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For Judah Passow




Here is a square where everybody meets. 
Here is a doorway through which troops have pressed. 
Here is a yard with women hanging sheets.

 



George Szirtes, from Reel.




Ben Yehuda

One day I was walking along the street in Tel Aviv, when I got a call on my cellphone: ‘Check out the news, they’re saying Saddam has been captured.’

‘Hey,’ I said, walking into my café, because everyone in the country has ‘their’ café, where they drink coffee, read the papers, eat cake, argue about football and politics and take offence and storm out in a huff, then come back the next day for more of the same, for years on end; the same table, the same slice of chocolate torte, the same faces, everyone ready for a row.

‘I just heard Saddam has been captured,’ I said, sitting down.

‘What?’

The waiter was out like a shot and the men abandoned their espressos and milky lattes and poppy seed cookies and they all  followed him onto the street and into the convenience store where a crowd was watching CNN.

Everyone gasped. A dishevelled dirty grey-bearded old man was being pulled out of a hole in the ground. Where was the glossy black hair, the important moustache, the adoring crowds? ‘Oy, be’emet,’ someone said, and everyone turned round and glared at her. Expressions of pity were out of place today, this was the monster who had sent his scud missiles raining down on the Tel Aviv suburb of Ramat Gan during the first Gulf War and all they had for protection were the Americans, who had set up their Patriot missile battery on top of the Iria rubbish tip and landfill site which disfigures the horizon on the highway between the city and the airport.

‘In arabkum ars!’ a man shouted, raising his fist at the screen and had Saddam been able to hear through the glass, he would have known exactly what was being said, because it was Arabic. ‘Your father is a pimp.’

I watched tv for a while with them, then they switched from CNN to a Hebrew channel and I decided to go home.

I walked past the falafel café where the man with tight black curls fried balls of chickpeas all day long and pushed them into pita breads, with a selection of pickles and tahina. He had a huge smile on his face. I had never before seen him so pleased. It was hard, oily work in there, frying all day long.

‘You look happy.’

‘I am. You heard that Saddam’s been captured?’

‘I know, I just saw it on tv up the street.’

‘It’s true that he was in a hole in the ground with a big beard?’

‘Yes.’

‘Oh my god, I can’t wait to get home and see that. I don’t have a tv here, just a radio and I haven’t got anyone to mind the store while I run out to have a look.’ He looked up at the clock on the wall. ‘Six more hours!’

‘Let me take a guess,’ I said, ‘Are you from Iraq?’

The street was full of Iraqis: I had already had a long conversation with the silversmith from the mountains of the Kurdish north who, at the weekends, went hiking in the West Bank out of longing for the landscape of his lost childhood, still tasting in his mouth the meals his mother made which, he told me, was the same food the Babylonian exiles ate in the Bible.

‘Yes,’ said the falafel man, ‘I’m from Baghdad, I was born there.’

‘When did you come to Israel?’

‘When I was seven years old, with my parents in 1950, but my father never liked it here and in 1959 we left. Guess where he took us?’

‘America?’

‘No.’

‘France?’

‘No.’

‘Berlin?’

‘Teheran.’ He slapped the side of his head with his hand. ‘Jews! Jews!’

 



Jews. Indeed.

In October 2003 I came to Tel Aviv and stayed four months in an apartment round the corner from the falafel stand and café and convenience store. It was in a long, low, four-storey building, which extended along the street with two front doors leading to two separate sets of stairs united by a common hallway, surrounded by a dry shady cactus garden, with palms and sand and cats and hot smells of decaying leaves and overflowing garbage cans. Across the street hibiscus bushes overflowed with red trumpet flowers. I was in the dead centre of what they still sometimes call the White City, and the building had some of the features of the Bauhaus style - of a city that had been founded in 1909, but  mostly constructed in a hurry between 1933 and 1939. Mass immigration from Europe created a panicky need for new homes, designed by refugee architects trained in the newest techniques of building with minimum decoration in the cheapest material available: concrete.

They had created a whole Bauhaus town on the shores of the Mediterranean Middle East, white boxes with curved balconies resembling the prows of ships, thrusting out along the street as if they longed for the sea, apartments where refugees bent their heads over books and listened to records on their gramophones, absorbed in Schiller and Schoenberg, still not quite comprehending that central European civilisation was up to its neck in blood; while in the apartment below, a gangster from Odessa was planning the heist of a jewellery store on the Allenby Road, and his girlfriend bent over a sink, dyeing her hair.

I came to Tel Aviv from London to write a novel and still it isn’t written. In my novel there was a country to which immigrants arrived from all over the world. You could have placed it in the middle of the Antarctic Ocean with only polar bears and penguins for enemies and still it would have been a very difficult place with a lot of unique problems. It was a country made up of those who had been scared and hurt and threatened, a land of exiles from suffering, and I did not think it would be very pleasant, full of nice, warm, accommodating people. In my novel, I was also trying to find out how various forms of pleasure can be applied to pain, to make it better.

The country was not Israel, and the city was not Tel Aviv, but somewhere that existed in my imagination, my own homeland, my own hometown that was not on any map, except the intimate geography of my self.

I was devastated when no one believed me. It was Israel, it was  Tel Aviv, they insisted, it had to be, despite the invented topography and history. I don’t know what got inside me that I wanted  to write this book. I suppose I was trying to work out something about Jews, because if I could get that figured out, I might understand something about myself, about why I behave this way and not that . . . and to be honest, because I like stories and the Jewish story seemed to me, and still does, the story to beat them all. Well, perhaps not the Odyssey and Iliad, but it is a long tale that winds through many countries, and contains so many tricky problems and baffling concepts: such as what a Jew is in the first place, since you can have a Jew like me, with no religion at all, and a Jew from Ethiopia who is black, and a Jew from Romania who is blond and a Jew who is a convert from Christianity - so that I sometimes think that the root cause of anti-Semitism is that Jews drive other people mad because they can’t work out who or what we are, and what category to place us in, so we are both the subject and originator of endless rows.

There are two places in the world that are full of Jews: New York and Israel. I am not an American; life for me would probably have been easier had I been born in an apartment building on the Upper West Side, of Democrat-voting parents who worshipped Roosevelt, and had lifetime membership cards to the New York Public Library, but that’s not my story. My family have been trying to make it over the Atlantic since 1904, never quite getting there, or for some reason, coming back again, and, at this moment, a branch of it is dithering about Green Cards, but I’m still stuck on the other side, a category error, a British Jew, when everyone knows that the British are tactful, decorous, well-mannered, prudent, prone to meaningful silences, and Jews are - well, the opposite.

So I found myself, in my forties, drawn to Israel, not out of Zionism or interest in the Middle East conflict, but because the moment I put my foot down there, everything was half familiar. I had half the story already inside my head, and was avid and eager to learn the rest.

I came to write a novel, not to be a reporter or an activist. I sat in my apartment and tapped away on my laptop. In the afternoons and evenings I walked, saw friends, ventured forth. I did some journalism, and after I left I returned twice, once to write about the settlers of Gaza who were about to be ‘disengaged’ from their houses, and another visit, with someone who told me a different story, but we’ll come to that later. Mainly what I did was look, and ask some questions, and listen, and in an abdication or indeed abnegation of Jewishness, tried not to venture an opinion, because in this part of the world opinions have become so debased a currency on the market place, there’s such a glut of them, the inflation rate is so high, that they’ll hardly buy you a Jaffa orange.

The apartment was small, just a room with a long kitchen leading off it, a bathroom, and an alcove taken up mainly by the bed. It was really noisy outside, the air was always cracking. From five in the morning the motorised grinders of the garbage trucks thudded and roared through the streets, and after that the slamming doors, cars starting up, sirens of police cars, arguments between neighbours, the loud humming of the air conditioning units, the rag and bone man on his horse and cart with the flag waving above the horse’s arse on high days and holidays, crying out for iron in the echoing streets.1 And always that great atonal symphony of the cellphone because this is the country which has the highest per capita use in the world.

The windows at one side overlooked someone’s balcony, with a woman who sat out in the mornings drying her hair; on the other side I could see, hear and smell the clanking steamy kitchens of the Grand Hotel Deborah; and on the third, I overlooked Gordon Street, with an aesthetician’s studio specialising in manicures, pedicures and facials carried out by a hefty, raddled Russian woman; a currency exchange store; a jeweller, a thin brown woman with glasses; and a taxi company whose dispatcher was one of those types manufactured in a plant somewhere in the Ukraine which produces a universal unit: the women with the hard menopause, bad husband, no-good kids, large dog and the pre-programmed responses - ‘Nothing for forty minutes.’

It was warm when I arrived, the sun as sweet as honey on my skin when I woke in the mornings and lay in bed, and felt flooded with the same warm happiness, but then the winter set in, because the Middle East, particularly the coast, has a winter.

Ben Yehuda is one of the boulevards which passes from south to north; from where the Allenby Road starts and makes a sudden dive down to the sea, climbs up along the coast until it reaches North Tel Aviv where the rich people who make their money from Intel or the diamond bourse live. Eliezer ben Yehuda, after whom the street was named, is my favourite Zionist. He unilaterally decided that he was going to revive Hebrew as a spoken language and in 1881, stepped off the boat onto the soil of Jaffa and attempted a conversation with a startled porter, who, despite several grammatical errors, was able to respond in the language of the Bible on the matter, I would guess, of luggage.

He had already held a conversation in Hebrew in a café on the Boulevard Montmartre in Paris so Eliezer knew it could be done. He set himself the task of bringing up a son who would be the first person since biblical times to have Hebrew as a native language and mother tongue, necessitating the hurried coining of words suitable for the everyday life of a child, such as doll, ice cream, jelly, omelette, handkerchief, towel and bicycle. The grandson of this boy is a gay chef who for some years had his own cookery show on Israeli tv.

The block of Ben Yehuda between Gordon and Mapu contained almost everything I needed to sustain life, apart from a dry cleaner which was a block away, a bookstore, five minutes’ walk inland, and two blocks further south a restaurant which I went to when it got really cold and craved the Ashkenazi food of my childhood - chicken soup, chopped liver and strudel.

Anchoring the block, in the centre, was an imposing synagogue to which on Friday nights and Saturday mornings nicely dressed middle-aged people walked, the men in suits, the women in dresses and hats, looking identical to the ones who strolled past my parents’ house on their way to the synagogue at the end of our road in suburban Liverpool. Indeed they were exactly like my parents and all my relatives and if I erased the supermarket across the street, the Supersol, I could have been at home in 1950s England.

But the Supersol was a fact of life, a big fat fact, guarded by bearded Russians with pistols on their belts, who lounged on stools, checking shoppers with their wands, looking for explosive devices. Inside, the aisles were full of strange and also familiar goods. Whole displays of different kinds of humus, with pine nuts, and without, with zatar, and without. Wissotsky teas decorated with unrecognisable herbs. Breakfast cereals with pictures of cartoon animals on the packets. Half an aisle of tempting Elite chocolate (one of Israel’s chief exports).

Across the street, on Friday mornings, a fattish man would play the violin, busking for shekels. The city pavements were full of classical music, performed by former members of Soviet symphony orchestras. There was all-out musical war between Mozart and the Nokia ring-tone.

On the far corner, facing Mapu, the Hagalil Homeopathic Pharmacy, established 1935 according to its sign, perhaps by German refugees suffering from the higher hypochondria, carrying with them from Berlin their precious vials of Dr Bach’s rescue  remedy. The Higalil had sold me a small brown bottle of eucalyptus oil to put in the bath to clear out my blocked nose when, on New Year’s Eve, I came down with flu so severe that in my delirium I imagined it was a secret weapon of the Hamas, a biological invention from the slums of the Rafah refugee camp in Gaza, designed to defeat decisively and once and for all the Zionist enemy.

Toy shop, travel agent, florist, several hairdressers, Italian restaurant, ice-cream parlour, stores that sold Judaica (silver candlesticks, menorahs, spice boxes), antique map shop, two banks, greengrocer, cheap clothes, shoe shop, Christian Bible store, falafel take-away, convenience stores, internet access, several cafés (three of which I frequented at different times of the day) . . . and I must be forgetting something because I never counted all the shops on that one block, knowing that, like the stars, they could never be counted, you’d always miss something, a little news stand or a seller of lottery tickets.

When the sun was hidden behind the boiling clouds, and it was too stormy to walk along the beach, this block of Ben Yehuda was my whole life.

I always asked people, ‘Where did your family come from?’ And they always told me. The answer never came without a story and they would tell it you at the drop of a hat. No one ever said, ‘Mind your own business!’ In fact I asked an Israeli to tell me the Hebrew for this expression and he told me the language did not even contain the phrase. ‘An Israeli minding his own business is an oxymoron,’ he said.

‘I’m from Salonika,’ said the taxi driver from the cab company round the corner.

‘How did your family survive the war?’ I asked him.

‘My parents fought with the communist partisans and for this reason, we are always on the left in Israeli politics.’

They came from Spain, Turkey, Yemen, Syria, Poland,  Ukraine, Lithuania, Iran, Yugoslavia, France, Germany, the Benelux, Holland, Egypt, South Africa, Moldova, Siberia, Morocco, Tunisia, Algeria, Ethiopia, India, Cuba, Argentina, Mexico, Afghanistan.

The whole street was dense with the Jewish Diaspora re-meeting itself for the first time in two thousand years and saying to each other, ‘Hey, remember us?’

‘No.’

 



The further away anyone was from that block of Ben Yehuda Street, the easier it seemed to find a solution to the conflict between Israelis and Palestinians, that stubborn mess in the centre of the Middle East, and the more I studied these solutions, the more I thought that they depended for their implementation on a population of table football men, painted in the colours of the two teams: blue and white for the Israelis, black, white, green and red for the Palestinians. All the international community had to do was to twist the levers and the little players would kick and swing and send the ball into the net, to victory.

The supporters of each side, the fan base, impassioned and single-minded, had turned the protagonists in this tragedy into receptacles for slogans, never bothering to imagine that the ‘Arab terrorists’ or the ‘Zionist colonialists’ were living, breathing human beings. They were not wood but flesh and blood, and they carried inside their heads not only their history, their grievances, their fears and anxieties but a complicated network of culture, language, religion, sense of humour. It was the same in Israel as it was in Palestine. And this was what most offended me, the dehumanisation. The belief that life could ever be tidy and that people could be stacked up on the shelf, like teas or cereal. I was sickened by it.

I was in Tel Aviv, not Ramallah, but I was certain that there was a block of a street there on which I could have spent an  equal amount of time, and arrived, eventually, at the same conclusion.

When I put aside my novel, I still had something to say, or something I felt had to be said, even by me, who was not an Israeli or a political analyst or an activist or someone with an angry polemic boiling inside me.

I knew I would get the Israelis wrong, that in thinking I could know them I was guilty of the same chutzpah as all those political theorists. I wasn’t a prophet or a messiah or zealot. I was trying to understand the Jews, that vexed, contradictory question that had plagued me all my life, and the Jews I was trying to understand were the ones who intensely inhabited a coastal plain in the middle of the Levant, making a mess for which there seemed to be no solution.

Or if I was really honest, I would say that I was there in Tel Aviv because I like it. I don’t know why, I just do. It is the only city I know (apart from the one inside my head, the one that I  built), which does not make me long to head for the airport to find another place, out of dissatisfaction, boredom and commonplace curiosity for what’s next.




Sopher

I have made many journeys to Israel in recent years but the first, when I was sixteen, took place in the summer of 1967. My best friend Sara and I, chafing against bourgeois life in the Liverpool suburbs, desperate to meet boys and kiss them, wanted to go on holiday without our parents. There was only one country in the world to which they would even consider allowing their pampered princesses to travel alone, and that was Israel, because ‘you’re among family’, they said. Not literally, since we didn’t have any Israeli relatives. They meant that the whole of the Jewish people should be considered family, and could be relied on to look after two nice Jewish girls alone abroad, because that was what you would do yourself.

The fact that the Six Day War was barely over, when we took off in an Air France plane at the beginning of July 1967, did not  bother them. We had been signed up to a youth programme, advertised at the back of the Jewish Chronicle, which offered a summer in Israel to eager Diaspora teens, with lectures, language courses, tours of archaeological sites, a week on a kibbutz - the full Zionist indoctrination, which, reading between the lines, we could see all boiled down to one thing: boys, and the opportunities to kiss them.

On our arrival in Israel, with £25 pocket money each to last two months, the maximum you could take out of the country during those times of British currency restrictions, we dutifully went to the post office and sent telegrams home to confirm our safe arrival and made our way to Haifa where we were to meet the rest of the party. And waited and waited, because they didn’t turn up, and to this day I have no idea whether we were in the wrong place, or our parents had been ripped off, or all those other teenagers, including the boys with the kissable lips, had thought better of the whole enterprise, given the recent warfare. Never mind that the Egyptian air force had just been annihilated, when it came to Jewish princesses unchaperoned abroad, you could never get too hysterically anxious.

We walked up a flight of steps to a small office containing a branch of the Jewish Agency which dealt with arriving immigrants and received the brush-off. Two pathetic teenage girls were of no interest to them.

We stumbled out onto the hot, cruel streets, crying our eyes out, alone and frightened. And then an old man of, oh, he must have been at least thirty, came over to Sara and put his arm round her. I thought, that’s all we need, some ancient bloke harassing us. But he was not a stranger, he was her cousin.

Her father, dissatisfied with the tour arrangements, had rung the kibbutz where his nephew was working as a volunteer, helping out in the fields while the kibbutz boys were still mobilised to their reserve units. He demanded that the kibbutz secretary go and  get Morrie and bring him to the phone. Then he ordered him to get a bus south to Haifa and walk the streets until he found his cousin. Which he did, proving, triumphantly, to our parents, that they had been right all along, that in Israel you were among family and that nothing bad could ever happen to you.

No one could track down the rest of the tour group. Morrie took us north to the kibbutz, Ein Gev, on the edge of the Sea of Galilee, under the newly occupied Golan Heights, where we failed to kiss any kibbutz boys, partly because there were so few around, and partly because the kibbutz girls would have killed us if we pathetic specimens of Diaspora humanity had dared even to look at one of their men. I did kiss some South Africans, who delivered first-hand accounts of the apartheid system. Some were refusing to return home, determined to stay on in the great Jewish socialist experiment. After we left at the end of the summer, a few of them were expelled from the kibbutz for smoking hash.

I came home having learned to swim and learned to smoke, addicted to cheap gaspers which were given out free every week, an allowance of a pack a day. I met Palestinians and found them charming. I got lost in the Orthodox quarter of Jerusalem and, bare-armed, was stoned by small children from the windows of some houses. I saw the Wailing Wall, the most (indeed arguably the only) Jewish holy site, a few weeks after its liberation from Jordan. I danced in a nightclub with a paratrooper in uniform, who bashed his feet against the floor in his big boots. ‘My best friend was killed,’ he said, as he tried to grab my breasts. What could I say? I knew absolutely nothing about anything. I was like an amoeba compared with him. I had to let him grab. On the kibbutz I had lain on the beach and the Israeli girls my own age pointed up at the Golan, right above us. ‘Until we took that territory,’ they said, ‘Syrian snipers used to try to shoot us while we were swimming.’

At the end of the summer I came home, went back to school and forgot about Israel for a long time.

 



I did not return until March 1998, thirty-one years later. In that long hiatus I had had a number of differences of opinion with my parents about Israel and about Zionism. I started by refusing to ‘come out’ at the Blue and White Ball at the Adelphi Hotel in Liverpool, where Jewish girls in white dresses with blue sashes across their budding chests were ‘presented’ against a backdrop of the Israeli flag to the Lord Mayor, who happened to be Jewish, and the orchestra played ‘Hatikva’, the Israeli national anthem, and then we all went looking for someone to press those chests against and give us trophy love bites. I can’t say I rejected this event out of ideological conviction, more a gut feeling that in 1968 there were better things to do than be a Jewish debutante, and these involved secretly getting a prescription for the pill and decoding the drug references in the Beatles’ ‘Lucy in the Sky with Diamonds’.

I’m not embarrassed by this vacuousness. I was only a teenager. I am more embarrassed by some of the things I said later, to my father.

My parents were unfamiliar with political theories; they didn’t know anything about imperialism, colonialism, pan-Arabism, post-colonialism, hegemony or any other isms, ists and onies apart from anti-Semitism and fascism. The first, for them, was an enduring state of affairs which could be held back, temporarily, by the dam of Jewish willpower, but was sure to come gushing out when you least expected it. The second had been defeated by the military might of those great powers, Britain, America, and the Soviet Union, whose leader, Stalin, they had a soft spot for, not because they were communists, but because they admired the fighting spirit of the Red Army and the huge losses it had had to take in order to roll back the Nazi advance on Moscow.

They were British, but not; eastern European, but not. They used Yiddish as a secret language to conceal what they thought was too important to be endured by their children: business failures, money worries, shocking family gossip concerning adultery and homosexuality, but not what the world would like to do to the Jews if only it got half a chance, information they felt we were never too young to learn, digest, and which would assist us in forming an opinion. And this consisted of staying inside the confines of family and community where you were safe, because outside it there was nothing but hatred and persecution, and they knew this directly from their own experience because in 1947 there were anti-Semitic riots in Liverpool in response to the kidnapping and murder by the Irgun of two British sergeants in Palestine.

Israel for them was a flag, a national anthem, pride. Above all, I think, pride, the antidote to humiliation.

Maybe it was around the time of the PLO hijackings that I first heard about anti-Zionism and the glamour of the freedom fighters, those angry-eyed girl heroines, like the revolutionary and plane hijacker Leila Khaled (today a housewife in suburban Amman). And when I did, I knew that at long last I had a sharpened weapon in the endless war I was fighting against my father - his authority, his physical size, the way he ate his food with his mouth open, the way he ordered my mother around, his selfishness and sentimentality and everything about him that was in me and which I wished to cut out, with a knife if necessary. It was a war against his idea that a daughter does not leave her parents’ home unless she is a prostitute; against the God who had wilfully not given him the sons he wanted, the sons who should have inherited his business and carried on his name; against his interminable stories, of the years he spent in America in the Roaring Twenties; against his business with its smells of chemicals roused in vats to become hair dye, perm and setting lotion.

My anti-Zionism was a form of cruelty and abuse which had nothing at all to do with any Palestinians I had ever met, because of course apart from those very brief encounters in Israel, I never had met any. It was sound and fury: cheap, fake Sixties ideology, choosing those arguments that would hurt my father most. My phoney empathy with the Palestinians was a failure of empathy for my parents. I did not acknowledge their reality during the war: the blitz, in which they were crowded on air-raid shelter benches as the Nazi planes flew overhead; the terrible fear of invasion and its consequences; the day the war in Europe ended, my mother with a fiancé dead somewhere in the Pacific and a brother in a military cemetery in Italy, was dancing on the steps of St George’s Hall as the cold spring wind blew across the Atlantic; then my newly married parents, waiting for me, waiting for me to be conceived and born, in their honeymoon flat on Linnet Lane, holding hands as they listened on the wireless to the news from New York where the United Nations was voting on whether or not to give the Jews a country, and their joy, their exultation, the idea that the world had done something right for a change (but not their own government, which abstained, and made them even more not British than they were already).

I had what they didn’t: an ology and an ism, and was an ist. I knew that their sentimental visions of Israel were mostly rubbish, the empty, lying slogans: the ‘land without people for a people without land’; the heroism of ‘our’ soldiers, ‘the most moral army in the world’, which had massacred civilians in the village of Deir Yassin. Even the trees we had saved so hard to plant would later prove to be the wrong kind of trees, leaching water from the dry soil, eroding the earth. I knew everything and they knew nothing. I was an ist, which was greater and more universal than their provincial Jewish ish.

The Israeli invasion of Lebanon, 1982, a year before my father  died of emphysema, his body starved, like a doll in the bed. I walked towards the demonstration at which we ists would pace up and down with our placards. Approaching, I saw a young man unfurl a banner in which the Nazi swastika was joined (by this sign: =) to a Jewish star of David. A few feet from the demonstration, I turned round and saw a bus which was just closing its doors and I leapt onto it and never went back to any anti-Zionist demonstrations or paid any attention either to anti or pro Zionism. I wasn’t interested, I didn’t want to know. Beirut, the second intifada, the Oslo agreement, the return of the PLO from exile, the assassination of the Israeli prime minister Yitzhak Rabin - I would mute the tv when these items reached the news because resolving the political and emotional knots inside me was too unbearable. I didn’t have the strength.

Only when I was writing a book about my parents, about the progressive loss of memory that devastated my mother’s brain, taking down with it the family history and hence ourselves, did my own mind turn again to that country which I had used to cause my father so much grief, which had nothing to do, in those vicious arguments, with a real place or real people, except in that they were shadows, outlines to be filled in with what we brought to them from our own unspent needs and urges.

 



It was in 1997, over a decade after his death, during the fiftieth anniversary of Indian independence, watching the tv coverage, that I remembered that in a year’s time it would be the fiftieth anniversary of the birth of Israel. And I thought, for the first time, of my parents, newly married, having survived the Liverpool blitz - noting the letters that had come from uncles and cousins in Kiev, a correspondence that had been maintained with punctual regularity up till 1939, then stopped dead, nothing more heard from them - listening to the radio with the news that the Jews were to have their own country. And my heart went out  to them; an act of imaginative empathy for what they must have been feeling, that the pogroms, the oppression, the genocide were finally coming to an end. It finishes here. They did not know from colonialism, they never once considered the Arab case. They were incapable of thinking from the point of view of the Other. And it was my decision, after years and years of hostility which eventually tempered into cold indifference to Israel, to try for the first time to see things from my own parents’ perspective, which is a feat one is normally only capable of when one reaches middle age.

I went to Israel to write about the fiftieth anniversary for the  Guardian. It was my idea, I wanted to go. My subject was the vexing question, what is a Jew? The photographer who had been assigned to come with me had to drop out at the last minute after a terrible family crisis. For two days I wandered round Tel Aviv on my own with nothing to do and no one to talk to because I didn’t know anybody. I looked at the buildings, the dilapidated, dun-coloured apartments, and thought I’d never seen an uglier city, until slowly I began to notice its extraordinary features: the curved corners jutting out into the street, like a ship at sea, the rounded balconies. And I, who knew little or nothing about architecture, abruptly understood what I was looking at: the Bauhaus.

There were two responses: first, I was mad to know who had built them and who had been their earliest inhabitants; second, I saw them as a metaphor for the Zionist idealists, my parents included, who had made this place, and if it now was almost in rack and ruin, then was this not true of all idealism, eventually? I had fallen for the romance of communism, with all its flaws and its descent into terror, show trials and mass murder, so I could easily see from the point of view of its progenitors the romance of Zionism, particularly when it came to those Russian revolutionaries who arrived in Palestine and in 1909 decided to build  a city on the sand dunes of the eastern Mediterranean, the first Jewish city since biblical times. Even if there was someone else there already.

I could not have been more fortunate in the person who was sent out to replace the absent photographer, when he finally arrived on an overnight flight. We had breakfast together and I asked him if he had been to Israel before. What a question.

His name was Judah Passow and the Passow family were part of the history of Zionism, part of its proudest history, part indeed of what would enter the national consciousness. His father, a young American rabbi, met his future wife at a Haganah meeting in Washington during the Second World War, and in 1947 they were sent to Europe to find concentration camp survivors to load onto the illegal immigrant ship, the Exodus, which, when turned back at Haifa harbour and forced by the British authorities to return to Europe, would precipitate world-wide sympathy and support for the creation by the United Nations of a Jewish state. The Passows stayed on in Israel and their eldest son, Judah, was born in Holon in January 1949, conceived there just before the founding of the state. The family returned to America in the 1950s, but in 1971, as a student radical refusing the Vietnam draft, Judah came back to Israel where he served in the army during the Yom Kippur War in one of its most savage battles in the Sinai desert, and was among the first six soldiers to cross the Suez Canal to beat back an Egyptian battery on the other side.

He became a photojournalist, covering the Russian invasion of Afghanistan, the wars in Lebanon and Bosnia, the first intifada. His parents had wanted to bring into the world one of the first Israelis, and they succeeded in that they had somehow managed to remove from his DNA Diaspora neurosis, or perhaps it was the war that made him tough and warm and funny and stoical, just as at home taking pictures of children playing in the  rubble of a destroyed house in a Palestinian refugee camp as he was going out with an platoon of Israeli soldiers to arrest a ticking bomb in Nablus.
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