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Of Guns, Pigs, and Flies 

By Christina Steiner 

The shot rang through the air. I’d expected the first shot, but not the gunfire that 

followed.  

Was there serious trouble other than the killing of one wild boar? The air stopped 

breathing. The birds halted their songs. An eerie silence settled over the vast expanse of the 

swamp and the fields beyond. 

I looked through the screen door of the wooden hut on stilts, sixteen feet above 

ground. Flies settled and resettled on the mesh. Beyond the door, the balcony led to a 

rickety stairway. Though ramshackle, the hut had survived the Six-Day War of 1967 and 

eight months earlier the Yom Kippur War. The Golan Heights rose to the east. 

When the birds resumed their activities, I returned to preparing breakfast for the 

Israeli crew. Each morning we brought fresh bread, eggs, and vegetables for breakfast. Dry 

food was stored in the refrigerator, not for the cold but to be safeguarded against vermin.  

I sliced tomatoes and cucumbers and tossed them into the salad bowl. Physical 

activity always calmed my nerves. With my bare hand, I caught a stray fly that had snuck 

into the room and opened the screen door wide enough to set the creature free. The Israelis 

laughed, the first time they’d seen me catch and release flies. 

*** 

Two months earlier, I’d joined a group of young people to volunteer in a kibbutz. At 20 

years old, I’d finished my apprenticeship and wanted to travel before starting a career. 

Having little money, Israel was my best option. Working in a kibbutz meant free lodging 

and food. Israel sounded exotic. The country was rich in history and religion. It had two 
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deserts, the Negev and the Sinai. I’d never seen a desert. The Sinai Peninsula was new to 

Israel. It had been captured during the Six-Day War along with the West Bank, the Gaza 

Strip, and the Golan Heights.   

Kibbutz Ami-Ad, in the upper Galilee, was my assignment. The alfalfa fields this kibbutz 

managed were located 15 miles north of Ami-ad, banking the Jordan River. We drove there 

before dawn, passing grapefruit, avocado, and lemon orchards. Layers of clothes protecting 

us from the early morning chill were peeled off as the day progressed until we wore tank 

tops and shorts covered in sweat and dirt.  

I’d gotten used to machine guns hanging on kibbutzniks’ shoulders like extra 

appendages. During dinner in the mess hall, Uzis leaned on the chairs next to their owners, 

in cars they lay on the floorboard, and in homes, they graced the coffee tables like giant 

knickknacks - ready to be used at a moment’s notice. 

I was of the mindset that all violence should be avoided. My sympathies lay equally 

with the Arabic and the Jewish population. Mothers cry on both sides for their fallen 

children. That thought alone should be enough to eliminate war. I was young enough to 

believe that love cures everything.  

This ideology was a touchy subject. Moshe, the kibbutz Casanova with his muscled 

body and two-inch afro, worked alongside me in the alfalfa fields. One evening, after dinner, 

his mood dipped into darkness. I asked him why. 

“You wouldn’t understand.” His voice became abrasive. “You never had to collect pieces 

of your friends blown up by mines. Leave me alone.”  

I tried to hug him; he shoved me away and walked into the night. The next day, Moshe 

was his jovial self again. 
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These twenty-something men and women had seen and done things that were beyond 

my comprehension. Moshe and most young Israelis lived for the moment, taking advantage 

of every opportunity without thoughts of consequences. Their urgency to accumulate 

experiences stemmed from thinking that they lived on borrowed time with little chance for 

a future. War was in their blood, crowding their sleep with nightmares. They questioned 

why they walked this earth while their friends were dead.        

On one of our early morning rides, a stray dog crossed the road. The van swerved. The 

driver hit the brakes and stopped. He grabbed his machine gun and killed the dog.  

I dared to ask. “What did you do that for?”  

“The dog should not be on the street.” 

“But why did you shoot it?” 

“Because I can,” Victor said. “Don’t you worry about it!” His eyes were hard as steel. “If 

you’ve seen as many friends die in your arms as I have, you don’t fret over the death of a 

mongrel dog.” 

The discussion ended; my response strangled in my throat.  I’d grown up in safety.  The 

wars had cloaked these young people’s hearts in iron. 

This morning, Moshe, Victor, and crew had discussed the wild boar wreaking havoc in 

the fields, flattening and trampling sections. They vowed to take care of the problem today. 

I didn’t dare suggest a different solution and hoped the boar had moved on during the 

night. They’d told me to stay inside the hut, so as not to be in the line of fire.  

*** 
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Finally, I heard booted footsteps on the stairs. To my relief, the voices belonged to the 

crew. I dished out eggs, hummus, and salad. Victoriously they described the successful 

hunt. Not much of a hunt though. They surprised the wild sow ... and her six babies, all of 

them fast asleep after a night of foraging. That explained the multiple gun shots. They’d 

kept one of the piglets alive.  

Later, I walked to where some of the dead pigs were hung to drain their blood. A few of 

them were skinned already, their stomachs and innards in a heap on a tarp next to their 

severed heads, sightless eyes clouding over, tongues limply hanging from their mouth. 

 

Moshe’s arms were buried in the body cavity of the sow, extracting the prime cuts. 

Victor finished skinning the next baby, an assembly line in an outdoor-make-shift butchery. 

Since the knives didn’t have the sharpness to cut clean, the meat tore. The whole crew 

worked, oblivious to the grotesque sights and smells - a job to be done, nothing to be 

wasted.   

The heat swelled with every passing minute. Blood and flies were everywhere. The 

sound of a hatchet cracking bones mixed with the buzzing of insects. The smell of death 

mingled with cut alfalfa and tractor grease.  

I forced myself to watch. I loved to eat meat. I knew animals had to be slaughtered to 

fill my plate. But I ... I didn’t have to kill them. Someone else did it for me. I’d never dwelled 

on the specifics. The reality was overwhelming, my hypocrisy undeniable.  My stomach 

turned on itself, my legs weakened. I staggered behind the outhouse and retched and 

retched until nothing was left. 
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Jewish people consider pork unclean. Our Israeli crew gifted the meat to the 

neighboring town of Palestinians. Since Muslims don’t eat pig meat either I assume they 

were Christians. The discards were left in the dump area for scavengers.  

The live piglet was kept in the kibbutz, cared for and used as a teaching tool for the 

children.  

*** 

That day haunts me. I’m baffled at my own desire to still eat meat … but I do. The shock 

of seeing dead animals prepared for human consumption and my singlemindedness that all 

life is precious even if it’s just a fly seems conflicting. Humanity is full of controversy, ready 

to satisfy our own needs or wants. I learned life is never just black and white, rather many 

shades of gray.  

        

 


