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    Advance Praise for


    ExiLe


    “This fascinating and deeply moving journey to the edges of the Jewish world tells a story of heroism and perseverance that enriches our understanding of contemporary Jewish identity. One wonders how much longer these communities will be able to endure, and that open question only makes this book all the more poignant and urgent.”


    —Yossi Klein Halevi, Senior Fellow, Shalom Hartman Institute


    “An intimate and engaging tour d’horizon of the diaspora, Exile is an essential resource for anyone seeking to understand contemporary Jewish life outside of Israel and the United States. Annika Hernroth-Rothstein has written a remarkable book and performed a crucial service for the Jewish people everywhere.”


    —Michael Oren, former Israeli Ambassador to the United States,

    Author of the New York Times bestselling Power, Faith and Fantasy and Six Days of War: June 1967 and the Making of the Modern Middle East


    “Too long considered merely a problem to solve, the Jewish diaspora isn’t an abstraction but, as Annika Hernroth-Rothstein reminds us in this important book, a gorgeous mosaic of rich traditions and complicated circumstances. Like the best observers of the human condition, she weaves together sweeping historical narratives and tender everyday moments to show us how Jews from Iran to Finland succeed in preserving both the shared and timeless memory of our people and the diversity of experience that makes our ancient religion eternally vibrant. It’s time we toured the vast and lively Jewish world out there, and we can ask for no better guide on this journey than Hernroth-Rothstein.”


    —Liel Leibovitz, Senior Writer, Tablet Magazine,

    Co-Host of the Unorthodox podcast


    “Western observers often characterize Judaism as a religion, though this is far from the whole story. For at least 2000 years, the Jewish Family has embraced a wide diversity of belief - and non-belief. Exile introduces this family’s disparate branches, visiting them in their ancestral homes in North Africa, Central Asia, the Middle East, Latin America, and Europe, and lovingly telling their stories.”


    —Tal Keinan, Author of God Is in the Crowd:

    Twenty-First-Century Judaism
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    Jewish Glossary



    Alef Bet The Hebrew alphabet.


    Bar Mitzvah [Bat Mitzvah] The term applied to a Jewish boy [girl] who has reached the age of thirteen [twelve], indicating that he/she is considered an adult in the eyes of Jewish law and therefore responsible for following all laws and commandments of Jewish observance (the term literally means “son [daughter] of the commandments”).


    Brit Milah The ceremony in which a Jewish boy is circumcised. The Brit Milah (or Bris) takes place on the eighth day of a boy’s life.


    Bubbe, Zayde The Yiddish words for grandmother and grandfather.


    Chanukah Literally, “dedication” in Hebrew. The winter holiday commemorating the rededication of the Temple in Jerusalem after a group of Jewish warriors called the Hasmoneans defeated the Syrians who had defiled the temple and attempted to force the Jews to assimilate. Also spelled Hanukkah.


    Chevra Kadisha Jewish burial society/undertaker, responsible for preparing and sitting with the dead before burial.


    Chutzpah Audacity and/or extreme self-confidence.


    Daven To pray.


    Diaspora/Galut Diaspora means “dispersion” and Galut means “exile.” Both words signify Jews living outside of the Land of Israel, away from a vibrant Jewish community; Galut is also used to describe the time period since the destruction of the Second Temple at Jerusalem.


    Erev Literally, “evening” in Hebrew. When placed before the name of a Jewish holiday, it means the day before the evening that begins the holiday (since days in the Jewish calendar begin at sundown, Jewish holidays begin in the evening).


    Goy/Goyim Hebrew and Yiddish term for a non-Jewish person/persons; meaning “gentile.”


    Hareidi/Charedi Ultra-orthodox Judaism.


    Havdalah Literally “separation.” The ceremony that marks the end of the Sabbath on Saturday evening.


    Hechsher A rabbinic stamp of approval designating a product as kosher.


    Hevruta A study partner (usually applies to study of Torah in a yeshiva).


    Kabbalat Shabbat Special prayers and songs included as part of Friday night services to welcome in Shabbat.


    Kibbutz An Israeli cooperative village.


    Kittel A robe that is worn by religious Jews on Yom Kippur, when leading High Holiday services, when leading a Passover seder, by grooms at weddings, and as a burial shroud.


    Kosher Derived from the Hebrew word “kasher,” which means “proper” or “pure.” Most commonly used to describe the dietary law of the Old Testament or Torah, it can be used as a term for something that is proper and good.


    Maariv Evening prayers.


    Machzor A Jewish prayer book for the High Holy Days.


    Megillah Literally “scroll” in Hebrew. There are several books in the Jewish bible referred to as “scrolls,” but when used by itself, this term usually refers to the Scroll of Esther, which is read on Purim.


    Mensch Literally meaning “person” or “man” in German and Yiddish but has come to mean “person of integrity and honor.”


    Meshuge Yiddish word meaning “crazy.”


    Mezuzah Literally, “doorpost” in Hebrew. Refers to a small rectangular box or other container, found on a doorpost in a Jewish household, which holds a parchment containing several passages from the Torah.


    Mincha Afternoon prayers.


    Mitzvah Literally means “commandment” and can also mean good deed.


    Moreh [Morah] Hebrew for a man [or woman] teacher.


    Pesach The Hebrew name for the holiday of Passover.


    Purim A holiday, celebrated a month before Passover, commemorating the victory of the Jews over the evil Haman who sought to slay the Jews of ancient Persia.


    Rabbi A teacher of Torah, derived from “Rav” meaning “great one” and “Rabi,” meaning “my master.”


    Rebbetzin The Rabbi’s wife and/or a female religious teacher.


    Rosh Hashana The Jewish New Year.


    Saba, Savta The Hebrew words for grandfather and grandmother.


    Shabbat The Jewish Sabbath, which begins at shortly before sundown on Friday night and ends about forty minutes after sundown on Saturday.


    Shacharit Morning prayers.


    Shalom Literally means “Peace,” commonly used as a greeting between Jews.


    Shema A prayer recited in most Jewish services, as well as at bedtime and when death is imminent; one of the most important and well-known prayers in Judaism.


    Shikse A non-Jewish woman.


    Shiur A lesson on any Torah topic, such as Misnah, Gemara, Halacha, and so on.


    Shtetl A town or village with Jewish inhabitants, commonly found in Eastern Europe before World War II.


    Siddur A Jewish prayer book.


    Simcha A joyous occasion; a celebration, usually related to a lifecycle event.


    Simchat Bat Literally, “celebration of a daughter” in Hebrew. A celebration of the birth of a Jewish baby girl.


    Smicha/Semikah A rabbinical ordination.


    Sukkah Literally “booth” or “hut” in Hebrew. The temporary dwelling in which Jews live during the holiday of Sukkot.


    Sukkot Literally “booths” or “huts” in Hebrew. The fall holiday commemorating the forty years spent by the Jews wandering in the desert before entering the land of Israel. The main ritual of Sukkot is the construction of huts similar to those in which the Jews lived in the desert and “dwelling” (which usually means eating and sleeping, weather permitting) in them for a week.


    Tallit A Jewish prayer shawl worn by men during service in the synagogue.


    Tanakh The entire Jewish bible including the Torah, Prophets, and Writings (Tanakh is an acronym of the names of the three sections of the bible: Torah, Nevi’im and Kethuvim).


    Tefillin Small black boxes containing sections of the shema attached to leather straps and worn around the head and arm during prayer. Also called “phylacteries.”


    Treif The opposite of “kosher,” meaning impure, as in not adhering to Jewish dietary laws.


    Tzadik/Tzadika A righteous man/woman.


    Yeshiva A seminary for Jewish studies.


    Yom Kippur The Day of Atonement, the most important day in the Jewish calendar.

  


  
    Introduction



    A few months after I had entered high school, the boys with the boots showed up. I called them that because they had paired their historically accurate Hitler Jugend uniforms with shiny 10-hole Dr. Martens, white laces dramatically contrasting their perfect oxblood shade.


    I could always hear them approaching, the boys with the boots. The sound of rubber soles against linoleum would cut through the noises of my high school hallway, and as soon as I turned around, there they were.


    My family had settled in that sleepy Swedish coastal town some seventy years earlier, leaving the big city for a better place to raise a family. The war came, and what happened after that I only know through scattered pictures and hushed-down questions. I was told life had become difficult, so they adapted, as the children of their children would also be taught to do.


    The boys with the boots would talk to me sometimes. Without a hint of aggression they would tell me that my relatives had become soap in camps, not too far away from where we stood, and that I should follow suit. There was no physical violence, not even once. Instead they would sit next to me in the cafeteria, wait for me at the top of the stairs, or stand to attention as I passed by them. I didn’t know why they despised me, but I knew that it mattered. It mattered to them, and so, it had to matter to me.


    When I was fifteen years old, I shaved my head. It was a last resort, a final measure, after spending years changing for and adapting to a world that seemed set on viewing me as a stranger. I had tried so hard. Taming the wild, dark curls, bleaching and straightening to resemble the shiny blonde girls. It didn’t help; neither did hiding in bathrooms and libraries to escape the silent warfare that recess had come to be. It was as if the more I altered myself to be like them, the more they despised me for even trying.


    The whole process took over two hours, and when I finally met my own gaze in the bathroom mirror I could see that the venture had been in vain. All the traits I had grown to despise—the big nose, the wide mouth, and the bushy black eyebrows—were all the more visible without the aid of untamed hair. That was the night I realized there was nothing I could do to change what made me deserve all this hatred. It was also the first and last time I ever saw my mother cry.


    My mother sat me down and told me that once, when she was just a little girl, she had gone driving with her father. Suddenly she had asked him what it meant that they were Jewish, and why all the children at school were telling her that she was. Her father had slapped her across the face and yelled, “Don’t ever say that word again! If anyone asks, we are Walloons. That’s what you tell them. Walloons.” They rode back to the house in silence, and my mother did not broach the subject again.


    The history of my family has shaped me and, ironic as it may seem, the hatred that I was subjected to during my adolescence actually helped form my Jewish identity and confront me with who and what I am: a Jew in the diaspora, a survivor among survivors, and a link in a vast chain that spans across the world. The hatred I faced—that all Jews face—made me start asking the questions that led me to the writing of this book: what make us special; what makes us stay Jewish despite all of this; and why have we survived through the ages when every age has offered up another threat to our existence.


    In the past few years, Europe has exploded, from gruesome murders in Belgium and France to riots, torched synagogues and defaced Holocaust memorial sites, along with a dramatic spike in hate crimes all over the continent. Jews are being singled out and persecuted, once again. Most recently, Paris and Copenhagen were added to the list of cities synonymous with terror, as more Jewish blood was spilled before the eyes of the world. In response to these escalating threats, many have called for a universal Aliyah, a return to Israel, saying that we Jews have no home in the diaspora. But the truth is that it has been our home since the Babylonian Exile, and that we diaspora Jewry carry many different identities within us.


    The boys with the boots were on a mission to scare me, to make me feel shame over my Jewishness and to hide in the shadows like so many other Jews before me. For whatever reason, they accomplished the opposite and set me on a mission of my own: to solve the puzzle of my own identity as an exile and a citizen, a Jew and a Swede, and to turn the darkness I was taught into a light among our scattered nation.


    For too long, the Jewish diaspora has been described as a problem to be solved, but with this book, I wanted to show the other side of our beautiful Jewish people and highlight the history, culture, and lives of my brothers and sisters all across the world. This is more than a book for me, more than a cultural project; this is my reply to the boys with the boots—the pushback I was too scared and vulnerable to offer at the time.


    The communities represented here are of course not a full representation of the diaspora; communities of great historical importance such as Iraq were unavailable to me due to security concerns, and others had to be neglected due to time constraints. What I have tried to do with this project is offer as comprehensible an image as possible, showing a wide array of social, economic, and geographical circumstances. Any areas or countries not covered in this book should not be seen as a reflection of their importance to me or the Jewish people.


    Today, I wear my big, curly hair with pride, and I embrace all the facets of my being. I feel gratitude toward the boys in the boots for confronting me with this identity and, in essence, bringing me closer to my people. Were it not for those boys, I may have been another statistic, another European Jew faded into the woodwork. Instead, I am a proud representative of my brothers and sisters, and this book is my love letter to them.

  


  
    Djerba



    Adir is guiding me through the labyrinth that is Hara Kbira town, annoyed, because we’re late for the Hanukkah candle lighting, right after Shabbat. The man hosting us is a leader within the community, described by those who know him as a modest macher. When we finally get there, half of the island’s Jews seem to be cramped inside his humble, white stone house.


    Before I lose track, I count eleven cats in the house, all in various stages of age and care. The house is chaotic, yet warm, and a TV is on in the combined bedroom and living room, blaring what seems to be the Tunisian version of The Voice. There are Israeli and Tunisian flags on almost every surface and framed pictures of rabbis I don’t recognize on every wall.


    Our host is dressed in traditional Tunisian garb, a full-length djellabah and a matching fez, and you can tell his standing in the community by the way everyone orbits around him, hanging on every word of his elaborate blessings. Adir, usually full of a young man’s swagger, is quiet and submissive in this setting. He falls back for his elder, and, without really knowing why, I follow suit.


    Everyone says the blessing in unison, and while we’re singing, the minarets start wailing, calling all Muslims to prayer. I’m the only one to react, losing my momentum a bit; the others go on as if the loud Arabic is nothing more than white noise. Once we’re done, I make a comment to Adir about the interruption, saying the call to prayer threw me off. He doesn’t really answer; instead he points out that the front door has been open this whole time.


    “There is nothing to fear from the outside for the Jews of Tunisia. Could you say the same about Europe?”


    Point taken.


    Placed atop the African continent, just a couple of hours flight from the major European capitals and a stone’s throw from the Middle East, Tunisia has historically been vulnerable to invasion and cultural influence from all sides. It seems as if anyone with ambitions of greatness has, at some point, passed through Tunisia: from the Vandals, to the Byzantines and Phoenicians, Romans, Jews, Arabs, Spaniards and Turks to, most recently, the French. Even though the Muslim Arabs clearly won the war for Tunisia’s identity—ninety-eight percent of the population is Sunni Muslim—everyone who passed through, conquered, or colonized left a cultural indentation on the country’s soul, making it a sparkly kaleidoscope of human history.


    Tunisia is both the smallest and the richest of the African countries, despite its meager natural resources, and it has amassed its riches through agriculture and by using its geographical advantage—being reachable from Europe, the Middle East, and the rest of the African continent—to build its modern economy on trade and tourism.


    I arrive in Djerba, a beautiful Mediterranean island just off the coast of mainland Tunisia, on the first day of Hanukkah. The island is truly a hidden gem, its picture-perfect beaches and picturesque villages relatively undiscovered by Western tourists, and traveling there feels almost like traveling through time.


    Though I packed my own candles and hanukkiah, it turns out that I will never use them once. That first night, I venture out of my hotel to take in the city lights. Just a few steps into the walkabout, my eyes fall on a shop called “Shimon Bijouterie,” and I’m immediately drawn inside. Met by an explosion of color, from the painted ceiling to the heavy gold necklaces hanging from the thick, stone-clad walls, I’m struck by two men standing at the counter—one older, with thick, silver hair; one younger, with hair as dark as night. The older man is dominant and charming, schmoozing the customers and running the show, while the younger stands always a step or two behind him, shy but intense in that low-key mysterious way. They are quite obviously family—the resemblances are clear as day—and while I wait my turn, I watch the relatable scene of a son and a father, the submissive and the dominant, working together in a harmony that must have taken half a lifetime to perfect.


    My French is rusty, but we get by. Alternating between French and Hebrew, I learn that this is one of several Jewish jewelry shops in the neighborhood of Houmt Souk, and that Shimon and his son Avi Chay are the third generation of Djerba Jews to manage this particular establishment.


    Shimon sees my Magen David necklace and smiles. Given my broken Hebrew, he asks if I’m Jewish—and how in the world did I end up here?


    I tell him my story, and, without skipping a beat, he exclaims, “OK, then. Let’s go light some candles together.”


    Avi Chay closes the shop doors, and we stroll out almost immediately. It’s not an oddity here to lock up shop several times a day to accommodate for the varied and disparate religious practices of this unique place. Djerba, small as it is, contains Muslims, Jews and Christians, and while radically different, all three groups are living a traditional and observant life. Everyone here is religious in some way, and all the shopkeepers have a prayer schedule to which they adhere. We walk together through the narrow streets of the market, and there—just around the corner—is a bright blue door leading to one of the most beautiful synagogues I have ever seen.


    It’s tiny, really, just two small rooms with a large bima in the middle, all of it slathered in white and blue tiles. To my left is a metallic hanukkiah, and next to it a large Coca Cola bottle filled with oil. As the men begin to file in, I withdraw to the back, watching them put on their tallitot and prepare.


    Then they start singing, and I’m taken aback by how the Jewish prayers are sung with Arabic-style melodies. These are not the traditional Ashkenazi songs that I am used to, moving from word to word in an orderly fashion. Instead, there is evocative wailing, the clear telling of a story where every word is saturated with meaning and experienced anew, each time. It is exotic and wonderful and somewhat meditative in nature. It’s both louder and more joyous than I’m used to. Despite being the only woman in this shul in a strange and faraway land, I can’t help but join in.


    Our Journey to Djerba


    Legend says that when Emperor Nebuchadnezzar II destroyed Solomon’s Temple in Jerusalem in 586 BCE, members of the Jewish priestly class, the Kohanim, settled on the island of Djerba in present-day Tunisia. The Kohanim carried with them a vestige of the destroyed Temple and placed it in the synagogue they built on the island. The El Ghriba synagogue, as it is called, became a place not just of worship, but of pilgrimage. In fact, the yearly pilgrimage to the island of the Kohanim is a tradition that still takes place today among religious Jews from around the world.


    Djerba is an isolated place, and, given its prominence in Jewish history, it can be said to host one of the most genuine and traditional expressions of Jewish life in the world. Djerba is also unique in that it is one of the few places in the region still considered home to a contingent of Arab Jews.


    Prior to 1948, the Middle East and Africa were home to approximately 850,000 Jews, but today, the Arab world’s Jewish population has dwindled to a mere 4,500; and it is still falling. Countries that historically housed the largest Jewish populations—like Egypt, Iraq, Algeria, and Libya—have virtually no Jews living within their borders anymore. Morocco was once home to 265,000 Jewish citizens. By 2017, only 2,500 Jews remained, many of whom were above fifty years of age. While Djerba’s Jewish population may not be the very last of the Arab world’s Jews, it is certainly a last beacon of hope in a part of the world where Jews have been driven out, killed, or forcibly assimilated and converted en masse.


    I walk back from shul with Shimon and Avi Chay, and on our way we pass a large group of Muslim men coming back from prayer. I ask Shimon if it’s difficult here—being openly Jewish—and he shrugs and tells me that it’s easier here than most places with a Muslim majority.


    “People know that we are Jews, and they leave us alone for the most part. We have found an equilibrium that works.”


    That equilibrium consists of a “separate but equal” system, where the Jews live together in the town of Hara Kbira and work in the nearby town of Houmt Souk. They keep to themselves, but there seems to be very little animosity from the Arab majority, at least on the outside.


    “There are things we just don’t discuss, like Israel, for example,” explains Shimon. “Even when we talk about it amongst ourselves, we don’t say ‘Israel’; we say ‘the land,’ and we never engage in political conversations with our non-Jewish neighbors.”


    It’s not unlike the way Jews interact in many other places around the world, including in my own country. We say “Eretz” when discussing Israel and “cousins” rather than “Arabs” so as not to alert anyone within earshot to the fact that we are Jewish. Diaspora Jews have always used a sort of code-language to stay safe, and the Jews of Djerba are no exception.


    The next day I meet up with Avi Chay again. He has promised to show me the kosher restaurant in Houmt Souk, and once we arrive, I am surprised by how familiar it feels.


    In the small one-room restaurant, three older men sit at a table, loudly debating some important affair of state while sipping hot black coffee that spills over the rim of their glass cups. This could be a scene from Jerusalem, where the “parliaments” gather at cafés—semi-permanent groups of coffee comrades who ponder and debate family and national politics alike over double espressos on Friday mornings. The difference between this scene and one in Jerusalem is that the men here are all dressed in traditional and somewhat outdated clothes: traditional hats, Tunisian leather slippers, tunic-style shirts. Outside, the restaurant staff is cooking meat on a makeshift grill placed directly on the pavement. The cook is wearing a black kippah, and he smiles as he brings me dish after delicious dish. He stands to the side as I eat, watching my joy with undisguised excitement. I am transported to another world as I bite into the traditional Tunisian brik—a delicacy of deep-fried phyllo dough stuffed with eggs, spices, herbs, and tuna. The egg breaks as I bite into the dough, the yolk runs down my hand and sticks to the crevices of my rings, and I desperately try to keep some shred of dignity as I enjoy the food’s rich texture and flavors. The next dish is a Tunisian take on the Moroccan Chraime—a traditional Sephardi dish with whitefish and hot peppers. About a minute into dunking the crusty bread into hot tomato sauce, I realize that the Tunisian take is far spicier than any of the Moroccan versions I have previously eaten. My eyes tear up and start running uncontrollably, and neither the staff nor the guests hide their amusement as I desperately wipe down my face and dab my tongue with bread to stop the burning.


    While finishing my meal, I look up to see a young man enter the café. I am immediately struck by his Western-style appearance—jeans, a Polo shirt and stylish glasses give the impression that he’s just walked out of an American yeshiva. He greets me in perfect English—an oddity in these parts—and asks if he can join my table.


    His name is Adir, and he turns out to be Avi Chay’s cousin, recently returned from four years at a yeshiva in London. He now lives in Bara Kbira with his family—mother, father, two brothers, and four sisters—and runs one of the Jewish jewelry shops in the nearby village. I ask Adir why he thinks Djerba is one of the few Arab lands where the Jewish community is actually growing and seemingly thriving. Adir soberly explains that the Jews of Djerba understand the rules and limitations to which they must adhere. Their insularity, imposed and self-imposed in different measures, keeps them safe.


    “It comes down to the rabbis, really,” he begins.


    “They set the limits for how much we can interact with the non-Jews; how observant we are of Jewish law. They help us stay strong and vigilant against the threats of assimilation.”


    It’s not until I actually visit Hara Kbira, the almost exclusively Jewish town in Djerba, that I fully understand what he means by this. The Jews of Djerba have chosen isolation that millions of Jews across the world have been forced into and fought their way out of. They have chosen this ghetto-like village in order to protect their observance and their traditions; from the look of things, their strategy is working.


    There are children in kippot playing soccer in the desolate streets. It’s difficult to even explain how strange and moving it is to see that here, in Tunisia, but I stop to watch, enchanted by their carefree play. I couldn’t see a scene like this one in Europe, and definitely not in my own country of Sweden. There, Jewish children dare not run around this identifiably Jewish, but here of all places, they do.


    I ask Avi Chay which houses are Jewish; he laughs and says it’s easier to show me which ones aren’t. He points to three houses, sprinkled across the Jewish neighborhood where the entirety of Djerba’s Jewish population lives.


    We walk from synagogue to synagogue. There are twelve of them in this one small village. Each of the buildings appear humble from the outside in contrast to their gloriously colorful interiors, a stark difference from Ashkenazi synagogues, which often have grand exteriors and functional internal layouts. While this discretion partly relates to the fact that the synagogues in Muslim-majority countries have had to operate covertly, it is also one of many illustrations of how the vibrant nature of Sephardi and Mizrahi cultural and religious expression diverge from Germanic simplicity.


    The synagogues of Hara Kbira lack the airs of the La Ghriba synagogue, situated on the outskirts of the main town, but they make up for it in yiddishkeit and life. La Ghriba is Djerba’s most famous Jewish structure, and a beautiful one at that, but it is no longer an active place of prayer, instead serving as a museum—a relic of what once was, following an Al Qaida terrorist attack in 2002. La Ghriba is heavily guarded, and I must pass through a military-style checkpoint to gain entry. This is the only synagogue on the island where even unmarried women are expected to cover their hair, and a Muslim gate-keeper hands me a shawl as I walk in.


    A sea of blue and green washes the walls and dark wooden benches sitting beneath mosaic arches. Heavy chandeliers light up the room. I have perhaps never been further from a European aesthetic and never fallen more immediately in love with a synagogue. It is too much, but, at the same time, just perfect. The three main rooms are linked by a stone walkway and there, in the third and final alcove, the morning sun floods through the stained-glass windows and hits what looks like hundreds of pieces of shining silver.


    And yet, for all the wonder, there is an unnerving sense that this place has been made a theatre for tourists. Even the three men sitting and praying feel like props for effect. La Ghriba no longer has a minyan—the ten men necessary for Jewish prayer—but the synagogue is packed when the tourists arrive for Lag Ba’omer to participate in elaborate pilgrimage-like festivities organized by the Jewish community and the tourism board of Tunisia. Even then, it serves only as a house of interfaith prayer.


    I pay a small fee to be allowed to walk in and look at the aron kodesh, the walled cabinet that holds not only the Torah scrolls but also the artifact claimed to come from the Holy Temple. Even closed, it is a sight to behold.


    On the bima sit flowing silken scarves in brilliant colors, interspersed with whimsically arranged bouquets of flowers.


    The ancient story of the fleeing Kohanim notwithstanding, ample evidence documents Jewish life in Tunisia as early as 200 CE, and archeological findings prove the existence of a Jewish community in Carthage under Roman rule. The sages of the Talmud also reference this place as their home from the second to fourth centuries, another reason we know of the significant Jewish presence in Tunisia at that time.


    The strength of the Jewish community in ancient Tunisia is also reflected in the measures Roman rulers implemented to afflict it. As the Jewish presence grew following the destruction of the Second Temple, the Romans divided the Jews into clans and taxed them according to profession. Special laws restricted their Jewish life and movement—a story that repeats itself, time after time, ruler after ruler, until the Spanish Inquisition.


    By the end of the sixteenth century, many Jews had already deserted the coastal areas of Tunisia and Morocco and fled to the Berber communities in the mountains and desert, hoping to find a more peaceful home. But even then, the Djerban Jews were the exception to the rule, staying put by the sea. Rather than dispersing in the mountains, they huddled in place, and their strategy seems to be the same now as it was back then. One could imagine that it would, at least at some point, have been tempting to spread out among the locals on the island, hiding in plain sight. Instead, the Jews here chose to settle in the town of Hara Kbira, as a pack rather than lone wolves.


    The synagogues in Hara Kbira are perhaps not as adorned as La Ghriba or even as beautiful, but they are bubbling with the chaos of daily religious life. The first one I walk into has a yeshiva in the adjoining room, and inside a man sits, deep in learning over a Talmudic tractate. In the next, someone is stacking green plastic chairs after services, offering us tea and chatting with my guide in fast-paced Arabic. The third synagogue is empty, so I sit there for a while, just taking it all in. An antique menorah sits to one side, next to a door leading to a permanent sukkah. There are books everywhere—tattered copies rather than the impeccable collections I saw at La Ghriba—and someone left their sweater to dry on top of an old water-filled radiator. A calendar lists weekly community events, many of the sort one might find at any other synagogue in nearly any other part of the Jewish world. There are Torah studies on Sunday morning; an all-female challah-bake meets on Thursday night.


    Avi Chay now shows me the local kosher eateries and proudly points out that all the local food vendors have at least a few items that are on their Tunisian kosher list. Coming from Sweden, this seems to be almost an upside-down world, where the majority of Muslims in the town cater to the needs of their local Jews.


    But perhaps that’s also something of an exaggeration here. A large military presence is posted at the entrances to the Jewish village. The Tunisian government has made the safety of the Jewish population a priority, but that sentiment isn’t necessarily mirrored in the views of the common man.


    I ask my new friend what he thinks of the security measures, and surprisingly he tells me he wishes they weren’t there, in a comment echoing a sentiment heard through centuries of Jewish persecution.


    “I hate that it draws so much attention to us,” he explains. “It makes it look as if we have something to hide, or something we don’t want anyone else to have, and I think maybe it causes more problems than it solves.”


    This is a common problem for the Jews in the diaspora; wanting to be integrated, but not assimilated. The necessary protection measures themselves perpetuate this sense of separateness, causing the community to fall further into isolation. What I saw in Hara Kbira was a Tunisian version of an old-school European shtetl, built by choice and not only necessity; a world within a world and relative stability in a volatile region.


    Persecution and Assimilation for Tunisian Jews


    Isolation or assimilation is just one in a long line of difficult choices that the Jews of Tunisia have faced since the seventh and eighth century when Islam became the established law of the land. As in the entire Muslim world, Jews and Christians were either forced to convert to Islam or live as dhimmis—second-class citizens. Depending on the country, they would be allowed to practice their religion and keep their customs, but they would remain submissive to Muslim rule and pay a dhimmi-tax to save their lives and spare their property and livelihoods from destruction.


    After centuries of suffering under brutal caliphates, things went from bad to worse for the Jews of Tunis with the advent of the Almohad Caliphate. During this period, mass conversions and massacres became commonplace and, at the instruction of the Jewish sage Maimonides, Tunisian Jews were told to hide their religious affiliation and practice in secret while outwardly professing allegiance to Islam. Though many heeded Maimonides’ call, there was also widespread Islamization of the Jewish community under the Almohad Caliphate, and an endless amount of Jewish lives were lost in the process through killings, conversions, and assimilation.


    The first signs of real improvement came only during the modern era with the reign of Ahmed Bey, which began in 1837. He and his successor, Mohammed Bey, implemented liberal legislation that did away with the punitive measures that had been imposed on the Jews. Under both Ahmed and Mohammed Bey, a large number of Jews rose to positions of political power within Tunisian society and government as poets, politicians, ambassadors and masters of trade. Most importantly, Mohammed Bey issued a constitution according to which all Tunisians, regardless of race or creed, were granted equal rights.


    Tunisia came under French protectorate in 1881 and its Jews were, for all intents and purposes, emancipated. Unfortunately, it was one step forward and two steps back for the Jews of Tunisia. By the 1940s, the country came under Vichy rule and the Jews were yet again subject to anti-Semitic laws, which dictated where and if the Jews could live, work, and worship.


    German forces occupied Tunisia in November 1942 and immediately arrested Moises Burgel, the president of the Tunis Jewish community, along with several other prominent Jews. While many Jews were deported to Nazi camps and had their property seized by the government between November 1942 and May 1943, the Jews of Vichy Tunisia were comparatively spared the mass deportation their European counterparts suffered.


    Though the Jews of Tunisia did not escape the Holocaust unscathed, they endured only to reap more hardship in the years to follow. While Tunisia gained independence in 1956, there was little independence to be had for the country’s Jewish population. In 1957, the government destroyed the Jewish quarter of Tunis, and the rabbinical tribunal and Jewish community councils were abolished. A few years later, as retaliation during the Six-Day War in Israel, Muslims torched the Great Synagogue of Tunis to the ground. Since 1957, there has been a steady stream of Jewish immigration from Tunisia to France and Israel—except for the Jews of Djerba.


    Staying Put Despite Adversity


    The resilient residents of the island of the Kohanim have seen their share of troubles, the most famous of which was the La Ghriba synagogue attack. On April 11, 2002, a truck full of explosives was detonated close to the ancient synagogue, killing nineteen people and wounding another thirty.


    Other than the deadly La Ghriba attack, Tunisia enjoyed calm and growth in the first years of the twenty-first century, but a decade in, that calm would turn to chaos. In 2011, Tunisia became the first country to start what would be known as the Arab Spring, a series of popular protests and uprisings against dictatorships. Tunisia’s Jasmine Revolution marked the end of the repressive and corrupt rule of President Zine El Abidine Ben Ali. Ben Ali, a neo-liberal, had been the first elected president after Tunisia gained independence, and his autocratic style had, for all its faults, helped keep Tunisia’s disparate Islamist parties and interests in check. After the Jasmine Revolution, the rift between secular and religious interests seemed to be throwing the country into another bout of chaos, but moderate Islamists played a crucial role in stabilizing it by calming both sides and forming an interim coalition.


    In a bid to show off its new and progressive ways, the interim Tunisian government and its ruling Muslim democratic Ennahda Party sent a representative to the Jews in Djerba, assuring them they would be able to live safely under the democratic Islamist rule of the new leadership.


    Despite this commendable effort, anti-Semitic incidents and attacks spiked in the year following the Jasmine Revolution. Tensions grew so extreme that the Israeli Knesset announced it had allocated funding to help Tunisian Jews relocate to Israel.


    A few years later, in 2014, the Ennahda party stepped down, having failed to implement its platform of Islamism paired with multi-party democracy. Pending democratic elections, a new secular constitution was drafted that not only included provisions for freedom of religion and conscience but also explicitly protected religious minorities from all forms of harassment and discrimination. It has been hailed as a model for other Arab countries. In 2015, the Tunisian National Dialogue Quartet, a four-party alliance created to govern post-revolution Tunisia, was awarded the Nobel Peace Prize for “its decisive contribution to the building of a pluralistic democracy in Tunisia in the wake of the Tunisian Revolution of 2011.”


    Today


    Modern-day Jewish life in Tunisia is in part made possible by its geographic isolation. Just as the geographical distance from Nazi camps offered some form of safety during World War II, Tunisian Jewry is somewhat removed from the plagues of the twenty-first century. In Djerba, the Jews are able to keep to strict rules governing their religious lifestyle and culture. Options to leave are scarce for the many who lack education and funds, and the inhabitants of Djerba tend to remain on the island, some never leaving even for a short vacation. There are of course exceptions, like Adir, where families invest in their sons to gain a better and more extensive education abroad than they ever could in Tunisia, but the sons return to serve the community they left. As Adir and the others explained to me, returning is a willing choice as much as it is an obligation. They return because they believe that Djerba can offer them something that the outside world cannot.


    There is no divorce here, no assimilation, and no wayward children being left unattended by parents too busy to show up. For better or worse, no one is ever alone, and the center of everything is the Jewish family and the traditions they live to uphold. As an island, Djerba offers the environment required to maintain a cohesive, unassimilated Jewish community.


    Jewish women in Djerba have an average of four children each, and some have as many as ten. As a result, the Jewish population has grown significantly in the past decade, and fifty percent of the community is aged twenty or younger. A comparison between Djerba and Tunis reveals how much of an outlier the island of the Kohanim really is, as the latter has gone from ten thousand to four hundred Jews, most of them fifty years old or older.


    This new lease on Jewish life is reflected in the Sayada house, proudly placed in the center of Tunisia’s own Jerusalem, Hara Kbira. I’ve been invited to Adir’s house in Hara Kbira for Shabbat, and to spend the weekend sharing a room with his four sisters at his parents’ home around the corner. When I first walk in, I feel slightly awkward and out of place. The house is bustling with activity. Just hours before Shabbat, the women and girls are busy preparing the last of the food for the weekend. I look around the house and see small fish statues everywhere, from simple clay sculptures to a gigantic silver fish adorning the dining room sideboard. In this seaside community, the fish—like the hamsa, or “hand of God”—is said to protect you from the evil eye and bring good fortune. Traditionally, when fish were plentiful, it was said that this was a display of the good will of God.


    The home is warm, but socially there is ice to be broken. Suddenly, the oldest sister asks me if she can do my makeup, and quickly, chattering young women between the ages of twelve and eighteen surround me. They apply blush, lipstick, and intensely black kohl eyeliner to my eyes. I look in the mirror, and I hardly recognize myself: I have beautiful Arabic-style eye makeup and my hair is up in a large bun, courtesy of the Sayada sisters.


    “Oooh, tu es si belle!” they squeal, and I feel part of the family. Avia, the oldest sister, shows me a picture of her with a young man and tells me that she just got engaged. Avia is seventeen years old, about par for the course in a community where most women get engaged in their late teens and the men in their early twenties. Avia and her sisters are beautiful and, to a Swede, they seem amazingly happy and content. Their home and this village are their universe, and for a moment, I envy the closeness and simplicity of their lives.


    I ask Adir to take me to the synagogue for Friday night services, apparently an unusual request. Women don’t usually go to synagogue in Djerba unless it’s the High Holidays. Women attending a regular Shabbat service are considered peculiar and progressive. He takes me, though, and arranges for me to sit in an adjacent room so I can hear the prayers while keeping to local tradition. The synagogue doesn’t have a mechitze, a barrier meant to separate men’s and women’s seating. Adir asks me to walk a minute or two ahead of him on the way to synagogue, as it is unacceptable for two single people of the opposite sex to walk together alone in the streets of the Jewish neighborhood.


    The prayer service here is radically different than anything I’ve ever encountered—not only the melodies, but the order as well. A man walks into the room and, breaking protocol, he helps me find the right passage. We share a smile that transcends language and culture.


    This simple gesture sums up my entire experience in Djerba: its people displaying warmth and kindness and genuine curiosity at the difference I represent while staunchly maintaining their particular brand of Orthodoxy.


    The prayers wind to a close, and we return to the house to find the Sayada sisters standing at the doorway dressed to the nines—high heels and brightly colored dresses accessorized with heavy silver jewelry. They ask me to go with them to dorra-dorra. I follow along, feeling interested, confused, and severely underdressed for whatever the occasion may be.


    Turns out, dorra-dorra is a walk of meaning and ceremony. On Shabbat, between every meal, everyone in the Jewish community walks up and down the one major street in Hara Kbira to see and be seen. The whole walk takes about four minutes at a slow pace. Once you reach the end, you turn around and do it all over again.


    The sisters introduce me to the entire community as their cousin. I immediately realize the extent of the closeness on this island. They live with each other, marry each other and, at least if you’re a girl, you don’t leave the country—and definitely not on your own—the sisters tell me as much while we’re walking. There are other signs of their isolation here; I see several people with birth deformities just on this street, and though I cannot claim to have a statistically sound sample, it seems to be well above average.


    “That’s my fiancé,” Avia discretely nods toward a young man I recognize from the pictures in her bedroom. They’re about to be married, but instead of greeting him, we just walk on by. I ask her why they don’t walk together or even say hello. And again, the strict self-discipline of the Jewish community is manifest in her answer.


    “Boys and girls don’t interact; we meet with friends or family a few times when we are courting, but between the engagement and the wedding we are not allowed to meet, and we don’t even acknowledge each other and say hello.”


    Carefully as I can, I ask why they would do it this way and how it can be kept up. Avia and her sisters tell me that these are the necessary boundaries to keep their traditions alive.


    “If you let boys and girls meet after the engagement, things will get out of hand and they will relax, and soon, the bride is pregnant at the wedding!”


    It may seem extreme to someone from a more modern setting, but the logic ultimately makes sense. The fifteen hundred Jews on this island need to protect themselves from assimilation; they are literally fighting for their lives, and the rules and limitations they adhere to are all part of that fight. This level of conservativism keeps the Jewish girls and boys of Djerba in line—because once they lose their grip, they may end up losing everything.


    We walk back and forth on this one street for almost two hours, and I contemplate the larger meaning of what I see and hear. These communities may be small, but they hold the distilled version of what we are as a people; they take responsibility for our entire tribe, keeping our traditions pure—sometimes at a great personal cost.


    There is also a disturbing hint of Arab honor culture in this that I cannot stay blind to or deny. For instance, the women and girls do not receive an education beyond their mid-teens, and their given role is to have many children and keep the home. It looks as if there is little choice involved. Then again, some of the girls do tell me that if they could date and travel, they would choose not to do it. One of Avia’s friends explains that the modern life that other Jews enjoy seems to ruin their lives and their communities.


    “We see that the Jews who move to Tunis just disappear,” she tells me. “Once they leave Djerba, it’s over. They’re exposed to modern life and temptations, and soon they intermarry and go off the derech (path).”


    We continue our walk, back and forth, and I’m somewhat amused by the fact that the men are so obviously watching us, and the women are so aware of being watched; but neither side will acknowledge the other. On this religious catwalk, many of the biggest decisions of family life are made. We call it a walk to guard against the obvious.


    During the Shabbat dinner, I ask my hosts if there aren’t any Jews in Djerba who choose to live a secular life or who fall off the path entirely. Shimon tells me no, at first. He then adds that yes, there a few, but they are no longer part of the community.


    “Some Jews have moved to Houmt Souk and decided to not be Jews anymore, and we have a cemetery where we bury those who get divorced or other things of that nature.”


    This takes me aback a little, given that I myself am a divorced Jew who, in many ways, falls short in the eyes of the religiously perfect and divine. Life here is harsher, and that is the price of the closeness and warmth. You are all in, or all out, and to a Western Jew that is a very foreign concept.


    Shimon goes on to say that divorce is very rare. If a couple considers divorce or a girl thinks about wanting to date like a Westerner, the entire community comes together to speak to them to ensure they make the right choice. With this coercive tough love as an accepted norm, I can’t even imagine how difficult it must be to come into adulthood here with all the wants and needs that adolescence holds. Then again, perhaps the young Jews of Djerba do not even consider many of the issues that occupy my mind. They don’t have to worry about finding a suitable partner, as this will be arranged for them. My own Western constant obsession with self-fulfillment and success doesn’t really apply here, as a life on this island means defining success and happiness in entirely different ways—through ensuring the continuity of traditional Jewish families and community.
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