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			Foreword

			The war Hamas launched with its brutal massacre on October 7 is reshaping our world. The cruel, horrific slaughter that Hamas carried out mobilized and unified Israel—at least initially. The attack also unleashed unprecedented antisemitism and is being exploited by the Islamic Republic of Iran and Israel’s other enemies around the world.

			It will take time to understand the full ramifications of the Hamas attack. The October 7 War: Israel’s Battle for Security in Gaza provides one of the first book-length accounts of the war and its immediate aftermath. It is a harrowing account of how the attack unfolded and weaves a compelling narrative from the battlefields in Gaza, bringing the reader to the frontline against Hamas.

			Eight months into the conflict between Israel and Hamas we do not know its final outcome. Seth J. Frantzman’s account of the war is an important contribution to our understanding of the lead-up to the war and Israel’s military response. The war that Hamas launched on Israel has far-reaching ramifications for the Middle East and the world. It has been exploited by the regime in Iran to spread attacks against the region, targeting US forces and commercial shipping. And Iran’s supreme leader Ali Khamenei has adroitly used the October 7 attack as a weapon of mass distraction so that he can expand his weapon of mass destruction towards a nuclear weapons arsenal.

			As such, this is not just a war between Israel and Hamas terrorists, it is a war that will define how the world looks in the future. Hamas also has found support from Russia, China, Turkey, Qatar, South Africa and other countries in the wake of its October 7 massacre of Israelis. This illustrates how anti-western countries are backing Hamas as part of a broader attack on the West. Western countries also have been sharply critical of Israel as they have forced the Jewish state to fight with one hand tied behind its back.

			The October 7 War is a fast-paced account of how the attack on Israel occurred. It examines how Hamas trained for the conflict and sought to lure Israel into a false sense of security. Hamas and Israel have fought numerous wars since the terrorist group took over Gaza in 2007. The author’s fifteen years of experience covering these conflicts provides unique insight for the readers from the perspective of a journalist and analyst who was on the ground at the forefront of these past conflicts, and the present one. Frantzman also weaves together the regional processes that were in motion before the war, such as the Abraham Accords and the rise of Iran’s octopus-like terrorist proxies.

			The narrative captures what it was like in Israel on October 7 and the first days of this monumental conflict as Israel sought to come to grips with the extent of the Hamas attacks and the shock and trauma that came their wake. The author has interviewed many of the Israeli military units that responded to the Hamas attack. He brings the reader into the communities devastated by the war and provides a first-hand account of Israel’s response over the first eight months of the war.

			This book provides a close-up account of the Israel Defense Forces fight against terror in Gaza. It takes the reader into the battle against Hamas, from Jabalya to Khan Younis and Rafah. The author details how Hamas exploited hospitals and used human shields. The narrative weaves together both the experiences of average soldiers and commanders as they faced a steep learning curve in confronting Hamas terror tunnels and booby-trapped buildings in their quest to protect Israel from suffering another October 7 type of attack. The extent of how Hamas turned Gaza into an empire of terror, stockpiling masses of weapons and munitions in almost every building, is laid bare in this story. The documentation of the first months of the war effort illustrates how the IDF strived to avoid civilian casualties in one of the most complicated urban battles in history.

			The October 7 war provides a glimpse into the challenges Israel faced as it returned to fighting a ground war in Gaza after many years of trying to deter Hamas and prevent a war of this kind. The story unfolds as it happened, showing how Israeli commanders, officials and politicians grasped for a strategy as the war developed. This provides a spotlight on some of the roads not taken during the Gaza war and also an overview of both the tactical and strategic picture.

			The first draft of history is always difficult to tell because only time will give us the perspective of what October 7 means for the future. It may be the prelude to much larger conflicts in the region, such as clashes between Hezbollah and Israel and a direct war between Israel and Iran. It may also lead to Hamas seeking to leverage the atrocities it committed to carry out more attacks in the future. Eight months after the horrific attacks many are trying to isolate Israel and make the world forget the horrors that Hamas inflicted. It is important to remember the crimes that Hamas committed and the necessity and legitimacy of Israel’s response in Gaza

			 

			Mark Dubowitz, Chief Executive, 
Foundation for Defense of Democracies, 
Washington D.C, June 4, 2024
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			Prologue

			6:29 a.m.

			It was getting dark in Jabalya. In a four-story house overlooking Gaza City, dozens of Israeli soldiers were preparing for the night ahead. They were members of a new Israeli unit called the Ghosts. Envisioned as a unique group that would use cutting-edge technology and be able to call in air support at a moment’s notice, the soldiers were now putting years of training into action. They were using drones to scan the area and keep an eye on threats in the neighborhood around them.

			Before the war, this neighborhood would have been crowded, with numerous multi-story buildings housing families, providing cover for Hamas terrorists who operate below ground in tunnels. Eighty days into the war, when I arrived in Jabalya, it was empty. With the exception of the soldiers and the grumbling engines of two tanks and an armored personnel carrier, Gaza seemed deserted. This was the result of almost three months of war.

			The men in the Ghost unit, like 300,000 Israelis called up after the Hamas attack on October 7, had been away from their families since the war began. They didn’t have access to their phones; information usually available to people with the touch of a button was not available in Gaza. In moments of levity, when there was a break from the fighting, the soldiers asked newcomers about sports scores. Teams that had been doing well before October 7 might now be at the bottom of their division. For those fighting an unprecedented and unexpected war, details of the home front could provide a tiny bit of normalcy in this abnormally deserted neighborhood of Gaza.

			Almost three months before I came to Jabalya, I had gone to sleep in Jerusalem on Friday, October 6, hoping to wake up late the next day. It was Simchat Torah, and shabbat in Jerusalem would be characterized by celebration of the holiday. The holiday marks the end and beginning of a new cycle of reading the Torah or Bible.

			Across Israel people went to sleep expecting a quiet and relaxing Saturday. In Sderot, the Israeli city closest to Gaza, the Ivri Adanani family was hosting relatives for shabbat.1 Their phones were off because they are religious. Sderot had once been a city under siege by Hamas rockets in the early 2000s. However, by 2023 much of the city of 30,000 people was bustling with new construction and neighborhoods. Large playgrounds, with slides and zip lines, new basketball courts and a shopping center at the entrance to the city, greeted all arrivals with a sense of economic prosperity and security. The Gaza border, a mile away, felt like an afterthought.

			On the Sea of Galilee in northern Israel an officer from Israel’s Givati brigade named Amit was spending the holiday near the lake.2 It was October, the weather was still warm, just before the winter storms begin in northern Israel. Yarden, a soldier in one of Israel’s artillery units, was also spending shabbat in the north at a Kibbutz.3 She had made Aliyah to Israel and was drafted to the army in December 2022. She was expecting to complete a combat medic course and then rejoin her unit.

			As Israeli civilians slept, the military brass began to be awakened, one by one, to threats of impending doom. Israeli military and intelligence community leaders began to see a trickle of information about suspicious activity in Gaza.4 Around midnight members of Israel’s internal security agency, the Shin Bet, the army, and military intelligence spoke on the phone. A bit after three in the morning Israel Defense Forces (IDF) Chief of Staff Herzi Halevi spoke with Shin Bet head Ronen Bar.5 Aharon Haliva, head of the IDF Intelligence Directorate, was not included.6 He was on vacation in Eilat, the resort on the Red Sea.7 Colonel Haim Cohen, the head of the Northern Gaza Brigade was also awoken.8 A large music festival was taking place near the Gaza border, and his division was responsible for the area. Meanwhile a helicopter and three drones were made ready to respond. There were two helicopters on station that morning, but they were in the north.

			Around 4 a.m., the head of the Shin Bet,9 Ronen Bar, arrived at the security service headquarters.10 A Tequila Team of elite intelligence officers was sent to Nahal Oz on the Gaza border to monitor the possibility of a terrorist infiltration designed to take hostages.11 The concern was that there could be a small attack, and the hope was that one team could help to prevent it. On the border, members of an IDF observation unit were keeping watch on Gaza. Many soldiers were asleep in their rooms waiting for their shift to begin.12 A counterterror team near Latrun was put on alert. Avi Gil, the military secretary for Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu, was updated.13 The prime minister would not be informed until 6:29 a.m.14

			On the border with Gaza, some members of Israel’s Golani infantry brigade had been warned at 5 a.m. not to drive close to the fence, due to concerns of a potential attack.15 Brigadier General Avi Rosenfeld, commander of the Gaza Division, also was in touch with Israel Navy Commander Eitan Paz, at the Ashdod naval base. He informed the naval commander to maintain vigilance.16 However, another directive also informed commanders not to make any unusual moves.17 While there was unprecedented activity on the Palestinian side, there was concern that an Israeli response might lead Hamas to think Israel was going to attack.

			Major General Yaron Finkelman, head of IDF Southern Command, was on vacation in the north.18 It was a rarity for him, he had been at his command during the holidays when escalation seemed likely in September. At four in the morning, he woke up and decided to return to his command. Soldiers along the border saw signs that something unusual was happening, signs of an imminent attack.19

			Near the Gaza border, several thousand young people had gathered for the Tribe of Nova music festival.20 The party had begun in the evening of October 6 and gone all night, with music and dancing. There was a camping area and hundreds of cars parked along a road to the festival. The festival had been approved by the IDF.21 At 5:30 a.m. people were still dancing, as the first light of dawn began to arrive, casting the area in a blue aura.

			At Kibbutz Nir Oz, about ten miles south of the festival, Judith Weinstein and her husband Gadi Haggai were about to go for a morning walk.22 At Kibbutz Beeri, north of the festival, Aya Maydan was setting out for a bike ride.23 Her friend Lior was supposed to join her on the trail. Ron Benjamin, a fifty-two-year-old from the city of Rehovot, was also setting out for a ride from Beeri.24

			At Kibbutz Holit, near the Egyptian border, Yousef Zyadna, an Israeli Bedouin farmer, was with this sons Hamza and Bilal and his daughter Aisha.25 Other members of the Bedouin community were also near the border. Several were minibus drivers for the Nova festival and others were working in the Kibbutzim.26 At Kibbutz Alumim near Beeri, Bipin Joshi, a Nepalese agricultural student, was preparing for his weekend. In Sderot, Valeri Friedman was waiting for a bus that was taking elderly Israelis on a trip to the Dead Sea. The bus had already picked people up in Ofakim and Netivot.27

			The first rockets were fired from Gaza at 6:29 a.m. The sun was not even up, it wouldn’t rise for another eight minutes. The partygoers at Nova recorded the rockets intercepted overhead. The music stopped.28 All across Israel those seconds would change history. A country that went to sleep on October 6 concerned with domestic political controversies woke up the next day to an unprecedented war. It was a war that shook the country to its core and left major questions about the future.

			I remember how it began, seared into my memory as if it was still October 7, 2023. I was awoken by my eight-year-old son. Shaking me, he said there were sirens in Jerusalem. Sirens usually meant one thing, a warning of rocket fire. However, such sirens were rare in Jerusalem, even during previous wars between Israel and terrorists in Gaza. Surprised, in a half-sleep trance where you do everything by rote, I got out of bed and hauled myself to the balcony, which faces south toward Gaza, forty-five miles away. When I got to the balcony, squinting from the morning sunlight, the sirens were indeed wailing over the hills of Jerusalem. Within a few seconds, loud explosions overhead shook the house, sending my son running for his bedroom, as rockets were intercepted at 8:15 a.m.

			By the time we were awakened in Jerusalem, Israel had already been under attack for almost two hours by Hamas terrorists. Most people were expecting to enjoy a relaxing Saturday, as I had expected to do. Many observant religious people had their phones off for shabbat. The sirens were the first indication that something was amiss. I opened up Arabic-language websites online to see that Hamas called this the “Al Aqsa Flood Operation” and it had announced a large assault on Israel. Thousands of rockets had been fired. Hamas called for an “uprising” in Israel and the West Bank, a regional war to destroy Israel.

			I’ve covered conflicts and war in Gaza for many years. Back in 2005, as a student, I had even been to Gaza before Israeli communities there were dismantled during Disengagement. In 2009, I was on the border as a volunteer when Hamas was targeting Sderot. I also covered the wars in 2012, 2014, and 2021, and most of the flare-ups with Hamas and Palestinian Islamic Jihad. The drive down to the Gaza border was routine. On October 7, I got ready to leave. From the balcony, I saw that soldiers were going to their cars, driving off to join their units as they were called up or as they sensed the unfolding disaster. I phoned my friend Dr. Eric Mandel, who happened to be staying in southern Israel. He was heading for Sderot. I said I’d meet him there.

			By early afternoon I was on the way to the Gaza border. The massacre unfolding there was not known at the time. Radio programs were struggling to report the chaos. One man called into the Reshet Bet station saying his wife’s phone was now located in Khan Yunis and he couldn’t figure out how it had gotten there. The phenomenon of people finding out that their relatives were kidnapped via the location of their phone also happened to the Katz Asher family in Nir Oz.29 They found out that a relative was kidnapped because the phone was also located in Khan Younis.30 Other people were calling into the radio station trying to get in touch with loved ones who they said were hiding in their safe rooms in communities near Gaza.

			As I neared the turnoff to Sderot there was a police cordon across the road. The police were turning back traffic. So I pressed on toward Ashkelon, hoping to reach the border. The roads were deserted. Rockets fired from Gaza flew overhead, toward Tel Aviv. I kept the radio on to check the location of the rocket fire in case I needed to take cover. I called Dr. Eric. He was in Sderot now and said he had seen corpses of civilians and terrorists in the street. Now it became clear how bad the situation was. Terrorists had never breached the Gaza border and entered Sderot before.

			South of Ashkelon the road passes a gas station and a turnoff to Zikim beach. I remembered this area from the 2014 war when the fields were festooned with tanks prior to Israel’s ground invasion of Gaza. At the time Israel was trying to dismantle Hamas tunnels. Today the fields were deserted; there was no presence of Israeli forces, except for a few Humvees filled with soldiers. In previous wars it was common to see IDF helicopters overhead in this area, keeping watch over northern Gaza, launching flares sometimes. But the skies were clear.

			Eventually I came to a police checkpoint near Yad Mordechai, two miles from the border. There was no sound of gunfire or artillery. Even though a massive war was unfolding and thousands of people were now under siege by terrorists in southern Israel, there was a quiet unease about what was happening. I got out of my car and waited by the police barrier hastily thrown up on the road. I noticed now that a small blue car was damaged and stuck on the median of the four-lane road. It had bullet holes in it. Next to it was what looked like a large sack covered with a blanket. As I approached I realized the sack was a dead body. Amidst the chaos no one had bothered to move him. Indeed, there were now so many dead and wounded, that only the living were being taken to the hospital. The dead would have to wait until morning.

			In the days after October 7, I went back and forth to the Gaza border as it was retaken from terrorists. I met with police commanders and soldiers. For four months, I covered the war every day. This book is a product of those months. It is an attempt to tell the story as it happened and provide the background of what led to this war.

			 

			Seth J. Frantzman, Jerusalem, February 23, 2024

			
			
		

	
		
			Introduction

			The Hamas attack on Israel on October 7, 2023, was unprecedented in its size and mass killing. It had hallmarks of other mass terror attacks, such as the 2004 Breslan school siege in southern Russia where 1,000 people were taken hostage and more than 300 killed, and of the 2008 Mumbai attack in which 175 were killed—but the Hamas attack was even larger and more extreme. Hamas carried out an attack across forty miles of fence line and it planned this attack as a kind of human-wave assault, designed to achieve both military success and to carry out genocidal massacre of civilians.

			In the history of warfare there have been many surprise attacks. The 1968 Tet offensive in Vietnam, in which communist guerillas overran parts of South Vietnam, is an example of groups willing to use terror and massive assaults on a more advanced military. The Nazis also surprised the Soviet Union in 1941 during Operation Barbarossa. The Japanese surprised the U.S. at Pearl Harbor. An examination of the Hamas attack has to take into account a military history of how it was able to build up the capacity for this assault. In addition, to understand the attack, it is necessary to look at parallels among terrorist groups, such as how ISIS conquered part of Iraq in 2014.

			The Hamas attack occurred against the backdrop of a changing world order. The United States had been seeking to reduce its role in the Middle East since 2011 when the Obama Administration wrapped up America’s role in Iraq. The region was seen as a waste of blood and treasure, a place of ancient hatreds and extremism, which the West should try to avoid. The Russian invasion of Ukraine in 2022 seemed to prove this point to policymakers in the West. The U.S. needed to shift from focusing on counterterrorism and the Middle East, to confronting near-peer adversaries, such as Russia and China.

			Therefore, U.S. partners and allies would be left to confront threats from hostile countries, such as Iran. What this meant for Israel was that Israel would be working with new Gulf peace partners gained through the Abraham Accords to create a security infrastructure in the region. This was supposed to bring stability and regional integration. There might even be cooperation on air defenses and normalization between Saudi Arabia and Israel.

			Hamas, which had been carrying out terrorist attacks for decades, was perceived as isolated and deterred in Gaza. Israeli officials preferred to talk about Iran or discuss regional strategy, such as linking Israel to India via Saudi Arabia and the Gulf. Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu went to speak at the United Nations in September 2023, showcasing a map of the new Middle East, linking Israel to new friends in the region.

			Iran wanted to prevent this Israeli success in the region. It also wanted to show that it could eject the U.S. from the region. October 7 was an opportunity to reverse many processes in the region and globally. For instance, Russia and China did not condemn the Hamas attack, and sought to benefit from the chaos it unleashed. Hamas sought to tap into this; former Hamas leader Khaled Mashal said that Russia and China should use the opportunity to overturn U.S. power globally.31

			Anti-Israel groups that pose under the banner of human rights had sought to define Israel as an “apartheid” state and claimed that the “whole land between the river and the sea” was all one state. As such, they prepared the ground for the Hamas assault by portraying all Israelis as “settlers.” They did this by adding fuel to Palestinian claims that as a “colonizer” and “occupier” Israel had no right to self-defense. Hamas channeled this sentiment to portray its “resistance” as a right to murder Israelis.

			October 7 was a black swan event. While such an attack and the level of massacre carried out by Hamas was a low probability, it now has the potential to upset the world order. What this means is that by showing that Israel’s military technology could be defeated by Hamas terrorists on motorbikes, the group was illustrating that Western military systems, such as F-35s, might be hollow in the face of Iran-backed groups. Furthermore, the attack destroyed Israel’s sense of security. It could call into question the faith that partners in the region and in the West put in Israel. Overnight, Israel went from projecting power globally, to needing help to survive.

			There was more at work on October 7. The attack set in motion a series of events in the West that culminated in rising anti-Semitism and support for Hamas crimes. By attacking Israel, Hamas did not receive more condemnation and isolation globally; instead it achieved more recognition and a spotlight. Hamas made inroads in Qatar, Turkey, Lebanon, and Russia, and with Iran’s backing it was able to break out of the isolation it had felt in Gaza. Israel’s military would need to defeat Hamas in Gaza and potentially run the Gaza Strip in the near term.

			Israel had sought to extricate itself from Gaza. Now, it was being drawn back in. Israel’s armed forces would also be tested by the war. Like many Western militaries, Israel had focused on special forces, new units, and technology. Would this work to defeat Hamas? The October 7 attack illustrates what happens when an unlikely scenario that has the chance of changing historical trajectories, is unleashed. These types of inflection points have happened before, such as on 9/11, the fall of the Berlin Wall, the dropping of the atomic bomb, or the sack of Rome.

			This book is based on two decades of my own experience on the Gaza border and in Gaza with different IDF units and dozens of interviews with individual soldiers and officers. Research for the book draws on interviews with more than half the IDF units that fought in Gaza after the October 7 attack. It draws from personal accounts, many of which were published in the direct aftermath of the attack, as well as documentary projects which have recorded the recollections of survivors. It is divided into three parts. Part I provides background on Gaza and Israel’s history of fighting terrorism. It chronicles the rise of Hamas and the story of IDF developments before the war, shedding light on Israel’s investment in new technology and new military doctrine. It looks at how Israel was unprepared for the Hamas attack. Part II is an account of the Hamas attack on October 7 and Israel’s response during the first days of the war. Part III tells the story of Israel’s military offensive in Gaza after October 7, following Israeli soldiers and units through the first five months of the war.

			As with any book that is written directly after an event, this book lacks details about what is still not known about October 7. For instance, there inevitably will be more information that is revealed about what was known before October 7 and which intelligence failures took place. More will be revealed about the key hours after October 7 as decision-makers scrambled to respond. The full role of Iran, and other countries and groups in planning the massacre may be revealed in the future. For instance: What did Hamas leaders who were not in Gaza, but in Doha and their Qatari hosts know about the attack? In addition details about the IDF’s response may later explain some of the chaos of that day. Hostages may reveal new details about Hamas brutality. This book is intended to reflect the developments leading up to October 7, and after, as they occurred, with all the chaos and uncertainty.

			This book is also not intended to be a complete history of all aspects of this war. While it covers the hostage taking and devastation of the communities on the border of Gaza, it is not intended to be a full telling of the civilian suffering in Israel. New details have emerged over time of the Hamas atrocities, such as sexual assaults on victims. The full telling of the atrocities in these communities will be covered by survivors and experts. In addition this story does not seek to cover the Gazan civilians and the general Palestinian experience in this war. Lastly, this book is not intended to cover the larger political aspects of the war in Israel or abroad. The war that began on October 7 will reshape Israeli society and the political parties in Israel will have to confront this legacy for years or decades to come. Israeli leaders have called this an existential war, one that must be won so that Israel may survive. What follows will focus on what led to October 7, the fight for survival on that day, and the aftermath.
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			Chapter 1

			The Rise of the Hamas Terror State

			An overview of the Gaza Strip and Israel’s border communities.

			Kibbutz Alumim has a yellow gate, like most small Israeli communities on the border of Gaza. The gate has a small guardhouse next to it. For members of the kibbutz, the gate opens; visitors may need to call someone to open it. The community is surrounded by a fence. It is around a mile from the Gaza border. Like many similar Israeli communities, such as kibbutzim and moshavim, the village is laid out in a kind of planned manner, and most homes look alike.

			Alumim has a parking lot which in the summer of 2023, when I visited, was full of cars. On the northwestern side of the parking lot is a path that leads to the dozens of red-roofed homes of the residents. The homes are laid out in a kind of giant semicircle, the more distant ones facing Gaza. There is a synagogue with a large window that looks out on flowing fields. Carrots and sweet potatoes are grown here. On the other side of the residential area are chicken coops.

			One resident who came here from the U.K. in 1984 to join the kibbutz described the place as “95 percent tranquil.” The other 5 percent of the time has been war. The only evidence of any possible conflict in the summer of 2023 was the presence of an Iron Dome air defense battery not far from the community.

			At Alumim there is an exotic tree that blooms blood red in summer. It’s called a Flame Bottletree, Brachychiton acerifolius, which is endemic to Australia. The tree, in bloom in the summer of 2023, looked over this community, and the Gaza border, as if to warn of what was coming.

			The Gazan border today is around sixty kilometers, or thirty-seven miles, long. The whole landscape here is generally flat and few distinguishing features separate Gaza from the areas around it. Northern Gaza, for instance, is composed of dunes and some orchards, and on the Israeli side there is also a line of hills and sandy dunes before the city of Ashkelon appears. Sderot, which sits on hills overlooking Gaza, is around 130 meters in elevation. The landscape of Gaza spills into the ocean, separated from its beaches by a coastal road that runs along the coast.

			Historically, Gaza City, the city from which the area takes its name has changed hands many times and the region around it has passed from empire to empire. Sacked by Alexander the Great, it flourished under Rome and Byzantium. Conquered by Arabs and then Crusaders, it passed into the Ottoman period as a town, growing in prosperity until the British arrived in 1917 during World War I.

			Jews had lived in Gaza historically, but by the time of British rule relations were changing between Jews and Arabs. Riots and attacks on Jews grew with Arab nationalist opposition to Zionism and the establishment of a national home for the Jewish people. For pioneers creating new Jewish communities, the areas near Gaza were seen as key to the future borders of a Jewish state. This matters for any narrative of October 7 because most of the communities attacked and massacred on that day were small Jewish communities on the border of Gaza. When the Israel Defense Forces (IDF) went into Gaza to defeat Hamas, they gathered their forces in the fields of these communities.

			It’s important to understand the history of Gaza and Hamas because the October 7 massacre has roots in how Hamas took over Gaza and turned it into a base for terror. Gaza has played a pivotal role in the history of the conflict between Israel and the Palestinians, from the lead-up to the 1956 Suez Crisis to the spark of the first intifada from 1987 to 1990. Therefore, to understand why October 7 is a black swan event in the region and in the history of the Israel-Palestinian conflict, one needs to understand what led to October 7. Israel has faced terrorist threats from Gaza since 1948, but they have changed over time. Several themes are clear in this history. First, the terrorists usually benefit from time on their side; the longer a conflict drags on the more likely it is that the U.N. will try to step in to prevent Israel from achieving victory. Second, the terrorists use civilians as human shields and benefit from civilian suffering. Third, hostage exchanges have tended to help to release Hamas leaders, creating a cycle of kidnappings and deals. Fourth, Palestinian history is tied to developments in Gaza, which usually occur at transition stages for the Palestinian nationalist cause.

			The borders of modern Israel were carved out around Gaza by Jewish communities built during the British Mandate for Palestine from 1918 to 1948. Yad Mordechai, just north of the Gaza Strip, was founded in 1936, and Nir Am, another community on the Gaza border, was founded in 1943. Eleven more Jewish communities were established in the Negev on October 6, 1946. These included four communities near the current border; Nirim, Tkuma, Beeri, and Urim.

			In 1948, when Israel declared independence, the Egyptian army invaded and occupied the area between Rafah and Gaza City. The Egyptians hosted the Mufti of Jerusalem, Hajj Amin al-Husseini, a rabid anti-Semite, ally of Nazism and Palestinian nationalist. His presence and Egypt’s posture guaranteed that Gaza would be used as a launchpad for threats against Israel. In a foreshadowing of some of the fighting in 2023, Egypt bombarded areas near Kibbutz Sa’ad, and Israel launched air strikes on the Egyptians on December 22, 1949.32 Fighting continued near Rafah until the UN passed a resolution calling for Israel to cease operations on December 29.

			When the 1948 Israeli War of Independence was winding down, and Israel had defeated numerous Arab armies, the question of Gaza’s future arose. Gaza City and Khan Yunis were now swelled with 250,000 Arabs who had fled fighting in the Negev and other parts of Israel. Israeli officials briefly considered taking over Gaza in 1949.33

			Israel’s First Defeat of Palestinian Terrorism in Gaza from the 1950s to 1970s

			To control the new Israeli border with Gaza and to defend it, Israel built a number of new communities around the border. Zikim, on the Mediterranean, was founded in 1949, and Erez and Karmiya were founded in the coming months. In 1951, the town that would become Sderot was founded. Gevim had been founded just before the 1948 war and it was followed by Mefalsim, Kfar Aza, Sa’ad, and Nahal Oz, all west of Gaza City. Further south along the border, Reim, Kissufim, Ein HaShlosha, Magen, Mevtahim, and Nir Yitzhak were all founded by 1951. These communities were small and lacked many basic things. Magen, for instance had to have water trucked in to a water tower for a decade after its founding. The residents were armed and took their weapons into the fields to farm.

			The founding of the kibbutzim created a line of communities along the border. This is how Israel would lay claim to this land and defend it. The threats to Israel today from Gaza have their roots in the 1950s. At the time, many communities were attacked by groups of what Israel deemed “infiltrators” from Gaza, who came to plunder and sometimes kill. The kibbutzim set up mines to defend the land.34

			The murderous attacks on Israel increased, this time backed by Egypt, which controlled Gaza. The IDF chose to retaliate in an operation called Operation Black Arrow. Israeli soldiers targeted an Egyptian army post north of Gaza City and also blocked the Gaza-Khan Yunis road, as the IDF would in October 2023. Israeli paratroopers carried out the raid. Gazans rioted in response.35

			Israel’s war against the infiltrators in the 1950s could be described as the first war against terrorism in Gaza. It had some of the elements of the war that Israel was forced to fight in 2023. In 1967, Israel took over the Gaza Strip in the Six-Day War against Egypt, Jordan, and Syria. Residents of Sderot remember this time fondly, when the border was open and they could shop in Gaza City.

			In January 1971, an Israeli family named the Arroyos was attacked with a grenade while driving in Gaza. A Palestinian teen named Mohammed Suleimani al-Zaki from Shujaiya near Gaza City was charged with the attack. He would be released in 1985 as part of the Jibril agreement in which 1,000 prisoners were freed in exchange for three IDF soldiers held in Lebanon. This is important because it set the stage for numerous agreements that led to the release of terrorists who formed the leadership of Hamas in later years. Hamas learned from this that its actions in Gaza, no matter how brutal, could lead to Israeli concessions.

			The United Nations Relief and Works Agency for Palestine Refugees in the Near East (UNRWA) runs eight refugee camps in Gaza. These include camps in Rafah, Jabalya, Khan Yunis, Al-Shati, Nuseirat, Bureij, Maghazi, and the Deir al-Balah camp. The largest is in Rafah, followed by Jabalya, which both have 100,000 residents. Deir al-Balah has an estimated 25,000 residents. These camps became the center of operations for terrorists who could easily hide in their urban warrens and recruit among the young people.

			To fight the terrorism in 1971, Israel resorted to special operations. Ariel Sharon, then head of Israel’s Southern Command, created new units to specialize in fighting terror, such as the Rimon Recon unit.36 Meir Dagan, commander of the Rimon unit, led the men on a counterterrorism raid. Dressed as Arabs, they went to the Gaza headquarters of the Popular Front for the Liberation of Palestine (PFLP).37 The Israelis then eliminated the PFLP members present and disappeared into the night. Dagan noted the complexities of fighting in Gaza in an interview: “Nobody gets excited when the IDF sends a plane with six tons of bombs to drop on Hezbollah targets and a few civilians get killed. However, if you send a unit to Gaza for a pinpoint elimination of three terrorists, the world is up in arms.”38

			The 1970s war on terror in Gaza led to the creation of a more permanent border fence. With the Israeli army firmly in charge of the cities in Gaza, including Israeli police stations and civil administration, the IDF could operate freely, imposing curfews and conducting raids. Shifa hospital, the largest in Gaza, was even partly designed by Israeli architects.39 An Israeli doctor oversaw health programs in the Strip. Israelis soon began moving to Gaza, part of a process of building communities there and in the West Bank, which the international community often refers to as “settlements.” Most of the communities were in southwestern Gaza near the ocean. The residents invested in greenhouses and agriculture.

			[image: ]

			Erez Crossing. One of the main crossings between Gaza and Israel, it was attacked on October 7. It was still badly damaged on December 1 when this photo was taken.

			The Rise of Hamas

			Erez crossing today includes several large buildings, one of which looks like a giant warehouse and the other resembles a border crossing, with lanes for cars. There are tall slabs of concrete along the border stretching into the distance, part of the security fence in this area. West of the crossing, along the fence, is a tower with a remotely operated machine gun on top.

			The crossing is south of Yad Mordechai, one of the earliest Jewish communities established near Gaza. The road from Erez running into Gaza rises into the distance, over some dunes and orchards. To the west of the road is the Gazan town of Beit Lahiya. Two miles in the distance is Jabalya. Erez has been a major crossing for Arabs in Gaza to come to Israel for work for decades.

			On December 8, 1987, Palestinian workers were heading home in their cars from Erez. An Israeli truck that is used to move tanks accidently slammed into several of the cars, killing four Gazans from Jabalya refugee camp. Thousands turned out for their funerals and began protesting. This is often believed to be the beginning of the first intifada that led to the Oslo Accords and the creation of the Palestinian Authority. It began in Gaza. This is important for our story because much of Palestinian political history has hinged on developments in Gaza.

			One result of the protests was the founding of Hamas on December 10, 1987. The religious nationalist movement had its roots in the Muslim Brotherhood and a religious fervor sweeping the region in the 1980s. This fervor included the Islamic Revolution in Iran among the Muslim Shi’ite population, and Sunni groups in places like Egypt. Anwar Sadat, who signed the peace deal with Israel, had been killed by an Islamist extremist. Disillusionment with secular nationalist movements, such as the Palestinian Fatah movement that dominated the Palestine Liberation Organization (PLO), benefited Hamas.

			Hamas founder Ahmed Yassin was born in a village near what is now the Israeli city of Ashkelon. His family moved to Gaza and settled near the beach in Shati camp, which is named after the “beach.” He was jailed in 1984 for terrorist activity, but released as part of the Jibril agreement. Among those also released was Ziyad al-Nakhalah, who went on to head the Iranian-backed Palestinian Islamic Jihad.

			Upon his release, Yassin met with another Gazan named Yahya Sinwar who came from Khan Yunis.40 Together they set their sights on killing Palestinians they accused of collaboration with Israel. “When Sheikh Yassin was released from prison in the exchange deal, I would go to visit him,” Sinwar later told Israeli interrogators in 1989.

			We sat and talked among ourselves about all kinds of things, and among other things, we also talked about the situation in the Gaza Strip, the situation of Islam and the collaborators with Israel. We decided to employ people who would gather information…I updated Sheikh Yassin and we started working. Each was responsible for a different area, I received the southern area of the Gaza Strip. We would pass the information between us in mailboxes in mosques.

			The killing of collaborators took the form of mafia-style murders.41 Hamas would kidnap people, interrogate them, tie a bandana over their eyes and execute them, sometimes by strangling. This was a brutal, up-close-and-personal way to kill people. It earned Sinwar the name the “butcher of Khan Yunis.” This illustrates the extremes that Sinwar was willing to go to and the environment in which he built his terrorist career. Two years after the founding of Hamas, Sinwar was captured by Israeli forces for murdering two Israeli soldiers and four Palestinians. Yassin would also be arrested in 1989, but freed in 1997 in exchange for two Israelis held in Jordan.

			In response to Hamas’ increased terrorism Israel tried exiling 415 Hamas and Palestinian Islamic Jihad terrorists to Lebanon. The UN Security Council ran to support Hamas, as it would many times in the future, with a resolution demanding that the Hamas members be allowed to return. Palestinian negotiators who were then exploring a peace process with Israel also slammed the deportation of the terrorists. When the Hamas members did return, around nine months later, the group began suicide bombings. This reveals a pattern. At each point in history when Israel was about to achieve peace, Hamas would seek to sabotage the efforts via massive deadly attacks. The same would occur in October 2023 when Hamas sought to derail normalization with Saudi Arabia and peace in the region.

			In the early 1990s the Middle East was changing rapidly. The end of the Cold War and the defeat of Saddam Hussein in the Iraq War left the Palestinians without key backers in Russia and Iraq. The Palestinians leadership now paid lip service to accepting the existence of Israel and UN Resolutions that spell out the concept of two states.42 On July 1, 1994, PLO chairman Yasser Arafat arrived in Gaza, illustrating once again how Gaza continued to play a pivotal role in Palestinian history. His arrival was part of the peace process and it was the first time he had been in the Palestinian territories in twenty-seven years. Benjamin Netanyahu, then chairman of the opposition Likud party, said that “Arafat made it clear that he is not coming to Gaza and Jericho but rather he is coming to establish a Palestinian state and to conduct jihad.”43 Hamas, riding a wave of emergent Islamic groups now making waves from Afghanistan to the Balkans, North Africa, Somalia, and Indonesia, filled a vacuum left by the Soviets and Saddam Hussein.

			Israel shifted tactics and began to target Hamas leaders for assassination. In 1996, Hamas bombmaker Yahya Ayyash was killed. In September 1997, Israel attempted to eliminate Hamas leader Khaled Mashal in Jordan. The attack backfired and two Israelis were detained, embarrassing then-Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu. It may explain his reticence to conduct similar operations since.

			The Second Intifada

			Gaza was changing. The arrival of the Palestinian Authority, spelled out in the Oslo peace process, was supposed to create a Palestinian state-in-the-making. A Palestinian airport was built in Gaza with backing from Saudi Arabia, Japan, and other countries. Peace was short lived. On September 29, 2000 Palestinian protests led to the second intifada. A gun battle between Israeli forces and Palestinians at the Netzarim junction in central Gaza led to the death of a Palestinian boy named Mohammed al-Dura. The images went viral and became a symbol of Palestinian suffering and the second intifada. It happened in Gaza at a key intersection that was to play an important role for Israeli forces in October 2023.

			Hamas came into its own during the second intifada, killing hundreds of Israelis.44 The group preached a toxic mix of extreme nationalism, underpinned with religious messaging and anti-Semitism. Its “armed wing,” known as the Izz al Din al-Qassam Brigades, began firing small Qassam rockets and using mortars to target Israeli communities. Israel responded by sending an Apache helicopter to eliminate Yassin in 2004. UN Secretary General Kofi Anan condemned the killing. Israel pushed forward with an attempt to cut Hamas off from its supplies that were coming via Egypt. The border between Gaza and Egypt is known as the Philadelphi Corridor. By 2004, it had become a “strategic position” used to “smuggle, procure and produce weapons,” according to an IDF document from May 2004. That document detailed how the Rafah border area had to be secured and a border road widened.45 Human rights groups complained, as they always did when Hamas was on the verge of defeat.46

			Disengagement and Coup

			Tucked away in a closet amidst electronics and old articles of mine, there is a small yellow album with a drawing of lilacs on it. Inside are three-by-five-inch photos. In pencil, the cover of the album is inscribed “Gaza, 2004.” It represents the handful of photos I have from a personal trip to Gaza that year. Several friends and I, studying at The Hebrew University of Jerusalem, decided to go to Gaza for the weekend to see what it was like in the Jewish communities there. I went to Netzer Hazani, which had 370 residents in 2005.47 There are photos of the bus ride from Kissufim, on what is now the border with Israel, into the Strip. The bus, with bullet-proof glass, passed through Kfar Darom, another Israeli community. M113 armored personnel carriers were stationed along part of the route. When we arrived at the community, a concrete wall surrounded part of it, protecting it from gunfire from Khan Yunis. Mortars targeted the area so often that the kids collected the pieces of the projectiles. The family we stayed with was convinced they would stay, despite the nightly gunfire and mortars targeting them. They grew plants in greenhouses.

			The ongoing intifada led Prime Minister Ariel Sharon to float the idea of Disengagement from the Gaza Strip in 2003 at the Fourth Herzliya Conference on the Balance of Israel’s National Security. The idea was to jettison the headache of securing Gaza, in order to increase focus on securing the rest of Israel. In 2004, Israel approved the Disengagement and in August 2005 the twenty-one Israeli communities in Gaza were removed by the Israeli police and army. A friend and I drove down to the Gazan border the night before Disengagement began. Israelis with orange ribbons, supporting the Jews in Gaza, were protesting. We had to drive on backroads to avoid police checkpoints that were designed to prevent protesters entering Gaza. At midnight we arrived at Kissufim where the army and police were mustering to bring out the people. We watched them go in at dawn. With Gaza evacuated, the Palestinians would have a chance to govern the area entirely themselves. The European Union would facilitate assistance at the Rafah border. Greenhouses from the former Israeli communities were donated to the Gazans. Local Gazans burned them down.

			In January 2006, the Palestinians held legislative elections and Hamas, which had boycotted previous votes, performed well. It won seventy-four of 132 seats in the Palestinian Legislative Council. Gulf countries and Egypt said that Hamas should be given a chance to play a role. The Hamas role began with Qasam rockets fired at Israel in June 2006. On June 25, Hamas terrorists emerged from a tunnel near the Israeli community Kerem Shalom on the border with Gaza. The terrorists attacked before dawn. In foreshadowing of what terrorists would do in October 2023, they targeted a tank guarding the border. They killed two members of the tank crew, wounded a third, and kidnapped IDF soldier Gilad Shalit. Israel responded with a military offensive in Gaza dubbed Summer Rains. A month later, on July 12, Hezbollah carried out a similar cross-border raid and kidnapping. As in October 2023, Hamas had acted first and Hezbollah followed its cue.

			Hamas followed up the Shalit kidnapping with a coup against the Palestinian Authority. In 2007, it attacked Fatah members, murdering them and chasing their leaders out of Gaza. Over the next year it fired 1,500 rockets at Israel, achieving increasing range.48 Grad rockets struck a shopping mall and hospital in Ashkelon. With Iranian training and technology, Hamas increased its arsenal and began assembling all the pieces of a terrorist war machine.

			In 2006, IDF operations in Gaza’s Khan Younis had failed to find Shalit. The IDF had tried to stop the rocket fire, but it continued, leading to another war called Operation Cast Lead in 2008. I was in Sderot the week before Cast Lead began. It was late December. Sderot felt like a shell of a town at the time. Some people had left, but others stayed. Elderly people had to suffer through constant “red alert” alarms. Without any air defense to protect them, they waited for Qassam rockets to fall before resuming their routine. The army had dropped concrete bunkers, most of which looked like slabs for construction, around the town. Amidst the desolation, IDF fighter jets would fly over to carry out airstrikes. Yoav Gallant, the head of Southern Command at the time, played a key role in 2006 and in the 2008 war.49 He would be defense minister when Hamas attacked Israel on October 7.

			The war in Gaza lasted from late December to January 18. Seven hundred and fifty rockets were fired at Israel. The IDF advanced into Gaza City and central Gaza. The rocket fire from Gaza didn’t stop, and Shalit, the hostage, wasn’t released. Ten Israeli soldiers and three civilians were killed. Hamas claimed that more than 1,000 people were killed in Gaza. The fact that Gaza became a terrorist launch pad after Israel left the enclave confirmed fears in Israel that any withdrawal from the West Bank would have the same effect. In essence, Hamas’ takeover sank any chance of a new agreement with the Palestinians.

			Sinwar Goes Free

			In October 2011, Israel and Hamas agreed to a deal. Shalit would go free in exchange for more than 1,000 Palestinian prisoners. Hamas received a plethora of its murderers back in the deal. Among them was Yahya Sinwar, who would go on to lead Hamas in Gaza. Husam Badran, who went on to be a spokesman for Hamas at its office in Doha, also went free. A Hamas member involved in the 1989 kidnapping and murder of the IDF soldiers Ilan Saadon and Avi Sasportas also went free. In a sense Hamas was re-assembling the killers that had established the group decades before.

			The popularity of Hamas skyrocketed. In the West Bank its members came out in force for demonstrations at student rallies. At the time in 2012, I was teaching a class at Al-Quds University in Abu Dis in the West Bank, east of Jerusalem. The university was the product of Palestinian institution building in the 1990s but now Hamas was dominating the student body. Student demonstrations for Hamas showed the group getting a majority of votes in student elections. This was a stand-in for Palestinian elections because the Palestinian Authority under Mahmoud Abbas had decided to forego elections after the Hamas coup in 2007 in Gaza, and Fatah’s dismal performance in 2006.

			Students draped universities in posters backing Hamas. One poster depicted the late leader Yassin looking down on a ship at sea. The ship, with a giant green Hamas flag, is sailing toward Jerusalem, suggesting that despite the stormy seas, Hamas will prevail. With Sinwar free it now had all the elements it needed to build a terrorist war machine. Older Hamas leaders, such as Khaled Mashal, settled in Qatar in 2012.50 “Hamas opened its political office in the Qatari capital Doha in 2012 at the request of Washington for the purpose of establishing a direct channel of communication with the group. Since then, Qatar’s hosting of the political bureau has enabled the Gulf state to serve as a mediator between the group and its opponents,” according to the Middle East Monitor.51

			Hamas benefited from shifts in U.S. policy and trends in the region. A series of protests in Tunisia led to the so-called Arab Spring, which ejected Hosni Mubarak from his decades of rule in Egypt. The Muslim Brotherhood temporarily benefited in Egypt, coming to power in 2012 before being overthrown in 2013. Turkey under the AKP party, which is rooted in the Muslim Brotherhood, became a key backer of Hamas. Ankara hosted Hamas leaders and even enabled an ill-fated flotilla of extremist activists to try to sail to Gaza in 2010.

			Hamas felt empowered. It increased its rocket fire. In November 2012, Israel launched a week-long operation called Pillar of Defense against Hamas. Unlike Prime Minister Ehud Olmert’s decision to start Operation Cast Lead in December 2008 by attacking a gathering of Hamas police, Prime Minister Netanyahu chose to begin the 2012 war by eliminating Hamas terror leader Ahmed Jabari.52 The 2012 war on Hamas was run by Benny Gantz, chief of staff of the IDF. He would later play a key role in the War Cabinet formed in 2023. In 2012, Hamas fired 1,500 rockets at Israel. The Iron Dome air defense system, active for the first time in a major conflict, intercepted 400 rockets. Hamas increased the range of its rockets at this time, using Iranian-designed Fajr-5 rockets and M-75 rockets to target Jerusalem and Tel Aviv. Israel’s conditions for a ceasefire included demands that Hamas violence stop for up to fifteen years, that weapons smuggling to Gaza end permanently, and that the rocket fire stop immediately.

			Mismanaging the Conflict

			In the summer of 2014, Hamas took advantage of the world being distracted by ISIS’s conquests in Iraq and Syria to extend its tunnel threat to Israel and carry out a kidnapping and murder of three Jewish teens in the West Bank. Hamas member Saleh al-Arouri, then based in Turkey, was accused of planning the kidnapping in the West Bank in 2014.53 On July 8, 2014, the IDF launched an offensive dubbed Operation Protective Edge aimed at neutralizing tunnel threats from Gaza.

			The tunnel threat was known. In 2012, a tunnel had been found near the Israeli community of Nir Am on the border.54 Former Chief of Staff Moshe Yaalon had told Haaretz in 2006 that “we will find ourselves facing a kingdom of terror that is capable of launching into Israel more rockets of greater range and greater effectiveness. The rocket threat will reach Ashkelon and Ashdod and deep into the Negev.” He also said that “we cannot entrench ourselves behind fences and walls.”55 Yaalon became defense minister in March 2013 and was in charge during the 2014 war.

			The IDF uncovered more than thirty tunnels in Gaza during the fifty-day war.56 Hamas also was able to infiltrate using tunnels. On July 17, Hamas terrorists came out of a tunnel near Kerem Shalom, as they had done during the Shalit attack. They exited a tunnel near Nahal Oz and also near Sufa during the 2014 war. Hamas would target these same areas in October 2023.

			The 2014 tunnel war led to the IDF changing its thinking once again. Hamas went on to build some 400 miles of tunnels, so the tunnels found in 2014 were just the tip of the iceberg.57 The IDF estimated that each tunnel cost Hamas $3 million, making the underground city worth billions of dollars. The threat bedeviled Israel’s war fighters. Combat engineers discovered that they needed more equipment, and airstrikes were found to be ineffective.58 Nevertheless, 2014 was deemed a success. The IDF had hit 5,000 targets and Hamas had used 10,000 rockets, depleting its arsenal.

			Hamas faced other setbacks. Its naval commandos were easily eliminated by Israel when they tried to infiltrate near Zikim via the beach. Hamas rockets were intercepted and Egypt began cracking down on cross-border smuggling that had fueled the Hamas rocket industry. Sinwar chose a new tactic. In 2018, he began sending large numbers of protesters to attack the new security fence that Israel was constructing. This was called the Great Return March.

			Hamas also increased its internal security in Gaza. On November 11 an Israeli unit of undercover soldiers were operating in Khan Younis when their car was stopped by Hamas members. Hamas identified the undercover team as Israeli agents and a firefight took place. Lt. Col. Mahmoud Kheir el-Din, a 41-year-old IDF officer was killed. The incident illustrated that Hamas’ iron grip on Gaza was increasing and it was able to prevent Israel from snooping on its activities. This Hamas success foreshadowed worse to come.

			I used to drive down to Nahal Oz on the border to see the protests. It is about an hour-and-a-half drive from Jerusalem. The road takes one through Sderot, where new shopping centers and residential towers were rising. Smoke from burning tires could be seen from the Black Arrow Memorial, named after the 1950s raid. At Nahal Oz there were two old watchtowers in the community. Old iron ladders led up to the towers, that would have been staffed by armed men in the 1950s, keeping watch over the border of the community. In the distance the riots in Gaza could be seen. The IDF used riot control, snipers, and drones to keep the rioters in check.

			What went unseen in 2018 was how Hamas was preparing for a new kind of war. Behind the hundreds of Arab men protesting at the fence and throwing projectiles, there were several men standing next to motorcycles. These were the Hamas operatives and handlers, managing the protest. They wore civilian clothes, dark-colored shirts and jeans. They watched Israel’s response and plotted their next moves.

			Security teams in Gaza border communities complained of a lack of security. Each small community near the border has its own volunteers in these teams, called Kitot Konenot in Hebrew. The volunteers come from the community and know the area. They have firearms licenses and are provided with rifles and a key to an armory in case of emergency. Because they know the local area intimately they are usually keyed into threats. At Kibbutz Magen, which overlooks Khan Younis, for
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