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BOLD words in text can be found in the glossary
The author has included pronunciations for many of the Hebrew
words in this book. In these pronunciations, the letters “ch” are not
pronounced like the “ch” in “children.” Instead, the letters “ch”

represent the Hebrew letter chet, which sounds like a “kh” or hard “h”
sound, similar to the “ch” in “Loch Ness Monster.”

Introduction
For such a tiny country, Israel tends to take up a lot of space in the
world’s imagination. Not many countries are reported on or
discussed as often as Israel. Most of these reports and discussions
focus on Israel and her neighbors. This makes some sense, since
Israel’s relations with others in the neighborhood are tense,
important, and always in motion.
However, focusing only on Israel in relation to other countries
hides another true face of Israel: the part that’s just . . . Israel. Like
any other country, there’s an Israel that exists separate from
international relations. Still, Israelis do take international issues very
seriously. These issues have great impact on Israeli society. But
Israel is more than just international challenges.
Israelis also have challenges and concerns about the direction of
their country. They argue over government. They want a strong
economy and community. They worry about social equality. Of
course, some of Israel’s domestic issues are international issues as
well. The modern state of Israel was created within the land that was
previously under British control called Mandatory Palestine. Many
Arabs continue to live in the land that is now Israel, which has
created problems at times. Today, the rest of the land that made up
Mandatory Palestine is under Palestinian control. These areas,
which border Israel, are Gaza and parts of the West Bank. There
are frequent conflicts between Israelis and Palestinians in these
regions.

Jerusalem’s Old City with a view of the Western Wall and the Dome of the Rock

Her People
Israel is the only country from the ancient world that was destroyed
and then recreated in modern times. When the Jews were removed
from ancient Israel, the Diaspora was created. Because of this,
numerous Jewish ethnicities and cultures have developed over the
last two thousand years. All those groups have started to come
together again back in Israel.
Of course, while Israel is the world’s only Jewish state, and the
majority of her citizens are Jewish, there are other religions and
cultures in Israeli society. In addition to the many subgroups of
Jewish ethnicity within Israel, the country also has Arabs, Druze,
Christians, Circassians, and Bedouin amongst its citizens. Each of
these groups has its own interesting and unique identity within Israel.
Modern Israel is a fascinating little country with a rich and diverse
local culture. Let’s explore this nation together and find out what
makes Israel—Israel.

A sister walks her younger brother to school in Jerusalem.

CHAPTER 1

Meet Ayelet
Ayelet is a busy eleven-year-old. But she’s used to having a lot
going on and she can handle it. She’s the third-oldest in her family,
which includes two sisters and three brothers. They all live with her
ima (EE-mah) and abba (AH-bah) (mom and dad) in Neve (ne-VAY)
Daniel, a town just south of Jerusalem.
Her day starts early. She has to be out to meet the school bus by
seven in the morning. School gets out around two o’clock on most
days, but at three one day a week. The school has a lot they want to
teach! Ayelet’s favorite subject is art. They paint a lot and do crafts.
Her three favorite colors are blue, yellow, and pink. As she describes
them, they’re “elegant and quiet colors.” She doesn’t like the colors
that are too bright or aggressive.
After school, Ayelet and her friends participate in many different
activities. She’s been taking ballet lessons since she was three years
old. All the dance students put on a big performance each year.
Once a week, Ayelet also takes lessons and does activities with Bnei
Akiva (buh-NAY ah-KEY-vah). This is a religious Zionist youth group
that’s popular in Israel. Kids in this group learn life skills and Jewish
values, enjoy scouting and hiking activities, and perform chesed
(CHEH-sed)— community service.
When she’s not in school or doing her activities, Ayelet spends a
lot of time with her family. They really love to go on tiyul (tee-YOOL),
which is Hebrew for “hike.” Her favorite place to go on tiyul is up on
the Golan, a mountainous region in Israel’s northeast. “It’s so
beautiful and everything is so poreach (po-RAY-ach) and pretty,” she
explains. (Poreach means the flowers and trees are blooming.)

Ayelet, wearing a blue jacket, is with her brothers and sisters on a family hike on Givat
Haturmusim (geev-AHT ha-toor-moo-SEEM), a popular hiking area south of Jerusalem.

IN CASE YOU WERE WONDERING
What games do Israeli kids like to play?
Ayelet likes to play an Israeli version of dodgeball with her friends. It’s like American
dodgeball in many ways: If you catch a ball, the person who tried to hit you is out. If you get
hit by the ball, you’re out. You can’t run with the ball in the Israeli version. And there’s
another twist.

If you’re out, then all the people you hit with the ball get to come back into the game! It
just makes things a little extra chaotic! If there isn’t one person left standing after awhile, then
the person who got the most people out is the winner.

The Golan is a few hours’ drive from Jerusalem, so she and her
family also like to hike a lot closer to home. Ayelet says she and her
siblings fight sometimes (well, all the time) if they’re all sitting in the
car too long. But she says the fights are just about stupid stuff, and
they’re all running around and happy as soon as they get out of the
car and start hiking.

Golan, Israel

Ayelet is also planning a busy future for herself. She wants to be
a mom to ten children, a ballet dancer, and prime minister of Israel.
She wants to get married early enough to work on her different
careers after raising her children.
Her role models are Golda Meir (may-EER), a former Israeli
prime minister, and Rachel Imeinu (rah-CHEL ee-MAY-noo). She

likes Golda because “she was prime minister and very amitza (ahmee-TZAH) and she was a girl.” (Amitza means courageous.)
Rachel Imeinu, who is one of Judaism’s biblical mothers, “was very
organized and she took care of everything. And I think that’s how I’m
going to be. That’s how I am,” says Ayelet.

Golda Meir

Ayelet loves how pretty Eretz Yisrael (ER-itz yis-rah-EL)—the
land of Israel—is, and how she can see history everywhere she
goes. She thinks everyone should come for a visit to see it.

IN CASE YOU WERE WONDERING

What do Israeli kids like to eat?
Cottage cheese is a staple. It’s a snack, or part of breakfast, lunch, or dinner. Ayelet really
likes chicken and avocado burritos. But no cheese on these burritos. Ayelet and her family
keep kosher. That means they only eat foods that are allowed under Jewish law. Meats (such
as chicken) can’t be eaten at the same meal as dairy foods (like cheese).

GOLDA MEIR
Golda Meir was the first woman to be prime minister of Israel and
only the third woman in the world to ever earn that title. When she
was a little girl in Kiev, Ukraine, she hardly could have imagined being
prime minister, especially prime minister of a country that didn’t exist
yet!
She was born in Ukraine in 1898. Little Golda moved with her
family to Wisconsin in 1906. She was married at just nineteen years
old. Around this time, thousands of Jews were moving to Britishcontrolled Mandatory Palestine. They often lived on community farms
called kibbutzim. The members of a kibbutz worked together and
provided for each other. Golda and her husband decided to move to
Mandatory Palestine in 1921, where they lived on Kibbutz Merhavia.
Golda became involved in politics and played a large role in the
creation of the State of Israel. She held many posts over the course of
her career. She represented Israel as the nation’s ambassador to the
Soviet Union. She was a member of the Knesset (ki-NEH-set), the lawmaking branch of the Israeli government. She was also foreign
minister, in charge of Israel’s relationships with other countries.
Golda actually planned to retire before becoming prime minister.
She was tired. She was also ill with leukemia, although people didn’t
know it at the time. When Israeli Prime Minister Levi Eshkol died in
1969, however, she was elected to take his place. She was now prime
minister.
She resigned the post in 1974 after Israel suffered terribly during
an attack by three Arab countries in the 1973 Yom Kippur War. Many
Israelis were unhappy because they felt that the government was
unprepared.
Throughout her political career, Golda was seen as strong, warm,
and an effective and direct speaker. Israelis simply called her “Golda.”

With her grey bun and orthopedic shoes, Israelis viewed her as the
country’s grandmother.
This grandmother was also one of Israel’s founding “fathers.” She
was one of only two women to sign Israel’s declaration of
independence in 1948. Golda said, “After I signed, I cried. When I
studied American history as a schoolgirl and I read about those who
signed the Declaration of Independence, I couldn’t imagine these were
real people. . . . And there I was sitting down and signing a declaration
of independence.”1
Golda died from her illness in Jerusalem in 1978.
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