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I t’s sometimes difficult to visit or even write about  
a controversial place. With its long history of 

religious and political unrest, Israel is capable of evoking 
strikingly different emotions among different sets of people. 
Wherever you stand on this passionate spectrum, it’s wise, 
as a tourist, to avoid getting involved in any political 
conversations, particularly concerning Palestine. I decided 
to go with an open mind, holding tight to my belief that the 
luxury of travel affords firsthand experience into the places 
we only otherwise read about or see on the news.

During my visit in November 2017, the day-to-day life felt 
normal, not scary. Jews, Muslims, Palestinians, Christians, 
expats, locals, everyone was coexisting peacefully, and it was 
a beautiful thing. However, since then, the announcement to 
recognize Jerusalem as the capital has threatened this peace, 
so just be sure to check travel advisories (www.travel.state.
gov) and keep your wits about you as you would in any other 
large city with a history of violence.

Another word of advice, don’t just stick to the obvious two 
cities below. The true glory of Israel, for me, is best found 
along the coasts, around the Dead Sea, and out in the vast, 
star-lit desert. Taste the best food in Israel in the small town 
of Abu Ghosh; ride a camel at the Negev Camel Ranch; 
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take the train or a tour up north to Acre, Rosh Hanikra, 
Caesarea, or Haifa; and visit Bethlehem in Palestine.  
And absolutely visit the beautiful yet tragic site of Masada. 
For a truly memorable experience, do a sunrise hike to  
the top. The 45-minute hike up is tougher than it looks,  
but cable cars are available after 8 a.m.

Oh, and bring a lot of gluten-free bars and snacks.  
You’ll need them. 

GETTING THERE 
Several nonstop flights operate from major U.S. cities to Tel 
Aviv. In my opinion, it’s worth paying a little extra to avoid 
the older planes and gluten-free meal mishaps on an El Al 
airline flight.

TRANSPoRTATIoN 
It’s best to use taxis for traveling within cities, as driving is  
a bit intense. For long distances, it’s worth driving yourself, 
as it can get complicated and costly for private or public 
transportation. For short distances, try trains and buses, 
though keep in mind these stop during Shabbat. Before you 
leave, set up the Gett taxi app, which will be a lifesaver 
when it’s time to hail and pay for the cash-only taxis. 
Always demand that a taxi driver uses the meter; it’s the law.

explore
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TEL AVIV
Tel Aviv is Israel’s contemporary culture hub. It’s strikingly western,  
and a place where nights start late, all the best chefs run restaurants, 
and people flock to the golden sand beaches. Don’t forget to 
wander the old, picturesque streets of Jaffa while you’re here. 

WHERE TO STAY
Alexander Tel Aviv Hotel
This 4-star boutique has a chic design incorporating black glass, polished leather 
and antique decor touches. Large rooms sport orthopedic mattresses, Nespresso 
machines, deep-soaking tubs, rainfall showerheads, mini-fridges, interactive TVs, 
and L’Occitane bath products. A lush spa, easy beach access, and rooms with free 
breakfast starting at $275 a night make it one of the city’s best deals. Healthy 
gluten-free, vegan, dairy-free, and vegetarian options are available, plus one of the 
largest, best-equipped gyms I’ve ever seen. 

WHERE TO EAT
I want to be clear – I found it extremely hard to safely eat here. Many times, 
folks thought it just meant no bread or milk, and the level of cross contamination 
terrified me. Most stalls in the Carmel Market should be avoided, though 
on the outskirts you’ll find this small lovely spot, Julie, which serves up a 99 
percent gluten-free menu filled with home cooked Egyptian cuisine only a 
grandmother could make. For a better market experience, head north to the sleek 
and hip Sarona Market, with stalls from the best restaurants and chefs in the 
city, international gluten-free goods at Anise, and gluten-free options on most 
menus. Serving different kinds of breakfasts 24 hours a day at two locations is 
the acclaimed Benedict, where you’ll find gluten-free bread and pork bacon on 
the menu. Tenat is the only spot I discovered that is 100 percent gluten free 
(and vegan). However, the best meal I had was at Café Noir near Rothschild 
Boulevard. It’s an upscale yet unpretentious bistro with sidewalk seating and a 
simple, delicious menu featuring Israeli food with a Euro twist.

WHAT TO DO
There is no shortage of things to do in 
Tel Aviv. Sofar Sounds (sofarsounds.
com) hosts secret live music shows 
featuring local and international 
artists – a great way to get a little 
local culture into the mix. High 
winds and easy beginner waves 
make Tel Aviv a hot spot for learning 
to surf and windsurf, so why not 
try something new? If you’d rather 
observe, check out the fantastic 
exhibitions at the Tel Aviv Museum 
of Art. Or, pop into a bar to take 
advantage of happy hour.  
I recommend 223 Bar, one of the 
city’s finest and first cocktail bars,  
for 50 percent off their deliciously 
creative concoctions and the hip 
speakeasy vibe. 
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JERUSALEM 
Jerusalem is an important holy land for three major world religions. 
Usually under dispute, the city is operating peacefully with 
Christians, Muslims, and Jews, and it’s a truly beautiful thing. 
Winding streets and sandstone buildings make finding your 
bearing tough, and often, driving will take just as long as walking. 
Remember to dress modestly when visiting holy sites.  

WHERE TO STAY
Orient Jerusalem
Located in the German Colony neighborhood, this 5-star spot stands on historic 
German Templar Society grounds. Marble, sandstone, and natural wood give a 
swanky feel, while the rooftop pool holds unbeatable views over the city. Rooms 
are luxe with especially beautiful bathrooms and comfy beds, and the included 
breakfast buffet is rich. Don’t worry, the chef knows his gluten-free stuff. 

WHERE TO EAT
I found the vast layout of Jerusalem made it hard for me to find safe places to 
eat, so I relied heavily on my own snacks and ubiquitous chains like the 24-hour 
coffee shop Aroma and Landwer Café. The former has a gluten-free seeded 
roll and marble cake, plus several gluten-free menu items, while the latter 
has gluten-free bread and pizza crust. For a special treat, head to Challaluya 
for gluten-free challah bread baked with gluten-free oat flour by a celiac for 
celiacs. Also, not to be missed is the vibrant, open-air Mahane Yehuda Market 
featuring food stalls, restaurants, and gluten-free stores. The Friday afternoon 
pre-Shabbat madness is worth seeing, but keep your eyes peeled for the fruit and 
nut vendors’ delicious homemade fruit roll-ups. 

WHAT TO DO
Jerusalem is Israel’s largest city, so it’s highly recommended you join some 
guided tours to squeeze it all in. However, there are a few things you can’t miss, 
like the Yad Vashem World Holocaust Center, a necessary and sobering 
memorial. Spending a day or evening wandering around the Old City is also 
a must-do, where you can visit the Western Wall, Mount of Olives, and Temple 
Mount, and tour 2,000-year-old underground tunnels. The Israel Museum’s vast 
collection and fantastic exhibitions rank as some of the best in the world. Have 
an outline of what you’d like to see, as the nooks and crannies make it easy to 
miss some of the best stuff.
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FEEL ALIVE AT THE DEAD SEA
While many visit the Dead Sea with hopes of curing an ailment, 
it’s also a great place to park it for a few days and soak in the 
desert serenity and get in a few spa treatments between floats and 
slathering yourself in mineral-rich mud. While tours usually visit the 
northernmost area, the resort town of Ein Bokek is located about 
mid-way. Here, out of the way of the most touristy area, the 5-star 
Herods Dead Sea Hotel sits on a private beachfront overlooking 
the salty, crystallized waters of the Dead Sea. For something unique at 
the hotel spa, try the shirodhara head oil massage or the body peeling 
“kese” treatment. Book a VIP Garden Room and get a personal terrace, 
shared plunge pool, and Bali beds. Half-board options feature popular 
breakfast and dinner buffets with plenty of gluten-free selections, 
though it can be hard to nail down someone to point them out. 

How to get Here
If you don’t feel like shelling out for an expensive taxi transfer or 
renting a car, hop on one of the very affordable, daily 486 buses from 
Jerusalem or on the once-daily bus from 421 Tel Aviv (no Shabbat 
service) that also stops at Masada. 

Editor’s Note: The writer was hosted at all hotel properties mentioned in this article.
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