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	It was the best of trips. It was the worst of trips. I first went to Israel in the summer of 2002 to study Hebrew for three weeks. We were a group of students from Gratz College in Philadelphia. We were to have home hospitality: one week in the city of Netivot, the sister city of Philadelphia, and one week on a Moshav, a family community similar to a Kibbutz, and the sabbath in Jerusalem.
	The family I stayed with in Netivot was from Morocco. They were Sephardic Jews, Jews whose ancestors were expelled from Spain in 1492. The city was so near to Gaza we could see Gaza city from there. While we were there, an Israeli soldier was killed in Gaza. My Hebrew teacher had gone to school with his sister, so we had the day off from school. The students decided to go to the beach at Ashkelon. I am afraid of the water, so I was avoiding going in, until our point person grabbed me and said I could not be there without going into the Mediterranean Sea.
	The next day we happened to be going to the cemetery where the soldier was buried. We first went to the grave of Theodore Herzl, who had been a major figure in bringing about the State of Israel. We also saw the soldier’s grave. I was surprised to find the grave covered with flowers of all kinds and all colors. In the United States, the Jewish European custom of no flowers at funerals is followed. This is because flowers are thought to cover up the smell of death and we do not do that. The grave was beautiful and fragrant.
	While in Israel, we also went to Yad Vashem, the Israeli Holocaust Museum.. 
	We saw exhibits of Jewish life before the Holocaust. We visited a hall of remembrance for the children. Outdoors, we visited the Valley of Communities. At the entrance to the Valley is the inscription:
"This memorial commemorates the Jewish communities destroyed by Nazi Germany and its collaborators, and the few which suffered but survived in the shadow of the Holocaust. For more than one thousand years, Jews lived in Europe, organizing communities to preserve their distinct identity. In periods of relative tranquility, Jewish culture flourished, but in periods of unrest, Jews were forced to flee. Wherever they settled, they endowed the people amongst whom they lived with their talents. Here their stories will be told.."   

The Valley of Communities is a 2.5-acre monument of the 45 acres of Yad Vashem. Over 5,000 
names are engraved into the stone walls, and names of the communities are engraved on the 107
walls. The walls are carved out of limestone Bedrock. 

	What the videos do not show is that a real-life smell of a death camp wafts through this area as we walk through it. I cannot recreate this awful smell. I do not want to remember it, but I cannot forget it. I imagined what it was like. I imagined the people, terrified, humiliated by having their bodies mutilated in preparation for they knew not what, wondering where their families might be and what might be happening to them. The smell penetrated my nose and my being. It was more than a smell. It was death itself.
	I am claustrophobic, so, at times, walking through the Valley of Communities was painful for me. I also reacted to seeing the original cable car. When I was young, I had visions of being in a cable car. I do not know what prompted them. I do not remember knowing anything about the Holocaust until I was an adult. I do not know if my claustrophobia is related to that. 
	We left Yad Vashem, and I forgot about it. We did much more sightseeing in Israel, most of which was much more enjoyable. We went to Masada, a mountain fortress near the Dead Sea. We walked up at about three in the afternoon when it was hottest. My teacher’s husband poured a bottle of water over my head to cool me down.
	I felt safe most places we went. A young woman with a rifle almost as tall as she was, accompanied us everywhere. The only time I did not feel safe was when I took the bus by myself to meet up with the group. From the airport in Tel Aviv, we flew the ten hour flight home.
