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    NIGHTS ON THE hill were unusually long. They were inhabited by shadows flitting among boulders, by bushes that assumed human form, by viscous mists that crept in and thickened until all the sentries were blind. Sometimes you took over one of the guard posts, checked your watch an hour later, and found that five minutes had passed.




    The enemy specialized in the roadside bomb artfully concealed, in the short barrage, in the rocket threaded through the slit of a guard post. We specialized in waiting. An honest history of this time would consist of several thousand pages of daydreams and disjointed thoughts born of exhaustion and boredom, disrupted only every hundred pages or so by a quick tragedy, and then more waiting.




    At night four sentries waited in four guard posts that were never empty. Four crewmen waited in a tank, searching the approaches to the fort. Ambush teams conversed in whispers and passed cookies around in the undergrowth outside, waiting for guerrillas. A pair of soldiers drank coffee from plastic cups in a room of radio sets, waiting for transmissions to come through.




    Before the earliest hint of dawn each day someone went around rousing all of those who weren’t awake already. Groggy creatures dropped from triple-decker bunks, struggled into their gear, and snapped helmet straps under chins. Now everyone was supposed to be ready. Lebanon was dark at first, but soon the sky began to pale through the camouflage net. Sometimes first light would reveal that the river valley had filled with clouds, and then the Pumpkin felt like an island fortress in a sea of mist—like the only place in the world, or like a place not of this world at all. There was a mood of purposefulness at that hour, an intensity of connection among us, a kind of inaudible hum that I now understand was the possibility of death; it was exciting, and part of my brain misses it though other parts know better.




    This ritual, the opening act of every day, might have been called Morning Alert or some other forgettable military term, with any unnecessary syllable excised. It might have been shortened, as so much of our language was, to an acronym. But for some reason it was never called anything but Readiness with Dawn. The phrase is as strange in the original Hebrew as in the English. This was, in our grim surroundings, a reminder that things need not be merely utilitarian. It was an example of the poetry that you can find even in an army, if you’re looking.




    The hour of Readiness with Dawn was intended as an antidote to the inevitable relaxing of our senses, a way of whetting the garrison’s dulled attention as the day began. It was said this was the guerrillas’ preferred time to storm the outpost, but they didn’t do that when I was there. I remember standing in the trench as the curtain rose on our surroundings, trying to remember that out there, invisible, was the enemy, but finding my thoughts wandering instead to the landscape materializing at that moment beyond the coils of wire: cliffs and grassy slopes, villages balanced on the sides of mountains, a river flowing beneath us toward the Mediterranean. Things were so quiet that I believe I could hear the hill talking to me. I’m not sure I could understand then what it was saying. But now I believe it was “What are you doing here?” And also “Why don’t you go home?”




    That hill is still speaking to me years later. Its voice, to my surprise, has not diminished with the passage of time but has grown louder and more distinct.




    This book is about the lives of young people who finished high school and then found themselves in a war—in a forgotten little corner of a forgotten little war, but one that has nonetheless reverberated in our lives and in the life of our country and the world since it ended one night in the first spring of the new century. Anyone looking for the origins of the Middle East of today would do well to look closely at these events.




    Part 1 is about a series of incidents beginning in 1994 at the Israeli army outpost we called the Pumpkin, seen through the eyes of a soldier, Avi, who was there before me. Part 2 introduces two civilians, mothers, who helped bring about the unraveling of the military’s strategy. Part 3 describes my own time on the hill, and the experiences of several of my friends in the outpost’s last days. The final part recounts my return to Lebanon after these events had ended, in an attempt to understand them better.




    Readiness with Dawn ended up being a time for contemplation. Look around: Where are you, and why? Who else is here? Are you ready? Ready for what? So important was this ritual at such an important time in my life that this mode of consciousness became an instinct, the way an infant knows to hold its breath underwater. I still slip into it often. I’m there now.
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    AT AN ENCAMPMENT imposed upon the sand near an empty highway, teenagers lined up in a yard. There were perhaps three hundred of them, and in their floppy sunhats they looked like comical green mushrooms sprouting in rows from the tarmac. The conventions of military writing seem to require that they be described from now on as “men.” But this would hardly have applied a few days earlier.




    Someone read from a list, and two dozen strangers whose names were called became a platoon of engineers. This, at least, was how one of the military clerks might have explained what had just happened. What had in fact been determined was the course—and, in a few cases, the duration—of their lives. What led them here? The shuffling of forms in distant offices, the nature of their upbringing and youthful motivations, the astonishing progression of their people’s history in the century approaching its end. It didn’t matter now. Some would break and vanish in the coming months, but the rest—from now on their fates were welded to one another and to the hilltop at the center of this story. It was early in the spring of 1994. Do you have to, do you have to, do you have to let it linger . . . You remember.




    Avi was another figure in a row: shorter than most, more solid than most, a combative black-eyed flash suggesting he was less obedient than most. What was he doing among the others? He disliked authority and it was mutual, the nature of their relationship traceable to an incident a decade earlier. He and his classmates were to give a little bow during a visit by the president of Israel, Avi refused, his parents were summoned, and he said, I will not bow down. Perhaps he had been paying overly close attention to a book; the incident sounds like it may have been inspired by the character of Mordechai from the book of Esther. He was six or seven at the time.




    This sort of thing recurred in subsequent years. He was supposed to be studying in the months leading up to the date of his draft, but one day when he should have been in class his parents found him instead sitting outside with a cigarette in one hand and, in the other, Zen and the Art of Motorcycle Maintenance. He became an individual early. Long before he turned eighteen and was summoned to his three years of military service, he had developed the habit of standing to one side and watching everyone, including himself. Much later some of Avi’s friends were able to see what happened to them in those years in the army from a distance, and they grasped their own place in the confusing sweep of events, but none had that ability at the time. Avi did. It didn’t make things easier for him.




    I didn’t know Avi then and might not have liked him if I had. I felt fortunate to discover him now—not only because he experienced many of the incidents that will concern us here, and not only because he is a good example of the kind of person changed or ground up by war, but because I have met enough people by now to know you don’t find someone like him often.




    Avi was suspicious of institutions like the military, and his experiences would confirm that these suspicions were justified. He had already decided that he scorned hierarchies and official ideology. He once announced that he was going to move to Ireland one day, and it wasn’t clear if he was joking. But he wasn’t a shirker. So he stood in a yard that day in unfamiliar clothes, surrounded by unfamiliar faces, and heard his name called.
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    OBSERVING AVI AND the other recruits two decades later, you can see they were on the cusp of something. They were eyeing adulthood and wondering what it would mean, just as now they do the same with middle age, those who are still here. But it wasn’t just that. They wrote letters, as we’ll see. They had no electronic communication devices. Their world seems so quiet. The army was still very much the old army with old ideas about war, but the war for which Avi was bound was different and augured others to come. The world that day at the desert base was, in other words, the past. For the men selected along with Avi, and for many others, what marks the line between the past and the present, between youth and everything that has happened since, is the hill in Lebanon that we called the Pumpkin.




    From the first moment everything was pulling them away from the deserts of Israel’s south to the country’s northern edge, toward the border with Lebanon and then across. The desert plays here only the role usually allotted it in the ancient stories about this country—an in-between land, a space for preparation.
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    THE ARMY REPLACED the trappings of Avi’s former life—jeans, books, sandals, T-shirts with the neck cut off in the Israeli style of those years—with new objects. These included a rifle; boots of stiff red leather; fatigues distributed in unpredictable sizes by harried quartermasters; crates of sharp, glinting golden baubles that were heaped like pirate doubloons but were 5.56 mm bullets. His parents were replaced by sergeants and officers.




    The commanders at the desert base had to teach these kids to obey orders, fire their rifles, walk long distances with heavy packs, and then, at the point of collapse, to run. They needed to replace opinions with instincts and demonstrate that physical limits are a matter of will. When the kids failed they needed to be punished by the imposition of a distance to sprint in an impossibly short time and then, having failed to achieve that, made to sprint again and again, not until they succeeded—they could not—but until the grins of the cockier ones slackened and the weaker ones began to sniffle. Medics needed to learn to apply a tourniquet and get an intravenous needle in someone’s arm in the dark, machine gunners to clear a jammed weapon. Radiomen needed to learn the language spoken on the Israeli military frequencies: bullets are “candies,” food is “hot and tasty,” soldiers are “matches.” The fresh eyes of the recruits needed to be dulled into a haggard stare. Their faces needed to lose the softness of childhood and assume, via some alchemy of sunburn, sweat, and responsibility, the definition of adults.




    Avi and the others belonged to an infantry brigade with a lovely relic of a name: the Fighting Pioneer Youth. This was not an outfit with any particular reputation for valor in battle. It was famous largely for having a first-rate entertainment troupe in the 1960s, when the army was still investing in song-and-dance routines and comedy sketches. By the time Avi arrived the Fighting Pioneer Youth Entertainment Troupe was a thing of the past, but its hits were classics, and its enduring fame had the effect of making the brigade of that name seem less serious than others.




    The Fighting Pioneer Youth tended to be youth who understood that combat service was necessary but were by no means pioneers or enamored with the idea of fighting. The brigade had no warlike slogans or symbols; for an infantry unit, it was unusually humane. The idea was not “death before dishonor,” “no surrender,” or anything like that but rather “let’s get through this.”




    Avi got used to sleeping on a cot with other soldiers inches from him on either side, his rifle underneath his head, the thin green mattress keeping his cheek from the cold metal of the gun. The recruits were soon too tired to notice the discomfort, or to dream.
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    “A. REACHED BASIC training young, healthy, and innocent.” This is Avi, writing of himself in the third person.




    When the sergeant said to do things on time he did, and when the commander ordered everyone to give him 50 push-ups A. was the one who set the pace.




    But the danger of innocence is that it gets cracked easily by stupidity and cruelty. And so not much time had passed before A. started thinking that perhaps it was not right that he was the only one who was not late, or that he was the only one who cared when the sergeant threw him a good word. His concern grew when he heard the other members of the platoon saying that the regular punishments of running back and forth were not even punishments for something they had done wrong! They were, instead, a plot by the sergeants—that is, the system—directed against them! A. began thinking about this until he could no longer sleep during the short nights allotted to them. He thought so much that he began to move slowly in the morning himself, and to run slowly when they were punished. Because all of his faculties were devoted to the problem, he did not notice anything else, and quickly became the slowest and deafest of soldiers. Because one of the commanders would speak to him on occasion and interrupt his thoughts, A. suddenly understood that what they wanted to do was prevent him from thinking. He understood that they were his real enemies! They were the enemies of thought and creativity who wanted to enslave him and turn him into a creature incapable of thought, and willing to obey them.




    This thought scared him so badly that he began resisting in any way he could. He started to think and do things his own way. If they gave him a mission, like setting the tables in the dining hall, he would put the cutlery backwards! Or miss on purpose at the firing range!! Now he was a rebel!!! And thus A. fought the system, and to the best of our knowledge he might still be doing so today, somewhere in the time and space of the army . . .




    Avi was a difficult recruit. He was also a writer—not a great one yet, but on his way.
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    A FEW MONTHS passed in the desert.




    Avi and his comrades camped in a cluster of pup tents several miles from the base. By this time they had been assigned roles and gear, and Avi had a black tube attached to the bottom of his rifle that fired fist-sized grenades in shiny yellows and greens. The rifle was too long for his body, and he resented its weight. Their faces were sunburned, the skin of their knuckles cracked and chafed, their knees gashed by the vicious little stones that cover the training grounds in that part of the Negev. Their fatigues showed black smears of gun grease and white circles left behind by dried sweat. A minute’s walk away from camp took them to the toilet paper scraps and sun-dried shit of their improvised latrine.




    They were now accustomed to suffering. When soldiers are glimpsed in the real world outside the army they tend to be looking their best, which can be misleading, because out of sight in their own world their existence is miserable. You are always looking for a way to keep warm, for something to eat, or a place to lie down. You are grimy, and depleted, and your life is not your own, and you are pushed at times to levels of despondence and desperation that are quite extreme. You find yourself in the company of your friends not marching proudly or even sprinting bravely, as you might have thought, but rather, in Wilfred Owen’s words, “bent double, like old beggars under sacks.” To be an infantryman is to experience a kind of poverty. This is one of the things that make it worthwhile, but only in retrospect.




    The specialized companies of the Fighting Pioneer Youth attract an unusual crowd, one more intellectual than the average infantry draft, but this was an unusual platoon even by those standards. Take Matan, one of Avi’s new friends: Matan had found little to stimulate his mind on his kibbutz and claimed not to have read a book of his own volition since Where Is Pluto?, a picture book about a dog who goes for a walk and falls into a pond. But now he discovered that among his comrades were people who thought and read and were still doing so, somehow, under the oppressive conditions of basic training. When his tent mate, Amos, brought a book of philosophical meditations called In the Footsteps of Thoughts he and Matan actually read it and then talked about it for weeks, lying sore on the ground after days of exertion, breathing the smell of their own unwashed bodies, of earth, and of dusty canvas. It was an assertion of the freedom of their minds. Matan thought at first that they would be mocked. But though the others sometimes yelled at them to shut up and go to sleep, no one laughed. Today Matan is a physicist. Amos is a psychiatrist and lives in Paris.




    Avi made a point of saying exactly what he thought, and a few of the soldiers suffered from the acidity of his commentary, typically delivered without regard for the feelings of others. One of them, Ilya, remembers that Avi made it clear from the beginning that he considered Ilya to be dim-witted, revising his opinion only when he learned that Ilya had read One Hundred Years of Solitude. Avi was never considered a leader in the platoon. But his presence was very much felt, and not always welcome, certainly not at first. Photographs of this time show Avi with the expression of a kid emerging into a world he was not sure he would like, or would like him.




    Basic training is like marriage: inside its unforgiving intimacy you can’t hide who you are for long. Soon Avi softened. It turned out that he always had books in his knapsack, and when he saw he wasn’t alone he began passing them around.




    One picture of Avi as a child shows him asleep on his bed surrounded by books and newspapers, and another, taken a few years later, shows him sitting on one side of a room reading at his own birthday party. In high school the librarian, making her rounds at the end of the day, used to find him sitting on a footstool by one of the windows, immobilized by a volume plucked from the shelf: Brideshead Revisited, Murder on the Orient Express, Nevil Shute’s Pied Piper. He grew up rooted in the small country where he was born, to lullabies like the famous one Emmanuel the Russian wrote in the 1920s:




    Here you will sprout, here you will grow




    In the land of Israel




    To happiness, to labor




    Like your father, you will be a worker.




    Then you will sow in tears




    And reap with joy




    But now listen to Ima




    Please sleep




    By high school, as his reading list shows, he was looking for glimpses of other places. When the army called him, his favorite literary guide to the world was Romain Gary, immigrant outsider turned hero of the Free French Air Force; France’s consul-general to Hollywood; husband of the actress Jean Seberg and lover of countless others, beginning, if his own account is to be believed, with the maid at age thirteen; Mallorca hedonist; two-time winner of the Prix Goncourt (a feat not technically possible and never repeated), each time under a different name, neither of them his own; child of the same inflamed European Jewish world that yielded Isaac Bashevis Singer, Vasily Grossman, Leonard Cohen, Avi’s grandparents, and the state of Israel itself.




    Avi conducted a survey. Who had read Gary’s masterpiece The Kites, an account of a love affair in Normandy under Nazi rule between the daughter of a Polish count and the peasant nephew of an eccentric kite maker? No one? Avi circulated his paperback copy, which was shoved into webbing pouches and nestled in packs among filthy socks. It is possible to imagine that Gary, the shape-shifter of Vilna and Nice, was thus present among them somehow, that in one of their two-man pup tents there was an invisible third occupant with a Gauloise and an empathetic smile.
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    DURING THE LAST weeks of training the members of Avi’s platoon discovered a common language and each found his own place in their tiny social world. This sometimes happens in a small unit, if you’re lucky. Friendship in a platoon is created under great pressure and is difficult to explain to those who have not experienced it themselves; armies plan it this way, knowing the strength of this bond is what will keep men together and functioning in the lawless netherworld of war and, when the time comes, cause them to commit the unreasonable act of following each other not away from enemy fire but into it.




    It began to seem as if someone had chosen most members of this particular platoon not for their physical abilities or soldierly potential but for their intelligence and disposition, and specifically a cynicism about the military itself. This seems unlikely but isn’t impossible. They had all been interviewed before the lists were drawn up at the training base, and whoever was in charge of selecting the soldiers for the brigade’s engineering company might simply have chosen the ones he liked. That officer was perhaps the person with the greatest impact on the lives of the members of Avi’s platoon, his invisible stamp on everything that has happened to them since, but when I sat with them recently in Avi’s parents’ living room—they are nearly forty now and still have an easy way with each other all these years later—no one remembered a thing about him.




    An unspoken agreement formed in the platoon: they were in this for each other, not for the army. Sergeants, officers, and clerks were to be despised and resisted. One of the countless rules governing the recruits’ lives banned eating when posted to guard the gate of the base. But early in basic training Avi looked around, confirmed that he was unobserved, and pulled out a bag of chocolate pastries, ammunition in his fight against the system. What united the members of the platoon was “an ironic half step of distance from what was happening to us”—this is how Amos, the psychiatrist, remembers it. There is a rhetorical question in common usage in our military for motivational purposes: “If things get a little hard, you give up?” This is supposed to shame you into pushing forward when you can no longer move your legs. Avi’s platoon celebrated this as their philosophy after making a small change to the punctuation: If things get a little hard, you give up.




    Beneath this outward language of rebellion was the fact, usually unspoken, that they didn’t have to be here. If you didn’t want to be a combat soldier you could get out of it, and no one had to volunteer for the more rigorous training and dangerous service of the engineers. Their presence meant that however they regarded this callous organization, the army, they understood that the threats facing their country were real and that this demand of them was legitimate. Your turn comes. They wouldn’t have said it themselves because of a social code mandating self-deprecation and sarcasm and forbidding any credulous expression of ideals, so it needs to be said on their behalf: they believed they were doing the right thing.




    They listened to Springsteen, especially “The River,” and to the Cranberries. They gave each other nicknames. Gal, a quiet boy who became one of Avi’s closest friends, was “the Angel,” because he always found time to help others. Avi was known as “the Skunk.” While it is unclear now precisely what led to this choice, if you’ve been an eighteen-year-old male among eighteen-year-old males it is possible to guess. The Angel and the Skunk were an odd pair—one tall and gentle, the other small and easily bruised or provoked.




    The sergeants sent Avi and his fellow philosophers and dissidents running up hills to shoot at cardboard cutouts of enemy soldiers and then made them do it again. They oversaw drills on the firing range: five bullets standing, five kneeling, five prone. The recruits became accustomed to the rifle’s kick and the sharp smell of cordite. Avi ran the obstacle course, which meant climbing a rope in full gear, crawling on his stomach, and getting over a shoulder-high concrete wall; the latter was the nemesis of many recruits, its malevolent blank grayness a feature of nightmares. The sergeants had them eighteen hours on their feet, six hours in their sleeping bags, then up again in the dark and off into the hills.




    It shouldn’t surprise anyone familiar with military thinking that Avi’s platoon spent a great deal of time training not for the guerrilla war that actually awaited them but instead to open a minefield for the passage of immense formations of infantry and tanks and to conquer desert hills—to fight what the army saw as the “real war,” one that fit its pretensions more than inconclusive skirmishing in Lebanese bushes. It was 1994, but the army’s clock was still set at 1973. This certainly wouldn’t have surprised Avi’s beloved Romain Gary, who found himself as an air force cadet communicating with hand signals from the open cockpit of a Potez 25 biplane going seventy miles per hour, being “actively trained, like the French Army, for the war of 1914” in 1938.




    In the years of these events, the 1990s, many people in Israel thought peace was coming, and if you look through old newspapers you’ll find lots of news about peace negotiations. People were talking at the time about a “new Middle East,” and the war in Lebanon was of less interest. So civilians in Israel were thinking about this new Middle East, and the army about the real war, but nothing came of either—it turned out that what was happening in Lebanon was both the new Middle East and the new real war. Something important was afoot while everyone looked elsewhere, and marginal events turned out to be the ones of most significance. This is often the case.




    It was at around this time that Avi began hearing about the assignment awaiting them once training was over. No one knew much yet, just that it was a hill in Lebanon.




    At the end of October 1994, a few weeks before they were scheduled to board a convoy for the hill, the Pumpkin Incident occurred. The current garrison needed to be relieved early. Avi and his friends were ordered to pack and head north.
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    ISRAELI COMBAT TROOPS in those days were divided into those who had been in Lebanon and those who had not. Among those who had, the question was how far inside you had been and what perils you had faced. If you fell behind in a training march as a recruit, the sergeants would say: Who’ll push you forward in Lebanon? If you struggled to operate the radio on your back while lying prostrate on the ground, they rocketed stones off your helmet and asked: Who’ll help you in Lebanon? The answer was no one. The point was that you couldn’t fail. If you did, you would be one of those guys who smiled at newspaper readers every few weeks.




    My intention here is not to get bogged down in historical explanation. I would rather suggest the title of a comprehensive history of these years of the Lebanon “security zone” in the 1990s, for those interested in background, and continue Avi’s story uninterrupted; unfortunately no such history has been written. These events were important when they were going on, and left intense personal memories. But they left barely any collective memory at all. What remain are a few dramatic incidents vaguely recalled, related to each other in ways no longer entirely clear. The period doesn’t even have a name. Though hardly distant, it is already sinking into the depths behind us, soon to be unrecoverable. So a few words are necessary about the series of events into which the rebel A. is about to be inserted.




    Southern Lebanon in the nineties evoked something of Spain in the thirties, the scene of violent jostling between the local proxies of greater forces and ideologies preparing for greater conflict—our enemies with their Iranian trainers and Russian rockets, their veneration of martyrs and vision of a resurgent Islam; us with bourgeois aspirations and rifles stamped hartford, conn., usa. Suicide car bombs, roadside explosives, booby-trapped boulders, videotaped attacks, isolated outposts, hit-and-run, a modern military on hostile territory fighting a long, hopeless war against a weaker but more determined enemy for unclear and ultimately unattainable goals—before Iraq, before Afghanistan, there was this protracted affair in Lebanon. It is hardly possible to understand current events without understanding these ones, and yet they have been overlooked. Many thousands of Israeli men of Avi’s generation, my generation, people whose awareness of the world blinked on around the interval between Appetite for Destruction and Nevermind, share the sense of owing an important part of our personalities to a time and place of no concern to anyone else, and to a war that never officially happened.




    It will be clear to those familiar with the literature coming out of Israel in the past few thousand years that hilltops are considered places where the human and the divine might touch, and where great or terrible events might occur. There is Sinai, where God delivered his law to Moses. At Masada, a flat-topped hill in the desert along the Dead Sea, zealots who wouldn’t surrender to Rome killed themselves before legionnaires breached the walls. There is Mount Moriah, where Abraham was said to have nearly sacrificed his heir Isaac in an incident whose legacy has ensured, according to one of the modern Hebrew poets, that their descendants are all “born with a knife in their heart.” Tradition held that this hill was where God’s spirit dwelled, so Solomon built a temple there, and Herod did too, before the Romans replaced it with a temple dedicated to Jupiter. The followers of Muhammad came to believe that this was the place where the Arabian prophet ascended to heaven in a mystic night journey, and thirteen hundred years ago they built an exquisite golden-domed shrine that stands today. There are a lot of stories about that hill, but this isn’t one of them.




    Traveling north, into Galilee, you pass Mount Gilboa, where Saul fell on his sword, and the hill north of the Sea of Galilee where a preacher addressed an audience in the early rumblings of a new religion and which adherents named the Mount of Beatitudes. To the west, along the coast, is Mount Carmel, where the prophet Elijah once challenged 450 priests of a rival god to a contest—each side would build an altar, and they would see whose deity could set it alight. This is where today the neighborhoods of Haifa spread above port cranes and industrial smokestacks. Moving farther north you cross a ridge that meets the sea in a warren of chalk grottoes, and then you’re out of the modern state of Israel and in the mountainous south of Lebanon.




    Inside Lebanon, three miles north of Israel’s northernmost extremity, is a castle built by crusaders eight hundred years ago atop a sheer rock face. It’s still known as Beaufort Castle, the name the crusaders chose. This story isn’t about that hill either, but now we’re close.




    In the late 1960s border raids by Palestinian guerrillas from Lebanese territory started Israel’s long Lebanon war in earnest—a war not with the state of Lebanon but with armed groups exploiting the weakness of the Lebanese government to their own ends. Over the years this conflict has changed in nature, and some of the participants have changed. It has more often been at the periphery of outside attention than at the center, but a wise observer keeps an eye on it always. It pauses on occasion but has never ended, and it is punctuated every so often by the tidal movements of our military back and forth across the frontier. It gained intensity in the mid- and late 1970s, when Avi and most of the other characters in this book were born, and has run parallel to our lives since then.




    In June 1982 convoys of Israeli troops pushed into Lebanon, embarked on a misguided intervention with one of Lebanon’s Christian factions. Soldiers captured Beaufort Castle from Palestinian fighters and turned it into a permanent military position. Israeli divisions rolled north toward Beirut and toward a morass that summer and fall that has been described by others. My interest here is in events that came later and have never been recorded, so I’ll skip the earlier details: the attacks by Palestinian squads on civilian buses and schools inside Israel before the invasion; the army’s devastating bombardment of Beirut in the summer of 1982 and the successful expulsion of the Palestine Liberation Organization; the way Israel decided this wasn’t enough and attempted to force the installation of a friendly government in Lebanon, was foiled, saw its Christian allies massacre residents in two Palestinian refugee camps, and became embroiled in the Lebanese civil war. Israelis call this “sinking into the Lebanese mud.”




    In 1985, after protests at home and with dissent in the ranks, the army pulled back to the “security zone,” a narrow strip of Lebanese land along the border. At this point the writing peters out, more or less, even though Israel remained there for fifteen more years.




    After the invasion Israel found itself facing an enemy other than the one it thought it was fighting. These were not Palestinians but local Shiites calling themselves the Party of God, Hezbollah, funded and trained by the regime of the ayatollahs in Iran. These fighters appeared with new energies and a tactic, the suicide bomber, which turned out to be the signal innovation of the modern Middle East—the region’s most notable contribution to our times, the perfect illustration of what it has done to itself. The men of Hezbollah grew in sophistication and strength, driven by the expertise, ideology, and cash of their Iranian patrons, feeding off the resentment caused by Israel’s presence in Lebanon and riding the wave of religious war that had begun to crest in those years in this part of the world and which has now conclusively ravaged it. By the early 1990s the other armed groups had faded, Hezbollah had come into its own, the outline of the security zone war had been set, and the conditions had been created for our story.




    The year 1994, when Avi was drafted, found the Israelis dug in at positions across the south of Lebanon: a perilous little world of hilltops peering at each other through binoculars and sending radio messages flitting back and forth over the canyons, like the bonfires relaying word of the new moon from Jerusalem over the summits in the rabbinic writings, “from the Mount of Olives to Sartaba, from Sartaba to Grofina, from Grofina to Hoveran, from Hoveran to Beit Baltin,” and on to Babylon.




    This was the security zone, from Mount Hermon in the east to the Mediterranean in the west. It was meant to keep guerrillas away from the border and protect the people of Israel’s north: the frontier turkey farmers, the canners of corn and peas in urban factories, the Hebrew-speaking Arab plumbers, the beauties of Jewish Leningrad circa 1958, newly arrived in Israel with the great Soviet immigration and now lying on beaches near the Lebanon border, exposing their pale bodies to the unfamiliar ferocity of our sun.




    The army gave the outposts pretty names like Basil, Crocus, Cypress, and Red Pepper. This reflects a floral preoccupation in our military, which in naming things generally avoids names like Hellfire or Apache in favor of ones like Artichoke, a night-vision apparatus for tank gunners, or Buttercup, an early-warning system for incoming mortar shells. In the jargon of army radiomen, wounded soldiers are “flowers.” Dead soldiers are “oleanders.” It isn’t a code, because it isn’t secret. Instead the names seem intended to bestow beauty on ugliness and to allow soldiers distance from the things they might have to describe. If you listened to the language of the Lebanon troops, you might have thought they occupied a kind of garden.




    The Pumpkin was set up three miles due north of Beaufort Castle on a hilltop where nothing significant is known to have happened before the events recounted here or since. The military archives contain no record of the outpost’s construction, or at least none I could find.




    In Hebrew the outpost was called Dla’at—just Pumpkin, not the Pumpkin. But I have always thought of it as a place that deserves the definite article in English. As the Pumpkin’s first historian in any language, and almost certainly its last, I grant myself license to call it in translation whatever I want. The name now seems to hint at the kind of magic at work in the transformation of a bare hilltop into the scene of emotion and drama and its sudden transformation back into a place of no importance at all.
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