnels to regulate the temperature, and net houses to keep out insects. Specializing in bell peppers, the farmers reaped small fortunes, but, in the face of foreign competition and extreme weather, also suffered through years of near financial ruin. As the demand grew for dates, many of the ever-adaptable Arava farmers switched to cultivating Medjool date palms. The founders’ original challenge of creating a productive life out of the sand had been accomplished.

			For a native of Ein Yahav, Assaf Shaham had seen a lot of the world. His father had held a string of positions in the moshav union; he was the first head of the Central Arava Regional Council and was instrumental in bringing water to the region. As an envoy teaching Israeli farming methods, he then took the family for spells in Zambia, Uganda, and Kenya. The family also spent two years as emissaries in New York when Assaf was a teenager. After Israel and Jordan signed a peace treaty in 1994, Ami worked on joint water projects between the two countries.

			Like most Jewish Israelis, Assaf was drafted at eighteen for three years of obligatory military service. He served in the 50th Battalion of the Nahal infantry brigade, a favorite with the sons of the kibbutz and moshav. Nonetheless, he recalled, that was the first time he met the “other Israel,” experiencing a culture shock in his own country. Ein Yahav was a largely homogeneous community of secular, liberal Ashkenazi Jews of European descent, then considered Israel’s crème de la crème. But the army was a reflection of a broader Israel: rightists and leftists, religious and secular, veterans and new immigrants, Ashkenazim and Sephardim, also known as Mizrahim, all served together. The Mizrahim, or eastern Jews, had emigrated en masse in the 1950s from the mostly Arabic-speaking Islamic world and made up some 50 percent of Israel’s Jewish population. Some had come eagerly after the creation of Israel, out of a belief in Zionism, others more reluctantly to flee persecution under the anti-Zionist Arab regimes, leaving their property behind. It was Assaf’s first encounter with the Ashkenazi-Sephardi divide. He was unfamiliar with Mizrahi food and culture. On open Saturdays at his army base, the Mizrahi parents, stereotypically warm and effusive compared to their uptight, almost Spartan, Ashkenazi compatriots, would roll up with miraculously hot pots of home-cooked soul food like couscous and kubbeh. Assaf said his parents would arrive “with two cucumbers and a tomato.”

			The social and cultural collision was compounded by a sudden outburst of violence. In December 1987, a year into Assaf’s army service, the first Palestinian intifada, or uprising, broke out, an explosion of twenty years of pent-up frustration since Israel’s occupation of the territories of the West Bank and Gaza Strip in the 1967 war. Israeli troops were ordered to respond to stone-throwing Palestinians with beatings and force. Hundreds were killed. (Born soon after the Israeli conquests of the 1967 war, Assaf had never known the smaller-scale Israel without the occupied territories, and within the narrower boundaries set in the 1949 armistice talks.) He said he found the whole army experience overwhelming and disturbing.

			After completing his service, he became a feted lighting designer on the Tel Aviv theater, gallery, and museum scene. Having built a career, he then left for a long stint abroad, living in Los Angeles, Fiji, and New Zealand. Being away, he said, he learned the power of identity and belonging. “I learned early that you travel with yourself,” he said. “You can’t run away from yourself. You will always be an outsider. There comes a point where you are not part of it.”

			Back in Israel, and in his thirties, he longed for Ein Yahav. It offered a simpler life, intimacy, family, and roots, but without the hardship involved in his parents’ first years there. Now there was air conditioning. No place he needed or wanted to go was more than a day’s commute away. Hoping to raise his own young family with the same sense of community and belonging he remembered from his childhood, and with the unfettered freedom he felt in the open expanses of the Arava, he persuaded his partner, Rinat Rosenberg, who had grown up in the greener climes of northern Israel, to join him. They built a home near the entrance of the moshav—a pale peach stucco villa with blue window frames, a bright green front lawn, and a hammock on the porch. The slanted, tiled roof was covered in solar panels to capture the intense rays of desert sun. The airy and rustic-chic interior soared upward into a double-ceilinged, wood-paneled loft. There was some elemental comfort in the familiarity of it all: Assaf’s next-door neighbor was one of the nine peers that had made up his kindergarten and grade-school class.

			The Shahams who first settled in Ein Yahav epitomized the romantic image of Eretz Yisrael Hayafa, “the beautiful Land of Israel” of old, an idealized place that now largely existed in the nostalgic ballads of kibbutz choirs and army entertainment troops, and where vital young people, living by their values and flush with a sense of purpose, danced the hora in the fields. That Israel was held in the collective, sepia memory as a more innocent, plucky, and heroic country whose exploits inspired international awe. Since then, there had been a changing of the guard. The secular, socialist state builders, the founding elite, were no longer politically or culturally dominant and, pushed off their pedestal, were no longer regarded as national idols. Labor Zionism, which had dominated the country for its first three decades, was in steep decline. The anti-socialist right, in power for much of the past four decades, had become more nationalist and populist, the Jewish population more religious. Farming was barely profitable in the capitalist, free-market economy and the old farmers found themselves on the wrong side of the ideological lines, representing everything that those who came after them despised.

			Assaf’s parents were the kind of Israelis who had long been considered the salt of the earth. But in this new Israel they were almost a dying breed. Long out of power, marginalized, and even branded the enemy by some, they felt like strangers in their own land. And the feelings of estrangement had grown sharper during the last few years under Netanyahu. Having served his first term as prime minister from 1996 to 1999, the American-educated, telegenic conservative was reelected in 2009 and went on to serve another twelve consecutive years in office. By the summer of 2019, he had surpassed Ben-Gurion’s record for years in power. He had much to his credit, having modernized the economy, campaigned against the potential danger of a nuclear-armed Iran, and built Israel up into a country renowned for its prowess in technology and counterintelligence. He had even joined the small pantheon of Israeli leaders who signed agreements with moderate Arab countries when the Trump administration, after failing in its bid to press the Palestinians into accepting a colossal territorial compromise with Israel, ended up brokering normalization deals between Israel and the United Arab Emirates, Bahrain, and Morocco.

			Glad to be rid of President Obama after a tetchy eight years of fighting over Iran policy and settlement expansion in the occupied territories, Netanyahu had enthusiastically embraced President Trump, even at the risk of damaging the solid bipartisan support in Washington that Israel had long valued as one of its main strategic assets. The mutual adoration further alienated North American Jews, a majority of whom were liberal and voted Democratic. Netanyahu also allied himself with populist leaders in Europe and beyond, such as Prime Minister Viktor Orbán of Hungary, President Andrzej Duda of Poland, and President Jair Bolsonaro of Brazil, all known for curbing the free press and the courts. Israel seemed on the cusp of becoming a less liberal, or illiberal, democracy.

			Netanyahu seemed to play an outsize role on the world stage but his triumphs came at a high price at home. His staying power was largely achieved by exploiting the country’s identity politics, by divide and rule and fearmongering. Toward the end of his dozen years in office, the decibels of hate grew louder and reached fever pitch as Netanyahu, under police investigation and then indicted on graft charges, became ever more determined to cling to power. Ultimately, beginning in early 2021, he went on trial on charges of bribery, fraud, and breach of trust. The trial revolved around three cases in which the prime minister stood accused of trading official favors for gifts from wealthy tycoons. Some of the gifts were tangible ones of expensive cigars, the pink Champagne reportedly favored by the prime minister’s wife, Sara, and jewelry. The weightiest case, in which he was charged with bribery, involved accusations of a backroom deal with an Israeli media mogul and friend to facilitate a profitable business merger in return for flattering media coverage for the Netanyahu family.

			Netanyahu denied all wrongdoing and repeatedly stated that the cases would collapse in court. But at the same time he embarked on a desperate bid to gain some kind of immunity from prosecution or at least to be able to fight his legal battles from the prime minister’s office. In attempts to delegitimize the legal process, he launched a Trumpian assault against the very pillars of Israeli democracy, lashing out at the mainstream media, undermining the police and the judiciary, and claiming he’d been framed in a liberal–left-wing conspiracy. Nothing was unholy or off-limits. Netanyahu publicly maligned the police chief, the state prosecutors, and the attorney general, whom he had appointed. He and his supporters accused an elitist deep state of carrying out a witch hunt against him and plotting a “judicial coup” to oust him. He had centralized as much power in his hands as he could, including by putting loyalists in key positions, and the loyalists tried to curb the powers of the once-hallowed Supreme Court. As his critics saw it, Netanyahu prioritized his political and personal interests over those of the country. His strongest detractors accused him of fascism. Among his diehard supporters, anybody who disagreed with the party line was branded a leftist and leftists were branded as traitors. Yair Netanyahu, the elder son, spewed anti-left vitriol on Facebook and Twitter, occasionally even resorting to racist tropes and memes, including one that drew praise from American neo-Nazis and former Ku Klux Klan grand wizard and Holocaust denier David Duke.

			Far-right extremists who had previously been considered beyond the pale had been legitimized enough to sit in the Knesset and even to be courted as potential members of the government. Legislation was advanced to clip foreign government funding to left-wing non-governmental organizations at the forefront of the international struggle against the Israeli occupation of the Palestinians, and to have their leaders ostracized. In what smacked of McCarthyism, right-wing nationalistic organizations exposed academics who might have once signed a petition against the occupation or in favor of boycotting settlement produce, with the goal of disqualifying them for prestigious prizes or appointments.

			The national glue, the sense of collective identity and purpose that had brought Assaf back home, seemed to be dissolving. Though Israel was always ideologically split, the majority of Israelis had historically hewn to a common goal of building the state in the face of existential threats from outside enemies. Now that the building was done, and the enemies mostly weakened, Israel seemed to have lost its internal compass.

			The second time I met Assaf, we sat on his porch with a latte in the late winter sunshine. He was slender and suntanned, with blue-gray eyes, and fashionably tattooed. To make a living after first arriving in Ein Yahav, he had tried putting his lighting expertise to use, experimenting with the effects of LED lamps on the crop yields in the family hothouses. But he had never really seen himself growing peppers and tomatoes. Eventually he came up with something that no other Israeli had done: In the middle of the desert, he set up a coral farm. In the yard behind his house, water tanks whirred in the sheds that housed his beloved corals. He was experimenting with breeding fish in a small pool out front. It would later be replaced by a turquoise dipping pool. A pioneer for the modern age, he retraced the source of his novel enterprise. He said he had long heard about reserves of underground water in the area that were too saline for ordinary agricultural use and which he had assumed would be similar to the ocean. International restrictions on coral harvesting were tightening, including in the Red Sea to the south. With his lighting skills, he reckoned he could create a twenty-four-hour controlled environment and replicate the natural sunlight that kept corals alive. So he improvised, building the first coral farm in Israel, in the desert of all places, and named it O.K. Coral.

			There was nothing charming or exotic about the shipping-container-like sheds from the outside, nor were the corals meant for decorative purposes. Assaf had teamed up with an Israeli entrepreneur, Ohad Schwartz, the founder of CoreBone, a company developing bioactive, coral-based material for bone grafts. Operating out of the Herzliya Industrial Zone, a commercial hub just up the coast from Tel Aviv, CoreBone was tapping into a burgeoning, multibillion-dollar world market in bone replacement and tooth implants.

			More than a decade after Assaf established the farm, the corals were growing quietly indoors. Within the confines of lidless metal tanks, tropical fish glided restlessly between orderly rows of miniature coral polyps, some solid like rock, others gently swaying like a watery garden in shades of lilac, pink, and green. Large orbs of light hung low over the tanks, supplemented by smaller white, blue, and green spotlights. The underground reserves turned out to be nothing like seawater, but Assaf, undeterred, used reverse osmosis to purify and reconstitute it to the corals’ liking. He also invented a way to breed the corals by surgically sawing off tiny branches and attaching them with superglue to small, round bases he made himself. The sheds offered optimal conditions, more consistent than anything nature had to offer, with no nighttime, no shadows, and no predators to contend with. A tenth generation of farmed corals was growing in the tanks at many times the speed of nature.

			Now in his early fifties and the father of teenage twins, Assaf’s life seemed like a more bourgeois version of Ben-Gurion’s desert dreams. The Arava had become a tranquil border corridor and a symbol of quiet regional cooperation. Traffic accidents and loose camels, rather than enemy ambushes, now presented the greater hazard along Route 90. Dedicated to his business, Assaf said he never left the corals alone for more than twelve hours. The tiny vials of processed coral extract were selling for hundreds of dollars and O.K. Coral had become a destination for visiting coral experts and a stop on public relations tours of the Arava.

			So it was all the more surprising, or sobering, to find the private Assaf to be contemplative, cynical, and haunted by fears for his country. It was not the threat of a nuclear Iran that was causing his unease and anxiety, but rather what was happening in Israel and its uncertain future. For decades since the 1967 war, Israeli midwives had been assuring the parents of newborns that by the time the child was eighteen there would be peace and the new offspring would not have to serve in the army. “I tell my children that by the time they get to army age, there is not going to be any country,” Assaf said wryly. He added with only a hint of irony that the most important thing an Israeli could own was a foreign passport, “just in case.” His twins had obtained German passports by virtue of Ronit’s parentage.

			Assaf called the angst he was feeling “the heartbreak of failure.” The old values were apparently not valued anymore. The contribution of his parents no longer appeared to be appreciated, and they had lost their status. The Shahams found themselves torn between fighting to preserve their place in a transformed society or mentally disconnecting from the rest of the country and focusing on life in their small, tranquil slice of Eden.

			The internal fault lines had grown wider as Israel became more established and less of an immigrant nation. By 2022, 79 percent of the Jewish population consisted of native-born Hebrew-speakers. But the country still had no permanent eastern border and no end in sight to the grinding reality of the occupation of the Palestinians. Messianic Jewish settlers hewed to the biblical covenant of the entire Promised Land, enabled by the state. The settlement project had planted half a million Israelis among millions of Palestinians in the West Bank, tying a Gordian knot that was becoming ever harder to untangle and creating what was already a binational reality. Ultra-Orthodox sects listened only to their own rabbis. Palestinian Arab citizens made up a fifth of Israel’s population. Almost half the nation’s first-graders were either ultra-Orthodox Jews or Arabic-speakers, who did not share the Zionist upbringing of the Jewish mainstream. Slowly, almost undiscernibly, tectonic shifts were taking place below the surface of Israeli society.

			Amid the general sense of a national unraveling, Reuven Rivlin, Israel’s former president and an old-school Likud party liberal, had leveraged his largely symbolic role and, like an anguished prophet, called for unity and national healing. In a seminal speech in 2015, dubbed “The Four Tribes” speech, he tried to sum up Israel’s conundrum and the basis of its social fissures with a presentation that resonated and reshaped the national discourse for years. Aided by a PowerPoint presentation with pie charts, he explained that Israel’s demographic makeup had changed. If a clear secular Zionist majority had prevailed from the foundation of the state through to the 1990s, coexisting alongside national-religious, ultra-Orthodox, and Arab minorities, that balance had shifted, he said. Now only about 38 percent of Israel’s first-graders were in the secular Jewish school system. Some 15 percent were in the Zionist national-religious system, while the rest were more or less evenly split between the Arab and ultra-Orthodox sectors. He described these four principal Israeli stakeholders as distinct tribes that were fundamentally different from one another but growing closer in size. It was time, he said, to confront this new Israeli order that was restructuring the national identity and what it meant to be an Israeli.

			The four “tribes,” educated in separate school systems, each had their own curriculum, ethos, and vision, and learned in Hebrew, Arabic, and sometimes Yiddish. Different sectors lived by different calendars—Gregorian, Hebrew lunar, Muslim lunar—and often lived in their own, exclusive enclaves. Some West Bank settlements only accepted members from the Zionist religious camp. Most kibbutzim remained avowedly secular. Arab citizens mostly lived in their own towns and villages. The ultra-Orthodox had their own settlements. With no division of religion and state the political system had become increasingly sectoral, with a plethora of small and medium-sized parties catering to different ethnic and religious groups. Elections ended with no clear winner, turning every small party into a potential coalition kingmaker and imbuing them with disproportionate power. That’s how, in the spring of 2021, after a fourth inconclusive election in two years, Naftali Bennett, the leader of the boutique right-wing Yamina party, came to succeed Netanyahu with only 6 seats, on a good day, in the 120-seat Knesset. Bennett, the native son of immigrants from the United States and a former high-tech entrepreneur in his late forties, was an almost accidental prime minister, the default candidate who could unify the disparate anti-Netanyahu forces and the first religiously observant premier. His fragile coalition, made up of eight medium- and small-sized parties with clashing ideologies and agendas, was ushered in by a vote of 60 to 59 with one abstention, the only principle binding it together being the desire to end the chaos and keep Netanyahu out of office. Israel had no constitution to chart its core values. The lack of national consensus on key issues prevented one from being written. Instead, there was a body of basic laws that could be amended by a vote of 61 in the Knesset.

			Even those killed in Israel’s wars were not spared the arguments. In 2017, after more than forty years of anguished discussion and political wrangling, Israel inaugurated, on Jerusalem’s Mount Herzl, adjacent to the national cemetery, its first national Hall of Remembrance for its 23,000 fallen soldiers. In this small and intimate country with its conscription army, every one of those deaths left a deep scar, as if the fallen were all relatives. But in the absence of any national consensus, even the most fateful battles were subject to conflicting narratives. When five Arab armies attacked the nascent state immediately upon its declaration of independence in 1948, the Zionists fought and won a war of liberation. To the Palestinians, including those who ended up as citizens of Israel, it was the Nakba, or catastrophe. Some 400 Palestinian villages were emptied and destroyed and about 700,000 Palestinians fled the hostilities or were expelled, turning into permanent refugees. The stunning triumph of 1967, when Israel defeated the Egyptian, Syrian, and Jordanian armies in six days and conquered Jerusalem’s Old City with its holy sites, the biblical heartland of the West Bank, the Gaza Strip, the Egyptian Sinai, and the strategic Golan Heights, was a sign of divine redemption for some. For others, once the initial euphoria passed, it marked the start of a long, festering, and morally corrosive occupation. The 1982 invasion of Lebanon was officially named Operation Peace for Galilee, but it went far beyond its initially stated goals and many Israelis saw it as Israel’s first, controversial “war of choice.” It became more commonly known as the First Lebanon War, after it was followed in 2006 by a second one. Inside the memorial monument, where any one word, name, or phrase could spark dissension, the answer was found in simplicity. A spiraling wall of bricks was inscribed only with the names of the dead and the dates on which they died. In the interests of equality, avoiding controversy, and allowing a veneer of unity, there was no mention of the battle in which the soldier fell, or of location or rank. Here, there was no hierarchy of position or ideology, but just a small light by each brick that was illuminated on the anniversary of each individual soldier’s death. Remembrance was pared down to a bare, tranquil minimum. After all, consensus over the past could hardly be achieved while the conflict was still so alive. And more awful than the long rows of bricks with names were the empty rows spiraling skyward, waiting to be inscribed with an untold number of new names.

			

			—

			After a while, family holdings in Ein Yahav grew to fifty dunams, equivalent to about twelve acres, and more hands were required. The principle of self-reliance went by the wayside. The remote location and minimum wages were hardly a draw for Israelis, so the farmers came to rely on an imported labor force from Thailand. In the Central Arava, there were more Thai than Israeli adults, and about six Thai workers per family farm. If the workers had the vote, the regional council head would be a Thai, went the local joke. In the afternoons, Thais in brimmed hats would ride around on bicycles and the backs of tractors, lending the mostly bare desert a tropical feel, their faces wrapped with cloth and shielded from the rays of the sun. There was clearly some embarrassment about the phenomenon. Asked how many Thai workers there were in a village or kibbutz, members would give evasive answers such as “enough,” or “more than enough.” A popular Israeli television drama series called Yellow Peppers, set in the Arava, had featured a Thai worker who had almost become part of his employer’s family. But the BBC and some human rights organizations uncovered cases of abusive treatment, contending that the Thai farm laborers were often overworked and underpaid, provided with lousy housing conditions, and poorly protected when working with hazardous materials. Local Bedouin had also begun to work on the farms. The reliance on outside labor had perhaps dented any public sympathy for the farmers and their early sacrifices. To many Israelis, the old-school Labor Zionists were out of touch and had an inflated sense of entitlement. In an effort to attract young Israeli blood to the area, Ronit, Assaf’s partner, a former spokeswoman for the Central Arava Regional Council, was running a program called Hebrew Labor to encourage demobilized soldiers to work in the packing houses. Dozens had come to the area, their salaries supplemented by government grants and incentives.

			Ein Yahav had grown into the largest moshav in the Central Arava, with about two hundred families, many of them farmers. Others had branched out into tourism, offering bed-and-breakfast accommodation and desert jeep tours. The population was aging and the schools were short of children. Some families had gone bankrupt. “Farmers will always complain,” Assaf said, “if it rains or if it doesn’t.” But they also felt abandoned in the new Israel.

			Assaf’s younger brother, Ido, had never even thought about leaving Ein Yahav or of not following in his parents’ footsteps and working the land. He said he was too independent to work for anybody else. He had married Hagit, a former classmate in the moshav. They had three children and built their own stylish home in Ein Yahav with large picture windows and a wood-burning stove. Ido had tried growing everything: cherry tomatoes, figs, dates, lettuce, cabbage, watermelons, zucchini, cucumbers, eggplant, and, of course, peppers—whatever was in demand, and mostly for export. But with the shekel strong against the euro he was often selling at a loss. Hagit supplemented the family income by selling homemade cakes out of her kitchen, with its double range and a built-in wooden wine rack. The couple also hosted groups for farm-to-table gourmet dinners in their home.

			Sitting over bowls of spicy yellow pepper soup served with melting wheels of creamy, locally sourced goat cheese, Ido and Shula, the family matriarch, spoke of the additional challenges they faced as farmers in the modern Jewish state. One of the more bizarre demands revolved around the requirements for being certified as a kosher supplier, meaning one that complied with Jewish dietary laws. On the orders of the state’s chief rabbinate, the official religious authority, Shula, an atheist, and the other farmers had to “donate” 1 percent of their produce as a biblical tithe, a priestly offering known as Terumat Hamaaser. Since there were no longer any ritually pure Levites or a temple in Jerusalem to receive these offerings, and since it was forbidden to put them to any other use, the rules were that they had to be unceremoniously discarded like garbage.

			The Shahams had to constantly reinvent themselves in order to keep up. Exploiting the thermal underground waters, they had experimented with spirulina, a blue-green algae, even before it became a fashionable superfood, then sold it all to a Japanese buyer. Other residents of the Arava had set up fish farms, and Assaf had experimented with raising tilapia in the pond in his garden. Shula went on to establish Israel’s first aloe vera farm, starting with two plants that a Protestant priest brought in his bag from Oklahoma in the 1980s, hoping to heal the world. Teaming up with a researcher, Shula began producing aloe-based cosmetics. Others had dreamed of turning the Arava into a center of cannabis growing to supply the medical marijuana industry, but Israel, an early pioneer in research and development, had fallen behind as a producer and the security demands proved too cumbersome for many.

			Ido was the more rugged looking son, though he had the same soft, blue-gray eyes as Shula and Assaf. He knew he was living in a kind of bubble in Ein Yahav but said Israeli politics still annoyed him, particularly “the rightists” and “the Orthodox.” Ministries had been handed out as political favors based on coalition demands, with suitability or talent rarely a factor. The agriculture minister at the time was a settler dedicated to his constituency in the West Bank. “What does this minister of agriculture consider to be agriculture?” Shula asked rhetorically. “Not us.”

			Yet Shula herself embodied some of the contradictions that made up the Israeli reality. Like many Israeli families, hers was ideologically conflicted. Her late mother was divorced from her father and had turned religious. Enamored with the messianic settler movement in the late 1970s, she had moved to the West Bank settlement of Kedumim. For twenty years Shula refused to visit her in her home. “I don’t want to rule another country,” Shula said, referring to the Palestinians. “And if we do,” she added, referring to the demographic realities, “we won’t have a country.”

			It had long been a fundamental argument of the Israeli left that the Zionist vision of a Jewish democracy could only survive by formally separating from the Palestinians—a territorial division between the Jordan River and the Mediterranean Sea creating two states for two peoples, the Jews, or Israelis, and the Palestinians. Otherwise, the argument went, with the number of Palestinians and Jews in the combined areas of Israel, the West Bank, and the Gaza Strip already reaching parity, Israel would eventually have to become one of two things: a single, binational state that granted equal voting rights to the Palestinians, making it democratic but no longer Jewish, or an apartheid-like pariah state of two peoples living in one country under two different regimes and legal systems. The tipping point was fast approaching, and in the eyes of some on the far left, it was already here.

			As founder members, the Shaham clan had status in Ein Yahav. They had not come despite the hardship, Shula said, but because of it—to settle a strip of empty desert along a hostile border and to see if they could sustain life there. Conditions had since eased up somewhat. Not only did the air conditioners run constantly to banish, or at least dilute, the furnace-like heat of summer, but there was a communal outdoor swimming pool in the middle of the village. A poolside café called Deck Bar served hummus, hamburgers, and pizzas along with chilled beer. There was a library, a basketball court, and a clinic. Even the children had smartphones and could keep up with whatever was going on in Tel Aviv, London, and New York. Most households needed two cars. It was hard to attract new families, perhaps in part because living in Ein Yahav had become more expensive. The moshav had tried to market more than eighty plots for private homes in a leveled area between the village and the highway, but this was not your average suburbia and less than half a dozen new houses had gone up, surrounded by wasteland. Setting up a farm required an investment of about half a million dollars—money, Assaf said, that would be hard to recoup. Some newcomers had found it hard to fit in and had left because, Assaf acknowledged, “We were snobs.”

			The residents celebrated Jewish and national holidays together as social and cultural events, and some had developed their own irreverent traditions, like barbecuing pork on Yom Kippur, the holiest day in the Jewish calendar, when observant and more traditional Jews fast to atone for their sins. Nevertheless, Shula said she felt a common bond with the Jewish people, “after all they did to the Jews in the world.” They were, she said, her “tribe,” her “family” wherever she went. But she wanted the Jewish state to be just and democratic, citing the Torah’s injunction against ill-treating the ger, or the stranger, because the Israelites were “strangers in Egypt.” She felt less affinity with what Israel had become. After more than five decades of “temporary” occupation and settlement building since 1967, she said, “I believe what we are doing now is not Jewish.”

			The estrangement felt in Ein Yahav was just a reflection of a broader process in Israel, where, as noted earlier, the Zionist left had become an endangered species. The historic Labor Party, which had long run the country, was reduced to single digits in the 120-seat Knesset. Some pre-election polls had forecast that it might not even win the minimum of 4 seats required to make it past the electoral threshold. By far the largest party in the country was Labor’s oldest rival, the right-wing Likud. Labor’s descent had been steady and long, marked by historical signposts. Religious fervor had taken over some quarters of the right wing after the conquests of 1967, which left Israel in control of the holy sites of Jerusalem’s Old City and the biblical heartland of the West Bank, as if that victory was all part of a messianic plan. Deliverance came again in 1973 after days of near military disaster that many feared would wipe out the country, but the Labor old guard would soon pay the price for the trauma. The legendary Likud leader Menachem Begin swept to power in 1977, upending decades of Labor rule, and went on to make peace with Egypt, eventually returning the Sinai Peninsula to the Egyptians and establishing the principle of land for peace. But he regarded the West Bank and Gaza Strip as integral, inseparable parts of the Land of Israel, and even some security hawks from the left side of the political map were loath to give up the newly acquired strategic depth.

			Prime Minister Yitzhak Rabin, the Labor Party leader who made it back into power in 1992, as a former military chief of staff and a liberator of Jerusalem, had all the right security credentials to reach accommodation with Israel’s enemies. Yet when he made his “peace of the brave,” embarking on the interim Oslo Accords with the Palestinian leader Yasser Arafat in the 1990s, the promise of a final, end-of-claims resolution to the conflict proved short-lived. The early “good years” of Oslo soon dissolved into murderous violence perpetrated by radicals on both sides bent on derailing the embryonic agreements. Hamas and Islamic Jihad carried out sporadic suicide bombings. Baruch Goldstein, a Brooklyn-born Jewish extremist and physician, gunned down twenty-nine Muslim worshippers in the Cave of the Patriarchs, the Jewish holy site in Hebron also held sacred by Muslims as the Ibrahimi Mosque. In far-right Jewish circles Rabin’s territorial concessions to the Palestinians had turned him into a traitor to the Jewish cause, and in November 1995, after attending a peace rally in Tel Aviv, he was assassinated by Yigal Amir, a Jewish zealot who had fed on the incitement of right-wing politicians and sought out the tacit encouragement of militant rabbis. Netanyahu was the leader of the opposition at the time and was blamed by the left for doing too little to calm the atmosphere, and even for taking part in the incitement. The murder rocked Israel’s foundations and traumatized the nation. In the Tel Aviv square where Rabin had delivered an emotional speech and sung the popular “Song of Peace” minutes before he was killed, stunned youths gathered around flickering memorial candles. People driving to work the next day cried silently behind their car windows as the radio played the mournful repertoire of Hebrew ballads usually reserved for deaths in war or terrorist attacks, in a requiem for a lost Israel. The Oslo process began to implode. Months after Rabin’s murder, in the spring of 1996, a bloody campaign of Palestinian suicide bombings snatched the election from his Labor Party successor, Shimon Peres, and brought Netanyahu to power.

			Nobody can say what would have happened had Rabin lived, but after his death the hopes and promises of Oslo swiftly began to shrivel. An abortive, American-brokered effort by another Labor leader, Ehud Barak, to reach a final accommodation with the Palestinians in 2000 exploded into the violence of the second Palestinian intifada. Barak’s term was cut short as a cruel and devastating storm of Palestinian suicide bombings ripped through buses and cafés in Israeli cities and sounded a death knell for whatever was left of the leftist Israeli peace camp.

			The next few years were excruciating and scarred all those who lived through them. As we brought up two young children in a genteel neighborhood not far from the center of West Jerusalem, the horror was almost on my family’s doorstep. The deadly booms of familiar neighborhood cafés and bars blowing up reverberated through the living room followed by a grim chorus of wailing sirens. The drive to school became a nerve-racking exercise in trying to avoid stopping next to a bus at traffic lights for fear it would explode. Tel Aviv’s fashionable boulevards were stained with blood. Everybody had their stories of near misses. At least the more fortunate ones. One female suicide bomber wiped out three generations of a family at lunch in a popular restaurant in Haifa known as a symbol of Jewish-Arab coexistence. In Jerusalem, a bride was blown up the night before her wedding together with her father, a renowned emergency room doctor. Schoolchildren were blown apart on buses. In a seminal act of horror, a male suicide bomber disguised as a woman dragged a suitcase into the dining room of a modest hotel near the seaside in Netanya on the eve of Passover and killed thirty civilians, many of them elderly, among them Holocaust survivors. In response, Israel launched its biggest military operation in the West Bank since 1967, reinvading the Palestinian cities, and began building a barrier of concrete walls and steel fences to keep out the suicide bombers. Many Palestinians later lamented the failure of the uprising, which did not serve their goals. Whatever Israeli sympathy they still had dissipated as the left dwindled.

			

			—

			The desert had held a particular allure for Ben-Gurion. With much of the population concentrated in the narrow strip of coastal plain along the Mediterranean, and with the sparsely populated Negev and Arava deserts covering about half the land area of the country, Ben-Gurion had set a personal example by retiring with his wife, Paula, to a modest cabin on the edge of Sde Boker, a remote kibbutz in the Negev desert. He hoped that others would follow. Nicknamed “the Old Man” for much of his life, Ben-Gurion was about thirty years older than the rest of Sde Boker’s residents and was given the easier jobs, like measuring precipitation and tending to the lambs. The most important thing he learned from desert life, he said in a lost interview that was rediscovered and aired in a 2016 documentary, Ben-Gurion, Epilogue, was the satisfaction of having built something from nothing, knowing “that my friends, and myself, we did it. Everything. It’s our creation.” The simplicity was also a lesson in the modesty and ideological purity of the early leaders, which sometimes bordered on the fanatical. Assaf recalled that, in those times, his father never let family members use his work-issued car or drop his name, lest anybody think they or he was taking advantage of his position.

			In the new Israel such norms rarely applied. Ehud Olmert, a former Jerusalem mayor and Likud politician who moved to the political center and served as prime minister from 2006 to 2009, ended up serving time in prison for corruption. The Netanyahus had become notorious for their penchant for the high life. Economic gaps yawned as the chasm grew between the more prosperous center of the country and the long-neglected “periphery,” as the social and geographic margins were known.

			In many respects, Israel had exceeded its own expectations, or at least those of its founders. Its population had grown from some 800,000 in the year of its birth to more than 9.5 million by 2022. But its self-definition as a Jewish and democratic state, enshrined in its Declaration of Independence, was being tested and, some critics said, was an impossible contradiction in terms. Increasingly split between those who prioritized its Jewish character and those who put more value on its democracy, the rival camps were no longer so much a matter of right and left as “Jews” and “Israelis.” The country had become a simmering cauldron of passions and ethnic divisions, all in an area about the size of New Jersey. The contradictions were on display when the coronavirus hit. Even then, the government response became mired in the country’s political and cultural wars as some ultra-Orthodox rabbis flouted lockdown rules and some Arab mayors were seen dancing at large illegal weddings. Israel was initially a global leader in vaccinating its population. Yet at times its COVID infection and mortality rates soared to among the highest per capita in the world.

			

			—

			Assaf had returned to Israel from New Zealand as a young man primarily because he missed the sense of belonging. It was easier to live where you were born, he explained, with your own family, language, and history. Another sibling, a younger sister, was living in her late grandparents’ home in Bnei Zion. For Assaf, Ein Yahav, where he went barefoot most of the time, was the ultimate home even if he was sure not to take credit for all it represented. “Look at my parents,” he said. “They were willing to live and die for this country. They had a dream and they did something amazing. I was just born here.”

			Driving through Ein Yahav one day, I came across a simple but poignant sign stuck on a net house in the middle of the village. It was left over from a farmers’ protest of a few years back. “It is in the Negev that the people of Israel and their state will be tested,” it read, quoting from Ben-Gurion’s 1955 speech, and was illustrated with a sketch of a tractor. A second line encapsulated the collective sentiment of this small community in the desert: “Zionism is not dead (yet)!!!”

			Assaf said he did not define himself as a Zionist, because Zionism had already done what it had set out to achieve. At the core of his post-Zionist malaise was the split into camps, or different countries. For Bibi and against Bibi, religious and secular, Jewish and Arab, Jews and Israelis. If the Zionist dream was still alive, it appeared to be in a midlife crisis. Assaf denounced what he called the modern Israeli culture of the combina, Hebrew slang for getting a good deal by screwing the system, requiring various degrees of chutzpah, greed, and arrogance. “Eventually there’s going to be a civil war here—and I’ll be on the losing side,” Assaf told me as the political system seemed to be losing its grip in a mad swirl of elections. “I think it’s starting already.”

			The first signs of grassroots protest came in late 2016 with a few dozen activists who demonstrated every Saturday night near the home of the attorney general in the central city of Petah Tikva, accusing him of dragging his feet as he mulled charging Netanyahu with criminal offenses. The charges were filed in 2019. The anti-Netanyahu protests moved to Jerusalem after the government cited COVID in limiting the activities of the courts, leading to the postponement of the opening of Netanyahu’s trial, and then of the Knesset. In June 2020, Amir Haskel, a former general and air force pilot and a veteran of the Petah Tikva protests, set up camp on the sidewalk outside the prime minister’s residence on Balfour Street and demanded his resignation. A few supporters, many of them grandparents, joined him. After Haskel was arrested for blocking roads and held overnight in a cell, the pensioners began to ask where the young people were. On July 14, Bastille Day, they came out in force and for the next year, on Saturday nights, they filled the streets around Balfour.

			People came from all over the country, from all walks of life, with signs and props, some humorous and some obscene, others quoting biblical verses about justice. Netanyahu dismissed the protesters as anarchists. After his son Yair mocked them as aliens, some came dressed as aliens. Mothers in yellow vests came to act as a protective shield between the young protesters and the overly aggressive police. Assaf and Ronit made the two-and-a-half-hour journey several times. “My kids say I’m obsessed. Why do I care so much?” Assaf asked, sitting at the dining room table in Ein Yahav one hot Saturday afternoon as Ronit cooked lunch. “I have a kind of paradise here.” He cared because of all that was at stake in his eyes: “The history of my parents and the future of my children.”

			Here, along the Great Rift Valley, the ground was constantly, if imperceptibly, shifting. Coral reefs thousands of years old were being annihilated. Assaf worried that Israel, a mere seven decades old, could prove just as ephemeral. Its democracy seemed fragile. Politics had taken on a helter-skelter feel. The social solidarity that Israel ultimately depended upon was eroding. “With eyes wide open and with both hands,” Assaf said, “we are destroying the foundation of everything we stand on, really fast.” Comparing life in Israel to holding the end of a burning match, this small paradise, he said, was also his “private Armageddon.” His camp had lost its political clout. The left, he said, constituted 5 percent of the population, if that. “You have to think what it is you can do—not for your country but for yourself,” he said sardonically, “because nobody’s going to be there for you.”

			Agriculture was struggling. As food prices for the Israeli consumer rose and rose, the government reached an agreement for agricultural reform that would see a reduction of duties on a range of imported fruits and vegetables while the state would provide the farmers with direct financial support. The Arava was also moving with the times. One family of former pepper growers imported Alpine goats, acclimatized them to the desert, and started producing artisanal French-style goat cheeses, supplying a chain of high-end cafés and delicatessens in central Israel. Another opened a roadside deli serving home-smoked charcuterie and locally brewed craft beer. Glamping sites offered glamorous camping in air-conditioned tents in nature, and an ultra-luxury, ecologically sustainable hotel opened up in the middle of the wilderness, catering to Israel’s most wealthy percentile. The old Israel was not coming back. But in the eyes of many Israelis that was not a bad thing.

		

	
		
		
			TWO

			CIVIL WARS

			In June 1948, Yosef “Yoske” Nachmias, a fighter with the Irgun, the right-wing pre-state underground, had boarded the Altalena, an Irgun ship, after it arrived in Israeli waters. It was carrying nearly a thousand young Zionist fighters and immigrants, men and women from Europe, some of them Holocaust survivors.

			The ship was loaded with weapons that could help the fledgling state, already at war with the invading Arab armies. David Ben-Gurion was deeply suspicious of the motives of the Irgun’s commander in chief, Menachem Begin, his archrival, who had also boarded the ship off the Israeli coast and was refusing to surrender the weapons.

			The arrival of the ship brought to a bloody head the long and bitter rivalry between the mainstream pre-state underground, the Haganah, under the direction of Ben-Gurion, and the more militant Irgun. The showdown saw Jews firing on Jews and, ultimately, the soldiers of the newly formed Israel Defense Forces shelling and sinking the vessel. The schism has lasted to this day. To fully understand the left-right ideological gulf between the Shahams of Ein Yahav and the rampant nationalism on the rise in Bibi’s Israel requires digging down to the roots of the struggles between the pre-state Zionist schools and undergrounds. The tragedy of the Altalena, a blot on the history of the nascent state, would end up strengthening and reaffirming the ultimate bond of Jewish sovereignty, but it also created a new wound that would continue to fester for years to come.

			More than seven decades later, that generation of titans, the vital men and women who had fought to establish the Jewish homeland, was fading away, and with them their historic values and moral choices. Each had a story worthy of an action movie or spy thriller, from the uprooted Holocaust survivors who escaped Hitler’s ovens to the warrior-poets who shaped modern Hebrew culture. The time was soon approaching when I would no longer be able to hear them, up close, relate their testimonies and memories. My encounters with them were moving and gripping, suffused with so much pride, pain, and glory. They were also tinged with sadness and confusion as the state’s founders grappled both with time that was running out and with abiding questions, like whether the Israel they were leaving behind was the one they had hoped for and fought for.

			I first spotted Nachmias at the annual memorial ceremony commemorating the Altalena passengers who perished, held each June in the tranquil Nahalat Yitzhak cemetery in the leafy Tel Aviv suburb of Givatayim. Modest stone slabs lay in neat rows engraved with the names of the fallen, like Mendel Kaufman, born in Hungary, who was twenty-one at his death, and Eliezer Weitz, sixteen, from Poland. Nachmias stood out in the front row, tall and regal, sporting a jaunty, Indiana Jones–style brimmed leather hat and a mustache. The guests of honor included Prime Minister Netanyahu, President Rivlin, and Moshe Arens, a Likud veteran and a former defense and foreign minister whom the leaders described as a mentor. They had all grown up in Betar, the right-wing youth movement that fed into the Irgun, also known as the Etzel, a Hebrew acronym for Irgun Tzvai Leumi, or the National Military Organization. It was Arens who took on Netanyahu as his protégé and nurtured his political career. Once considered the underdogs of the Zionist enterprise, maligned and marginalized by the Labor Zionist elites, the disciples of Ze’ev (Vladimir) Jabotinsky, a Russian Zionist leader and the founder of Betar and the hardline Revisionist school, had risen to power with Begin in 1977 and had remained the dominant force in Israeli politics and government for most of the time since.

			Nachmias, ninety-one at the time, suggested we meet at his place of work—the Etzel Museum on the waterfront between Tel Aviv and Jaffa. Now widowed, he volunteered at the museum as a guide and living witness, riding in each day from a retirement home in the Tel Aviv suburb of Ramat Gan. His small office was cluttered with photographs and souvenirs, and he was clearly well loved by the young staffers who clucked around him. He never seemed to tire of telling his story, perhaps even less in the time he had left.

			With hindsight, the Altalena was sailing into a disaster. Ben-Gurion had declared independence only five weeks earlier and, as expected, the Arab armies had invaded to aid the Palestinian irregular forces. With the birth of the state
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