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Epigraph

Someone might ask: “Why write about this, why remember all that?” It is the writer’s duty to tell this terrible truth, and it is the civilian duty of the reader to learn it.

VASILY GROSSMAN
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Introduction

Sometimes a flare goes up and you get to see exactly where everyone is standing.

The morning of 7 October 2023 was just such a moment. That morning air-raid sirens went off all across Israel. This was no unusual thing in itself. Certainly not in the south of the country that had for seventeen years been within rocket range of Hamas. Nor in the north of the country into which Hezbollah had fired rockets since the 1980s. But in Tel Aviv and Jerusalem the sirens sounded too. People woke up that Saturday morning to the realization that something very unusual was happening.

Soon social media and various messaging platforms began blowing up with people relating the unimaginable. Reports from people in the south suggested that there had been a major terrorist breach from Gaza into Israel. This strip of land had been dominated by the terrorist group Hamas almost immediately after Israel withdrew from the territory in 2005. There had been terrorist incursions over the years since, including the cross-border raid and kidnap of the young soldier Gilad Shalit in 2006. But here were reports of hundreds, perhaps thousands of terrorists streaming through the communities of southern Israel. The fighting seemed to be everywhere. As well as entering the communities (called “kibbutz”) in the south they had also entered major towns and were attacking the young people who had been dancing at the Nova festival – a rave party that had been arranged on the eve of the Jewish festival of Simchat Torah.

The fact that it was the Sabbath – and a major religious festival – meant that many religious people were off their phones that morning. Many Jews do not use electronic devices on the holy day. But for everyone who was on their phones they were soon seeing the horror in real time.

Across the south of Israel first responders rushed to the scene and found sights of butchery and chaos. The volunteer group United Hatzalah has volunteers all across Israel. Their citizen members are trained to respond to road crashes and other emergencies. Members of the public call in and a volunteer in the area will get there as soon as possible. That morning, as the head of the group would later tell me in their control room in Jerusalem, their situation screens started to light up with incidents. Indicating the huge map in their control room, Eli Beer told me that thirty years of incidents all combined didn’t add up to an hour of what happened that morning.

One of the many volunteers from Hatzalah got an alert and thought he was going to the scene of an accident. He spotted a car on the roadside, saw some dead bodies, and slowed down. But something was not right. The people by the car were dressed in the uniforms of Israeli soldiers. They started shooting at him. Incidents like this caused utter confusion on top of the terror. Why would they be shooting at me? was his first thought. But some of the Hamas terrorists had come into the country wearing versions of the uniforms of Israeli soldiers. Others had taken them off the bodies of the dead in the military bases Hamas had already overwhelmed.

Within hours the sheer scale of the assault started to become apparent. The terrorists had come into Israel not just by land vehicles and on foot but by boat and on hang gliders; perhaps as many as six thousand in total. Wherever they arrived they brought death – with rifles, grenades, incendiary weapons, rocket-propelled grenades, machine guns, and more. It would take weeks – in fact months – to identify the number of people killed that day. The final body count was not identified until ten months later. The death toll turned out to be just short of 1,200 people.

The victims were mainly civilians. At the Nova dance party near Kibbutz Re’im, just a couple of miles from the Gaza border, 364 attendees were slaughtered as they hid or tried to flee. Many of them called their families. In the age of videophones the scale and brutality of the slaughter swiftly became clear across the country and then the world. Children called their parents – asking for help, asking for advice, or just telling their parents that they loved them.

An additional horror soon became clear. Videos started to emerge showing Israelis of all ages being taken into Gaza, on motorbikes, in pickups and cars, and on foot. It soon became clear that roughly 250 people ended up being kidnapped that day. The world started to learn this, and more, because many of the terrorists recorded their acts as they did them. Using GoPro cameras and mobile phones the terrorists broadcast their acts of violence with pride. By late in the day on 7 October, it was already clear that these acts included burning people alive, shooting innocent people, cutting off people’s heads, and raping men and women. Sometimes before killing them. Sometimes after.

Israel is a country with a population of just 9 million people. America is a country of some 333 million people. To put it in perspective, the death toll on 7 October was the equivalent of some 44,400 Americans being killed by terrorists on a single day. Or around fifteen 9/11s. The kidnap toll if it had happened by ratio in the US would have been almost 10,000 Americans taken from their homes as hostages. It would be the equivalent of some 5,000 Canadians being killed in a single day and a thousand taken hostage. Or 8,400 French or British people being slaughtered in a single day and another 1,750 taken hostage.

These figures are almost too much for anyone in any of these countries to comprehend. They were for the people of Israel too. But it happened to them.

The massacre of 7 October came almost exactly fifty years to the day since Israel’s neighbours – including Egypt – had last tried to annihilate it. In that war, known as the Yom Kippur War, an identical tactic had been used by Israel’s enemies. That war also started with a surprise attack on a religious holiday in which Israel’s enemies expected to find her sleeping.

* * *

Like many people around the world I was sleeping in another time zone on the morning of the 7th, and so caught up late with what was happening. First I saw the news and messages about rocket fire into Israel, and I remember thinking that this was nothing special. I had sat in many bomb shelters in Israel since my first visit there during the 2006 war with Hezbollah in Lebanon. On one occasion I did so with the citizens of Sderot after agreeing, curiously, to open a skateboard park donated by a British charity for the town’s beleaguered children. Sderot was one of the major cities in which it was clear that some of the worst fighting on the 7th was occurring. The attack from Gaza was a brigade-sized one, which happened in several waves of people. Terrorists from Hamas and Islamic Jihad came first, then came citizens of Gaza intent on joining in the looting and killing. But it was only when I saw footage of a Hamas truck heading down the main street in Sderot – a street I knew – and saw Hamas firing a rocket-propelled-grenade down the street that I realized this was something of a different order.

I was at my home in New York when – like the rest of the world – I started trying to absorb the news. Though not Jewish myself, I had visited Israel many times since the 2006 war. I had friends there, and as the day went on I did what many people around the world did, and tried first to find out if they were all right.

The next day I heard news of a major demonstration that was due to take place in Times Square. It had been swiftly organized and hastily publicized. But it was not a protest against the horrors of the previous day. It was not a protest against the terrorists of Hamas. It was instead a protest against the State of Israel and the citizens of the world’s only Jewish state.

Hundreds of people were gathered in Times Square that lunchtime. Some came with homemade signs. One headscarf-covered woman was smiling gleefully, waving a sign that said “Zionist nightmares. 6/10/73 Egyptians. 7/10/23 Palestinians. #Long Live Intifada”. As I photographed her with my phone she punched the air and screamed with joy. Another participant held a sign saying “Land Back” – an American movement that seeks to give the land of America and other Western countries over to their “indigenous peoples”, and which is also used as an attack on Israel.

However, most people in the crowd carried banners handed out by the organizers. They read “From the River to the Sea”, “Resistance Is Justified”, “Resistance Is Not Terrorism”, “Fight White Supremacy”, and “Long Live the Intifada”. One of the most chilling signs read “By Any Means Necessary”. This was at a time when the world already knew that these “means” included the mass sexual abuse of women and the burning alive of whole families in their homes. While this protest was going on in New York, the massacres were still going on in the south of Israel and the terrorists had still not yet been pushed back.

This pattern was repeated in cities across the West. In Germany and France (which have Europe’s largest Muslim and Jewish communities), anti-Israel protests erupted. But there the authorities tried to clamp down on people shouting anti-Jewish slogans. In London on the night of the 7th, huge crowds gathered near the Israeli embassy and began setting off flares. Amid the violent disorder and a breakdown of policing, these hundreds of impromptu protesters were gleeful. They were there to celebrate the massacres. In London and other British cities these protests grew and grew, with hundreds of thousands of people soon coming out on the streets of London. All before Israel had even responded to the Hamas attacks. Similar protests occurred across North America, on the streets and on the most elite college campuses. Open support for Hamas and their actions was explicit and only grew.

In Canada alone, after 7 October, synagogues were firebombed and shot at, Jewish schools were shot at, Jewish shops were firebombed, and Jewish-owned bookshops were vandalized.

Throughout this period, from the moment news of the massacre in Israel emerged, one thing in particular is worth noticing: there was not a single major protest against Hamas in any Western city. Not one. The people who carried out the massacre and started a war did not find themselves the object of criticism on the streets of one Western city. Some people will say that this is because Hamas would not listen to protesters on the streets of America or Europe. Or that Western countries have no control over Hamas.

But the governments of all these countries had been funding the Palestinians in Gaza for years. They had given billions of dollars in foreign aid direct to the Hamas government there, through UN organizations among many others. This money had been used by Hamas’s leaders to either enrich themselves (the group’s leaders became billionaires) or to build the infrastructure of terror inside Gaza that allowed the group to carry out the 7 October attack, steal Israelis, and hold them hostage inside Gaza.

With all of this going on, I decided that I should get to Israel as soon as I could. Several things persuaded me. The first was that sight in Times Square. The knowledge that if there was celebration of these attacks in New York, then there would soon be celebration around the globe. A second was a certainty that the scale of the atrocities carried out that day would soon be passed over. Not just because on that day, the 7th, long before the scale of the attack was understood, Western media were already focusing not on what had just happened but on what Israel might do in response. Having covered many of these wars, I already knew that the question “What will the Israelis do in retaliation?” was soon going to be the main story. I also feared – correctly, as it turned out – that a great wave of denial would sweep across the world, that what turned out to be the biggest massacre of Jews anywhere in the world since the Holocaust would swiftly be denied just as surely as neo-Nazis and others chose to try to deny the Nazi Holocaust after it had happened.

In my native London I would later be shown – along with other journalists – the forty-six-minute edited footage of the 7 October massacres. This footage had been put together from the terrorists’ own recordings from the day, from the footage taken by first responders arriving at the scenes, and from footage that victims had taken on the day which had been found on their phones. In the coming months I would see many such videos, from people who had been at the Nova party, from relatives who showed me the last moments in the lives of their loved ones, and from the organizations like Hatzalah whose brave Jewish, Muslim, and Druze volunteers had all driven towards the disaster that day.

But none of it compared with the impact of that first, bludgeoning viewing of portions of the massacre. The murders and bodies seen in the footage seemed to go on endlessly. Scene after scene after scene.

There was footage of terrorists using a shovel to try to remove the head of a young man lying on the floor. With each strike they shouted “Allahu Akbar.” There was footage of the young women on an Israeli army base cowering in a corner as the armed male terrorists walked in. There was the footage of young people running for their lives from the Nova party – or hiding wherever they thought was safe. And then the footage of the first responders going in among heaps of dead bodies shouting desperately to see if anyone was still alive. The footage felt like it had gone on for hours, but the number of victims shown in that film included barely 10 per cent of the victims of that day.

It takes a lot to silence a roomful of British journalists, but three-quarters of an hour of this did it. I left with an old friend of mine from the British media, a journalist in his seventies who has seen his share of war. It took a long while for either of us to find any words as we walked along the grey, leaf-covered streets of London. Eventually he did manage to say something. “Bastards,” he said. “Bastards,” I agreed.

Of course that didn’t do justice to what we had just seen. Nothing could. But as I started to grapple with it there was one thing in particular I just couldn’t fathom. From writing about and covering wars on three continents I have seen my share of horrors. But there was something unusual about this atrocity. As I tried to put my finger on it, I couldn’t help reflecting on the fact that in all this footage of the terrorists – taken by them and broadcast to their supporters (who would first celebrate and then deny these acts) – there was something uncommon even in the long history of violence. It was that the terrorists of 7 October did what they did with such relish. Not just the endless shouting of their war cries. Or the visible glee you could see in their faces and hear in their voices. It was the fact that all of this gave them such intense joy. And that they were proud of their actions.

One of the recordings from the 7th, from that first atrocity video, was a recording of one of the terrorists who had got into the kibbutz of Mefalsim, a community of just over a thousand people in the south of Israel. In the midst of the attack the terrorist made a phone call back to his family in Gaza. The excitement in his voice was obvious. “Hi Dad,” the three-minute call begins. “Open my WhatsApp now and you will see all those killed. Look how many I killed with my own hands! Your son killed Jews!” The father replies, “May God protect you.” The son is exultant. “Dad, I’m talking to you from a Jewish woman’s phone. I killed her and I killed her husband. I killed ten with my own hands.” He goes on and on repeating himself. Boasting. “Dad I killed ten! Ten with my own hands! Put Mum on.”

“Oh my son. God bless you,” say the parents. Their son keeps making the same boasts to his mother. “I wish I was with you,” she replies. “Mum, your son is a hero,” he boasts. “Kill, kill, kill.” Next the man’s brother comes on the line and the young man brags to him too. “I killed ten. I swear!” “Hold your head up father. Hold your head up.” One of the men on the other end says, “Come back, come back.” “What do you mean, come back?” replies the son. “There is no going back. It is either death or victory. Open the WhatsApp. See the dead. Open it. Open WhatsApp on my phone and see the dead. How I killed them with my own hands.”

In the days after the 7th, many people tried to make sense of facts such as these. What – if anything – could explain such hate? And what could any man or woman do against it? As I thought about this my mind went back to a late friend of mine named George Weidenfeld.

George was a Viennese Jew who was born in 1919. He died in 2016 having lived to a fine old age. He had fled the Nazis, escaping Austria after the Anschluss, or German annexation, of the country in 1938. He came to England, meeting among others the great author and Hapsburg-admirer Joseph Roth in Paris along the way. George was a repository of stories about those times, but after outliving the Nazi regime he spent much of the rest of his long life trying to understand it. As a publisher he often controversially agreed to publish books by and about Nazis – including the memoirs of Albert Speer. But as the historian Andrew Roberts has also remembered, towards the end of his life George often reflected on the fact that in his view, “There are people who are worse anti-Semites than the Nazis.”

It was an extraordinary claim to make, in some ways. But as George used to explain, while Hamas, al-Qaeda, Islamic Jihad, and others had so far not managed to be as genocidal as the Nazis, there was no doubt that they would be if they could. Still, there was something about their actions and their motivations that made them distinct. George would be the last person to ever downplay the culpability of the Nazis who had killed so many of his friends and family. But he noted, as many historians have, that as evil as they were in general, the Nazis attempted to cover over the worst of their crimes.

Consider what the head of the SS, Heinrich Himmler, said in his speech to his most senior lieutenants in October 1943 as he detailed what the Nazis sought to achieve with the Holocaust: “We can talk about it among ourselves, yet we will never speak of it in public… I am referring to the evacuation of the Jews, the extermination of the Jewish people… It is,” he said, “a page of glory in our history that has never been written and is never to be written.” Himmler and his SS were among the most evil people in human history, yet even they had sought to cover over their crimes. Here, in 2023, in the form of Hamas, were people who were boasting of their crimes, were proud of their crimes, and indeed wanted to broadcast their crimes for all the world to see.1

What is the world to do against such groups of death – such cults of death?

For many people in the West, the answer seems to be to ignore it or to wish it away. Mass-casualty terrorist attacks have happened in many Western cities in recent years, from New York, Washington, DC, and the fields of Pennsylvania to London, Manchester, Paris, Nice, Berlin, and Stockholm, among others. Yet the response on most of these occasions was inadequate. Apart from the immediate aftermath of 9/11, the tendency was to look away or to pretend the problem away.

After twenty-two people – most of whom were young girls – were blown up by a suicide bomber at an Ariana Grande concert at Britain’s Manchester Arena in 2017, the response, pushed onto the public by the media and others, was to sing an Oasis song – “Don’t Look Back in Anger”. As though, after twenty-two young people have their bodies blown to smithereens by a bomb packed with nails and ball bearings, the important thing was just not to be angry. But why? If the murder of young women for the crime of being at a concert shouldn’t make you angry, then what should? Perhaps the British, like other people, just didn’t know what to do about it.

I also wondered why the citizens of Israel seemed so unique among victims. Why they seemed to be the only people on earth who, when savagely attacked, either didn’t gain the world’s sympathy or gained it only for a matter of hours – if that.

I thought about this a lot in the months ahead. I got to Israel as soon as I could and immediately went to the sites of the massacres. In the months that followed I spent many long days with survivors, relatives of those who had been killed, and the families of the people taken hostage. I also went into Gaza myself, including through the part of the border fence that the terrorists had broken through that day. I saw up close Israel’s campaign to defeat Hamas and return the hostages back to their homes.

Few armies in history have had to fight a war in such a concentrated, built-up, and booby-trapped area, in which the other side has deliberately placed its military infrastructure within and amid civilian buildings – including mosques, schools, homes, and hospitals. None has had to fight against an opposition whose leadership (as intercepted messages from the leader of Hamas in Gaza have made clear) sees the loss of their own civilians as desirable because of the advantages it can bring them in the war for international public opinion. Because in this era war is not just waged on the battlefield, but in the efforts to delegitimize a conflict abroad, turning victims into culprits and culprits into victims. It seems to me that the right of Israel to fight and win such a war is vital not just for the sake of that country, but so Britain, America, and every other Western country will be able to fight such a war if – or when – the time comes.

I decided, in short, not just to work out what had happened, but to become a witness. In the past many evils have been permitted because people have allowed them to go on or covered them up. I was determined not to let that happen.

And so I followed the facts wherever they led me. In the morgues of Tel Aviv I visited the pathologists as they were trying to identify the bodies of the dead, and saw for myself the terrible destruction wrought by Hamas. I spoke with political and military leaders to try to work out what had happened that day, what had failed, and what lessons could be learned. And in the maximum-security prisons of Israel I came face-to-face with the Hamas terrorists who had carried out the massacres that day and stared into the eyes of men I recognized from the atrocity footage.

All of this was of great importance to me as somebody who cares about the one thriving democracy in the Middle East and the only Jewish state in the world. But it matters to me also because I believe that what Israel stared into that day is a reality we might all stare into again at some point soon – and that some of us have already glimpsed.

Many people in the West today are not comfortable talking in terms like good or evil. In our increasingly secular societies, many people seem to think that such words are part of the past – too reductive an idea for our far more subtle and understanding times. We are even used to the notion that criminals in our society who do terrible things must have done them for some reason. That there must be some explanation for them, surely? One reason why real-crime documentaries and books are so popular is that we imagine that we might be able to discover the source of someone’s behaviour. As if even a mass murderer can in some way be explained.

But it seems to me that it is we who are missing something. Evil does exist as a force in the world. Indeed, it is the only explanation for why certain people do certain things. On 7 October 2023, many Israelis stared into the face of pure evil – 1,200 of them in the last moments of their lives. People begged; people pleaded and in some cases cried for mercy. But they were murdered anyway.

At the same time it seems clear to me that such a force as “good” also exists in the world. As I would soon discover, it was displayed by a bewildering number of people on that same day. The fight between good and evil may seem too Manichaean for some. Yet it is they – in their search for endless subtlety and limitless understanding – who are actually missing out on one of the greatest divides of all.

Perhaps the only force in the world even greater than evil itself is the great, collected, concentrated evil that is war.

Again, today in most of the West we think we are beyond war – that it is something that belongs in our past but has little relevance to our present. Before the First World War many Europeans and Americans thought the same thing. If we have gotten accustomed to living in peace – and taking it as the norm – the people of Israel have not been able to enjoy such a luxury. It is something that has been consistently forced upon them. But the lessons they have learned and are learning are ones that everybody else in the West could do with learning too.

The gulf between peace and war is probably the most stark divide that any person and any society can face.

It is very hard to explain to someone who has not seen it just what that divide means. Leo Tolstoy gave it a good go in War and Peace when he describes two armies lining up on the field of battle:


There was no one between the squadron and the enemy, and there lay between them, separating them, that same terrible line of the unknown and of fear, like the line separating the living from the dead. All the men sensed that line, and the question of whether they would or would not cross that line, and how they would cross it, troubled them.2



But that is a description of armies about to clash. When the realm of war comes into someone’s daily life it is another level of terror. There is a novel by Ian McEwan in which a child is abducted from a supermarket, and when the parent realizes what has happened he first thinks there must have been a mistake. Then, when he realizes that his child is missing, he starts to shout for help. The first reaction of other people shopping is alarm that a man is behaving like this. Then suddenly – as though a layer of glass surrounding them has suddenly shattered – everybody enters the realm that the man is in. A child is missing. And everybody in the vicinity is now in this new, transformed reality. In Israel on the 7th, dozens of children were stolen and murdered, yet a world that seemed incapable of knowing right from wrong decided that the missing and murdered children were at best an encumbrance.

That shattered reality is the one that the people of Israel were thrown into by the events of 7 October. But it is a reality that people in every democracy currently at peace might be thrown into again one day. Possibly soon. The story of the suffering and the heroism of 7 October and its aftermath is one that spells not just the divide between good and evil, peace and war, but between democracies and death cults.










Chapter 1

What Happened

On 31 January 1979, a flight took off from Charles de Gaulle Airport in Paris. Its destination was Tehran, where it would land the following day. The plane was carrying the Ayatollah Khomeini, a fanatical Shiite leader who had been living in exile from his native Iran for over fourteen years. His return heralded the end of the reign of the Shah (Mohammad Reza Pahlavi), the overthrow of the Shah’s government, and the turning point of the Islamic Revolution in Iran. Khomeini and his supporters swiftly seized power, took fifty-two American citizens and diplomats hostage at the American embassy in Tehran, and proceeded to kill their domestic political opponents. This included the communists and trade unionists who had struggled with the Islamists to overthrow the Shah.

Despite this, many Western intellectuals and journalists celebrated the flight of Khomeini from Paris. Among them was Michel Foucault, the left-wing French philosopher, who saw Khomeini as bringing a spiritual revolution to Iran that would finally do away with the Western sins of capitalism and materialism. Richard Falk, professor emeritus at Princeton, greeted the Iranian Revolution by reassuring readers of the New York Times that the depiction of Ayatollah Khomeini “as fanatical… and the bearer of crude prejudices seems certainly and happily false”. In a subsequent piece for Foreign Policy (“Khomeini’s Promise”), he added that “Khomeini’s Islamic republic can be expected to have a doctrine of social justice at its core; from all indications it will be flexible in interpreting the Koran.”3

It was soon proved that nothing could have been further from the truth. From 1979 to the present day, the revolutionary Islamic government in Tehran has subjugated the Iranian people, condemned women to second-class status, imprisoned and tortured Iranian students, and instituted public hangings for people accused of “crimes” like homosexuality. The hope that, given time, a “moderate” Iranian revolutionary leader would emerge proved a false hope. And while the new government in Iran railed against the West for the sins of “colonialism” and much more, the regime spent its decades in power taking over not just Iran but the wider Middle East.

In the 1980s it fought a bloody war against Saddam Hussein’s Iraq, which killed around half a million people. After the overthrow of Saddam Hussein in 2003, the Iranian theocracy moved in to colonize and dominate postwar Iraq. It was the same playbook that the regime had followed in the 1980s in Lebanon. As that country had fallen into civil war, the Iranians used their proxy armies, notably Hezbollah, to dominate first Shiite communities and then the whole country. They eventually took over the security and government in much of Beirut and colonized vast swaths of the country with their forces. Similarly, after the Syrian civil war began in 2011, Tehran’s armies, including Hezbollah, moved in to prop up and dominate the government of Bashar al-Assad in Syria. And when civil war broke out in Yemen in 2014, the mullahs backed and armed the Houthi-led militias as they took over that country.

While decrying Western imperialism, the Iran of the ayatollahs became one of the biggest imperial powers of the age. At every military parade in Tehran, and at Friday prayers across the country, the regime called for “Death to America”, calling America “the Great Satan” and Israel “the Little Satan”. While accusing Israel of being a colonialist outpost of America, Tehran was busy setting up colonialist outposts everywhere. At a “World Without Zionism” conference held in Tehran in October 2005, President Mahmoud Ahmadinejad of Iran reiterated a famous phrase of the late Ayatollah Khomeini. The “Jerusalem-occupying regime”, he said, “must be erased from the page of time”. For years Western academics and politicians debated whether Iranian leaders meant what they said.

* * *

It is hard to describe the tranquility of the kibbutzim of southern Israel. These communities, of which there are still several hundred, originated before the foundation of the State of Israel. They were originally based around collective farming, and in this way among others they speak to the socialist ethos that dominated much of the nation’s early life. The idea was that these communities would be effectively self-sustaining and self-governing. There would be cooperation not just on supply of food but also on the education of the children of the community and the security and well-being of the community. Few have more than a thousand or so members, and though the standard of living is not luxurious, the idea is that nobody in the community wants for anything.

Many of the communities have communal dining areas, and communal play areas for the children. It is hard to think of a more idyllic or safe place for a child to grow up in. Members of the communities often talk about how their children can run around playing till relatively late in the evening because, since everybody in the community knows each other, they all know where the children are and that they will be safe.

Yet many of the kibbutz in the south have details that suggest that all is not completely Edenic. First, the communities tend to have fences around them and gateposts that are guarded and allow the slow flow of traffic in and out. Second, most of the communities have at least one person who is in charge of security. The person who keeps an eye on the security of the perimeter fence is generally armed in case of emergencies. The third thing that distinguishes the houses in these communities in what is otherwise a paradise is that each house has a safe room (or mamad) in which the family can shelter in case of emergency.

In the communities that run anywhere near the perimeter of the Gaza border, these safe rooms are a particular necessity. Israel unilaterally withdrew from the Gaza Strip in 2005, handing it over to be run by the Palestinian Authority (PA). The decision, by the government of Ariel Sharon, was one of the most controversial in the country’s history. On the one hand there was concern about what an independent Gaza might become. On the other, too many soldiers had spent too many years having to guard Jewish and Palestinian families in the Strip. In highly emotive scenes, many Jews who had lived in Gaza all their lives refused to leave their homes. The Israeli government sent in soldiers from the Israel Defense Forces (IDF) to remove these families and tore them from their houses. The Israeli government knew – and the Palestinian Authority had always made clear – that no Palestinian state could have Jews in it. The one absolutely clear precondition for such a state was that no Jews could exist within its borders.

The withdrawal from Gaza was one of the most difficult decisions in modern Israeli history. The territory (which had previously belonged to Egypt) was captured by Israel during the war of 1967. Although there were strategic reasons to hold on to the territory, it had always been a headache for consecutive Israeli governments. Policing the Strip was costly in lives and treasure. Still, it was thought to be a remarkable change of tone in the early 2000s, when Ariel Sharon – known as being a hard-line right-wing prime minister and military leader – decided to withdraw.

Benjamin Netanyahu left Sharon’s government over the decision, and the dispute over whether it was the right thing to do went on long before the handover itself and the painful removal of Israeli families. The Egyptian government made it clear that they had no interest in taking back the territory and wanted no role in governing the million or so Arabs in Gaza.

And so the territory – with most of its infrastructure, including its greenhouses for agricultural work – was handed over to the Fatah-dominated Palestinian Authority, which already had control of much of the West Bank (Judaea and Samaria). In 2006, under pressure from the United States administration of George W. Bush, among others, the PA were pushed into holding legislative elections in Gaza. The Iranian-backed forces of Hamas beat Fatah convincingly, and in the aftermath Hamas solidified its grip on power by murdering Fatah officials in Gaza. Scores of Palestinians were executed in the streets, thrown off tall buildings, shot in the back, and in some cases had their bodies dragged through the streets of Gaza, tied by rope to the backs of motorbikes driven by exultant Hamas militants

From that day on, there has not been another election in Gaza, though as Hamas’s control was made absolute there was one distinct development. Rockets had been fired into Israel from Gaza since 2001, but from the moment Hamas seized full control of the territory these attacks increased significantly. Smuggling the weapons in through the Egypt-controlled southern border between Egypt and Gaza, Hamas was soon able to stockpile thousands of rockets in Gaza. Soon major Israeli cities like Ashdod were able to be hit by Gazan rocket fire, and eventually – in 2008 – Israel launched its first operation into Gaza since the withdrawal. Operation Cast Lead was explicitly launched by Israel in order to stop the firing of rockets from Gaza into Israel.

That war stopped after two months, but Iran continued to provide Hamas with rockets and the attacks soon resumed. In 2012 and again in 2014, Israel fought wars with Hamas and other terrorist groups inside Gaza in order to stop Hamas, Islamic Jihad, and other groups from firing rockets into Israel. By this time thousands of rockets had been fired at major cities. More frequently the relatively inexpensive Katyusha and similar rockets were fired the few miles from Gaza into neighbouring cities like Sderot and communities like Nir Oz and Kfar Aza.

It was for this reason that every house in these communities and most buildings in the neighbouring towns had safe rooms built into them. These rooms were typically located at the rear of these simple buildings. Besides strong walls they tended to have an air vent that could be opened and a steel door to shut behind the family when they entered. The doors could be shut but they could not be locked.

* * *

Three miles from the Gaza border is a kibbutz named Re’im. On the evening of 6 October 2023 a long-planned dance party took place, timed to coincide with the Jewish holiday. The party took place in the woodlands and fields near the kibbutz and was planned to be an all-night rave. It was advertised as being a celebration of “friends, love, and infinite freedom”.

The Nova party was part of a psychedelic trance festival that started in Brazil. Taking place amid the copses of trees and open expanses of the Negev desert there were stages, an area with a bar serving food, and away from the dance floors a camping area for tents to be set up amid the trees. The event attracted around 3,500 young Israeli and international partygoers. DJs played throughout the night and the highlight of the party came in the early hours of the morning as the sun was coming up and many of the partygoers were coming up with it. Unsurprisingly for such an event, many of the young partygoers were on a range of psychedelics and other party drugs. Most of these – like LSD and MDMA – were mind- and consciousness-expanding drugs.

The first sign that something was wrong was when the barrage of rockets started to fire overhead from Gaza into Israel. Starting at six thirty in the morning, this coincided almost exactly with the sun coming up over the Negev.

Footage from the phones of partygoers records the exact moment things began – in stages – to go very badly wrong. Some noticed the rockets going overhead. Others were alerted when the warning sirens started to go off. But the music continued. And the party wasn’t over until it was shut off and one of the organizers tried to send out a message to the partygoers.

In almost any other country the rockets would have been enough to let people know that it was time to
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