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DEDICATIONS

For my comrades who fought at my side
The living and the dead
Conquerors of Sinai in the “Six Days”
Bravehearts across the Suez in “Yom Kippur”
Defenders of the North in “Peace for Galilee,”
Carrying the dream of peace in their hearts.
—Michael Bar-Zohar

For my grandchildren
Idan, Yoav, Or, Guri, Noam and Noa
I am praying that you’ll see, one day,
The dove of peace with an olive branch.
—Nissim Mishal
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PREFACE
TWO COMBATS

Since Israel’s Independence War, its army has been involved in two never-

ending combats. A combat on the front lines with Israel’s enemies, who
never give in, and an inner combat—the effort to conceive and apply strict
moral and humane principles, unequaled by any other army.

The combat with Israel’s enemies has been and will remain uneven. In
1948, the year the Jewish State was created, its population numbered
650,000 people, who had to face an invasion by five Arab nations
numbering more than 30 million. In 2015, when the Israeli population had
risen to 8 million, made up of 80 percent Jews and 20 percent Israeli Arabs
who don’t serve in the army, the population of the states surrounding it had
reached 140 million, and the gap continues to grow. Egypt and Jordan, who
have signed peace treaties with Israel, should be taken out of this equation,
but a new, redoubtable power has joined the enemy camp: the 75 million—
strong Iran, whose fanatic Islamist leaders have sworn to wipe Israel off the
map, with conventional or unconventional weapons.

The IDF (Israel Defense Forces), therefore, has had to develop military
techniques to compensate for the alarming gap between it and the Arab
armies. This has been accomplished by equipping the army with the most
modern and sophisticated weapons, many of them conceived and produced
in Israel; by basing its war strategy on containment of the enemy on two
fronts while concentrating the main effort on a third; by building a
formidable air force and excellent intelligence services; and, especially, by
forming several units of special forces, composed of deeply motivated
volunteers, centered on physical and mental excellence, rigorous training,
and, most of all, inspired by creative, inventive planning to surprise the



enemy and to hit them at the most unexpected and vulnerable points,
allowing a small number of soldiers—sometimes just a few—to carry out a
mission normally requiring companies and battalions. This is how Unit 101,
the paratroopers; the special commandos such as Sayeret Matkal, Shayetet
13, Kingfisher, Duvdevan, Shimshon, Maglan; the commando units in
every IDF brigade; and others were created. The experience and the tactics
of these select units would later be shared with the main bodies of the army.
“We could not resist you,” a captured Egyptian general admitted after the
Six Day War. “You are an army of commandos!”

The battle for moral conduct in times of peace or war is based on an

ethical code originating in the Haganah underground, which operated before
Israel was even created. The concept of “purity of arms” was forged by the
Haganah, meaning that combatants’ weapons shouldn’t be soiled by hurting
civilians, women, children or unarmed enemy soldiers. Several trials of IDF
soldiers, in the past and present, have been based on that commandment. A
famous court ruling speaks of a “black flag” flowing over any military
order that counters the law; the soldiers should oppose it rather than execute
it. This concept is enforced by the IDF, and any infractions, including some
during the last confrontation with the Palestinians in Gaza, are brought
before the courts.

As it tries to protect enemy noncombatants, the IDF strives to protect its
own. A principle conceived under fire in the Independence War was never
to abandon a wounded or stranded soldier in enemy territory but to rescue
him at all costs. Rescuing endangered Jews and Israelis abroad has also
become a major commandment, be they terrorist hostages, as in Entebbe
(1976), or a community at risk, as the Ethiopian Jews in 1981 to 1991.

Another distinctive term is “Follow me!” The officers in the combat
units should not only instruct and train their men and women; they should
always be the first to engage the enemy, charging ahead of their soldiers,
giving them a personal example of courage and devotion. “Follow me!” has
become the battle cry of the Israeli Army and explains the large proportion
of officers among IDF war casualties.



The moral values, the strong motivation, the special training, and the

unorthodox strategy of the Israel Defense Forces have come together to
produce a soldier for whom no mission is impossible.



On October 6, 1973, on Yom Kippur (the Jewish Day of Atonement), Syria
and Egypt launched a surprise attack on Israel, simultaneously invading the
Golan Heights in the north and the Sinai Peninsula in the south. After
several painful losses, Israel defeated her enemies, but at a heavy cost.
Three years after the Yom Kippur War, Israel is still licking her wounds,
having lost 2,700 soldiers and much of her deterrent protective power.
Golda Meir has resigned as prime minister and been replaced by Yitzhak
Rabin; Moshe Dayan has been replaced by Shimon Peres as defense
minister. Rabin and Peres distrust and dislike each other, but they have to
work together to deal with the unending attacks of terrorist groups on Israel.



CHAPTER 1
ENTEBBE, 1976

A German couple boarded an Air France plane in Athens on June 27,

1976, quietly took their seats in first class and placed their bulky carry-on
bags beneath the seats in front of them. The man was of slight build, his
brown hair and beard framing an oval face, a mustache drooping over a
pointed chin and blue beady eyes. Apparently tired, he leaned back in his
seat and closed his eyes. His companion, wearing a summer pantsuit, was a
tall, blond woman with a pretty face, slightly marred by a prominent jaw.

The Airbus A300 Flight 139 from Tel Aviv to Paris, with a short
stopover in Athens, carried 246 passengers—105 of them Jewish and Israeli
—and twelve crew members. During the Athens stopover, more people
boarded. The passengers from Tel Aviv cast indifferent eyes on two Middle
Eastern—looking men in dark suits who were shown to their economy-class
seats by a smiling blond hostess.

At 12:35 P.M., fifteen minutes after the aircraft took off from Athens,
the two Germans opened their handbags. The man took out a large gaily
painted candy box and removed its tin cover. The woman produced a
champagne bottle and started spinning it in her hands. Suddenly the man
drew a miniature submachine gun out of the candy box and leapt to his feet.
He darted to the cockpit and pointed his weapon at the pilots. At the same
time, the woman unscrewed the bottom of the champagne bottle and pulled
out a handgun and two grenades.

“Hands up!” she yelled at the first-class passengers. “Don’t move from
your seats!”

Similar shouts could be heard in Economy, where the two Middle
Eastern men had jumped from their seats, brandished small submachine
guns, and easily subdued the other passengers. The excited voice of the



male German hijacker boomed from the loudspeakers. He announced in
accented English that he was the new captain of the aircraft and identified
himself as Basil Kubaissi, commander of “the Che Guevara Commando of
the Gaza Strip,”, belonging to the Popular Front for the Liberation of
Palestine.

Panic swept the passenger compartments—shouts of fear and anger, and
weeping, erupted from almost every seat. The horrified passengers realized
that they had been hijacked and were the prisoners of terrorists. The “new
captain” and his companions ordered the passengers to throw all weapons in
their possession down in the aisles. Some set down pocket knives.
Immediately afterward the hijackers submitted the male passengers to
thorough body searches. And meanwhile the plane turned and headed south.

In the midst of a cabinet meeting in Jerusalem, a note was quietly
handed to Shimon Peres. The fifty-three-year-old defense minister had been
David Ben-Gurion’s devoted assistant; Peres was credited with establishing
Israel’s alliance with France in 1956 and with carrying out a “mission
impossible”—the building of a secret nuclear reactor close to the southern
town of Dimona.

Peres passed the note to Prime Minister Yitzhak Rabin, who put on his
glasses and read it. A year older than Peres, with graying blond hair and a
pinkish complexion, Rabin had been a fighter in the Palmach, Israel’s elite
troops during the War of Independence. He had assumed office in 1974,
after serving as the IDF (Israel Defense Forces) chief of staff and as Israel’s
ambassador to the U.S. He had run in the Labor Party primary for prime
minister against Peres, but in spite of the support of the party apparatus he
had won by only a few votes. The two men loathed each other and Rabin
had been forced to accept Peres as defense minister against his own
judgment.

These two, in spite of their sour relations, had to cooperate in dealing
with Israel’s security. Both Rabin and Peres knew the Popular Front well—
a terrorist organization led by Dr. Wadie Haddad, a Safed-born physician
who had abandoned his profession and devoted himself to the struggle
against the Jewish State. He had carried out several bloody hijackings and
also used the services of foreign recruits, including the notorious Carlos, an
Venezuelan-born terrorist with a chilling record of bombings, kidnappings,
and assassinations, that had made him the most wanted man in Europe.



Haddad had been the first to organize the hijacking of an Israeli plane, in
1968, and was known to be a devious, cruel fanatic.

The 1967 Six Day War had radically changed the character of the
relations between Israel and its enemies. In June 1967, threatened with
annihilation by Egypt’s president Gamal Abdel Nasser and his allies, Israel
had launched a preventive war that had crushed the armies of Egypt, Syria
and Jordan; Israel had emerged from the war controlling huge chunks of
territory—the Sinai Peninsula, the Golan Heights and the West Bank of
Palestine, After Israel’s astounding victory, the Arab armies had been
largely replaced by newly born terrorist organizations, which claimed that
they were continuing the struggle of the Arab world against Israel. They
replaced confrontation in the battlefield with hijackings, bombings and
assassinations, directed mostly against Israeli civilians. Wadie Haddad’s
Popular Front was among the most ruthless groups Israel had to face.

After receiving the news about the hijacking, Rabin and Peres called an
urgent council of ministers and senior officials. As the group convened,
more information about the hijacking arrived. Among the fifty-six
passengers who boarded in Athens, four were transit passengers who had
arrived in Greece with a Singapore Airlines flight from Kuwait. They were
believed to be carrying forged passports. The Mossad, Israel’s national
intelligence agency, quickly identified the Germans as Wilfried Bose, a
founder of the German Revolutionary Cells terrorist group, formerly
associated with Carlos and now of the Popular Front; and Bose’s female
companion, Brigitte Kuhlmann, as a known member of the Baader-Meinhof
terrorist gang. The two others were recognized as Palestinians, Abu Haled
el Halaili and Ali el Miari.

The intelligence reports also pointed out that the security personnel at
Athens airport had carried out only a perfunctory search of the passengers’
bags, and they had missed the four Scorpion miniature submachine guns
and the hand grenades that had been concealed in tin candy boxes and a
champagne bottle. Additionally, several packages of explosives had been
hidden in the hijackers’ hand luggage.

At midnight, while the plane still appeared to be heading toward the
Middle East, Peres met with Yekutiel “Kuti” Adam, the forty-nine-year-old
IDF chief of operations, a brilliant general whose huge, bushy mustache
betrayed his family’s origins in the Caucasus. They set about to make sure



that the IDF would be prepared to storm the aircraft if it landed at Ben
Gurion Airport. They took an army jeep and set off for the base of Sayeret
Matkal, the IDF’s elite commando unit, which had already begun rehearsing
an attack on a large Airbus, in case the hijacked plane landed in Israel.

The newly appointed commander of the Sayeret was thirty-year-old
Yoni Netanyahu, one of the three Netanyahu brothers, who, according to
Peres, “had already become a legend—three brothers, fighting like lions,
excelling both in their deeds and in their learning.” The brothers, Yonatan
“Yoni,” Binyamin “Bibi” and Ido, sons of renowned scholar Ben-Zion
Netanyahu, were all current or former members of Sayeret Matkal. New
York—-born Yoni, a handsome, tousle-haired lieutenant colonel, combined
his military skills with a deep love for literature, mostly poetry. After the
Six Day War, Yoni had spent a year at Harvard and six months at Hebrew
University before returning to military service. Tonight Peres and Adam
hoped to find him at the Sayeret base; he was away, though, off leading an
operation in the Sinai, so the rehearsal was supervised by his deputy Muki
Betzer, one of the Sayeret’s best fighters.

They did not stay long as Peres, shortly after arriving, was informed that
the hijacked plane had made a refueling stop in Benghazi, in Libya, and
then was continuing to its destination in the heart of Africa: Entebbe airport,
outside Kampala, the capital of Uganda. The first news to come from
Entebbe revealed that Uganda’s dictator, General Idi Amin, had warmly
received the terrorists and had declared them “welcomed guests.” It now
appeared that the landing in Entebbe had previously been coordinated with
Amin.

Amin was a cruel and fearsome ruler who governed his country with an
iron fist. A huge man, his uniform covered with scores of medals, he had
been called the “wild man of Africa” by Time magazine. Once a lowly
private, he had climbed the army hierarchy until he became chief of staff,
then seized power in a bloody coup and pronounced himself “His
Excellency President for Life, Field Marshall Alhaji Dr. Idi Amin Dada,
Master of all the animals on land and all the fish of the seas, Conqueror of
the British Empire in all of Africa, and especially in Uganda.” Until
recently, Amin had been Israel’s ally and had gone through paratrooper
training in the IDF parachuting academy, as the guest of former defense
minister Moshe Dayan. Peres had met him at a dinner in Dayan’s house and



remembered that he was both attractive and scary, “like a jungle landscape,
like an indecipherable secret of Nature.”

Amin later broke off diplomatic relations with Israel when Prime
Minister Golda Meir refused to sell him Phantom jets. He also expelled all
Israelis from his country and befriended Israel’s worst enemies—hostile
Arab nations and terrorist organizations. During the 1973 Yom Kippur War,
he even claimed to have sent a Ugandan Army unit to fight against the IDF.
And this unscrupulous despot now held in his hands the lives of 250
hostages in Entebbe airport, 2,500 miles from Israel.

When news of this broke in Israel, a storm erupted. Israelis were swept
up by feelings of fury and helplessness. Heated debates over the appropriate
reaction raged in the media. Many of the hostages’ families teamed up to
exert pressure on the government. They all made the same demand: free our
loved ones.

In the days that followed the situation became clearer. At Entebbe, more
terrorists had been waiting for the plane. Amin had sent his private plane to
Somalia, to bring over Wadie Haddad and a few of his henchmen. The
hostages were being held in the old terminal at the airport, guarded by
terrorists and Ugandan soldiers. The terrorists then separated the Jewish
passengers from the others, reviving atrocious memories of the Holocaust
“selection” by the Nazis in World War II. One of the German terrorists,
Brigitte Kuhlmann, was especially cruel. She verbally abused the Jewish
passengers with foul anti-Semitic remarks.

Upon arrival, Wadie Haddad gave Amin a list of jailed terrorists in
Israel and in other countries whom he demanded be exchanged for the
hostages. And the list came with an ultimatum: if Israel did not agree to
Haddad’s demands before the deadline he set, his men would start
executing the hostages. Amin sent the list to Israel.

Prime Minister Rabin appointed a ministerial committee to deal with the
crisis. At the committee’s meeting on June 29, Rabin asked his chief of
staff, General Mordechai (“Motta”) Gur, if he thought there could be “a
military option.”

Gur was something of a legend. After fighting in the War of
Independence, he had joined the paratrooper corps and participated in many
combat situations beside Ariel Sharon. He had been wounded in a battle
against Egyptian troops in 1955. In 1967 he had led the 55th Paratroopers



Brigade in conquering East Jerusalem and had been the first Israeli soldier
to reach the Temple Mount. “The Temple Mount is in our hands!” he had
shouted in his radio as his armored half-track had emerged at the Jewish
people’s holiest place. After the Yom Kippur War, Gur had been appointed
Israel’s tenth chief of staff; Rabin held him in high esteem but thought Gur
had no solution for the Entebbe affair.

“Yes, there is a military option,” Gur responded to everyone’s surprise.
He proposed parachuting a unit of the IDF somewhere close to Entebbe
airport, perhaps over nearby Victoria Lake. His soldiers would attack the
terrorists and protect the hostages until it became possible to bring them all
home. But the committee rejected the plan. First, it became clear that, after
landing, the paratroopers would have great difficulty reaching the airport.
Second, the plan did not include any solution as to how the hostages would
be brought back to Israel. Rabin would later call this plan a “Bay of Pigs,”
like the botched U.S. invasion of Cuba in 1961.

Rabin and Peres fought bitterly with each other from the outset. Rabin
believed that he had no choice but to negotiate with the hijackers and to
agree to release the Palestinian terrorists. But Peres was determined not to
free the terrorists because of the negative impact such a deal would have
both on Israel’s international image and on its ongoing anti-terrorist
struggle. The rift between the two men was amplified by their strained
personal relations, which had been creating a foul atmosphere at the cabinet
meetings.

After the meeting Peres left his office on the second floor of the
Ministry of Defense, and through a nearby door entered the western part of
the building, which housed the offices of the IDF general staff. Peres
urgently summoned the chief of staff and some of his generals.

“I want to hear what plans you have,” he said to the group of generals in
their olive-colored summer uniforms.

“We have no plans,” Kuti Adam answered.

“Then I want to hear what you don’t have,” Peres said.

It was quickly revealed that while no formal plans had been drafted,
some of the men had ideas. Kuti Adam suggested a joint operation with the
French army—after all, he argued, Air France was a French company, and
the French government should be involved. Benny Peled, the forty-eight-
year-old TAF (Israeli Air Force) commander, had an “insane” but original



idea. A founder of the IAF, this heavy-set, courageous and cool-headed
fighter pilot was gifted with a fertile imagination. He proposed they fly a
large number of elite troops to Uganda, conquer Uganda, free the hostages
and bring them back home. He suggested employing the squadron of
fourteen large Hercules (“Rhino”) aircraft for this. They could fly from
Israel to Entebbe and then back.

Peres had bought the Rhinos during a visit to Georgia in the United
States, a few years before; he had at the time presented Governor Jimmy
Carter with his book David’s Sling. Carter had said to Peres, “All that David
needed was a sling but today’s David needs more than a sling, he needs a
Hercules!”; he had talked Peres into buying several Georgia-made Rhinos.

Peres was intrigued by Peled. At first look, his plan seemed to him and
to others like lunacy, but after weighing all other options, he deemed it
“quite realistic.” His colleagues, though, did not share Peres’s assessment.
Motta Gur, in particular, was negative; the plan, he declared, “was
unrealistic, nothing but a fantasy,” and ought to be scrapped.

Peres, however, set aside these doubts and pursued discussions with a
small group of senior officers. Among them were the chief of staff; generals
Kuti Adam, Benny Peled and his deputy, Rafi Harlev; Dan Shomron (chief
infantry and paratroopers officer); Shlomo Gazit (head of military
intelligence); Yanosh Ben-Gal (IDF assistant head of operations); and a few
colonels, including Ehud Barak, a brilliant officer and former head of
Sayeret Matkal(and a future prime minister of Israel). Their discussions
were held in utmost secrecy.

The very morning of these discussions, Peres received the list of jailed
terrorists whose release the hijackers had demanded. It was most
complicated. Forty of the prisoners were held in Israel, among them the
notorious Kozo Okamoto, a Japanese terrorist whose group had massacred
twenty-four people and wounded seventy-eight in Lod airport in May 1972.
Also included were six terrorists jailed in Kenya, where the local authorities
denied having them. Another five were in Germany, including the leaders of
the ferocious Baader-Meinhof Gang. One was in France and another in
Switzerland. A quick glance and Peres realized it was an impossible
demand. How could he possibly organize the release of terrorists held in so
many countries, subject to different laws and for different crimes? And
what if some or all those countries refused?



Rabin, however, continued to insist that Israel negotiate immediately,
fearing that when the terrorists’ ultimatum expired, they would start killing
innocent people. But Peres stood his ground—he contended that Israel
could push back the ultimatum, which had been set for Thursday, July 1, at
11:00 A.M. At the same time, he agreed with the decision to negotiate, but
stressed he would be doing so only as a “tactical maneuver” to gain time.

On Wednesday, June 30, Peres decided to explore another angle. He
summoned three IDF officers who had served in Uganda and had worked
with Idi Amin. He asked them to describe Amin’s character, behavior and
attitude toward foreigners. These men thought Amin would not dare
massacre the hostages, but they also felt certain Amin would not confront
the terrorists. Peres asked Colonel “Borka” Bar-Lev, who had been friendly
with Idi Amin, to telephone the Ugandan ruler. Bar-Lev was unable to reach
him despite repeated efforts.

In the meantime, Peres again summoned his top officers. Beni Peled’s
plan was discussed once more but now with a narrowed focus. Its goal now
became not to conquer Uganda but simply to win control over Entebbe
airport, release the hostages and fly them back. Peled laid out a revised plan
calling for a thousand paratroopers to be dropped from ten Rhino aircraft.
Shomron and Ben-Gal estimated that such an operation could be
successfully carried out with two hundred men and three Rhinos.

Kibbutz-born Dan Shomron, a paratrooper and a hero of the Six Day
War, was opposed to any parachuting. He told Peled that “by the time your
first paratrooper hits the ground, you won’t have anybody left to rescue
anymore.” Soft-spoken, but sharp and cool, this future chief of staff was
certain that as soon as the terrorists saw paratroopers descending, they
would massacre the hostages. So Shomron, who now became the key
coordinator, started drafting a plan to land planes carrying his soldiers
directly onto the Entebbe runways. Kuti Adam pointed out the need for a
stopover base close to Uganda, in case of an emergency. They all agreed it
would have to be in Kenya, whose government maintained friendly
relations with Israel while loathing Idi Amin. Peres asked the Mossad head,
General Yitzhak (“Haka”) Hofi, to check discreetly with his Kenyan
contacts to ascertain if their country would authorize such a stopover at
Nairobi airport. Peres, however, felt dubious about this approach, as Haka
seemed to him reserved and skeptical.



Additionally, the emerging mission continued to have an important and
stubborn antagonist: Chief of Staff Motta Gur, who strongly believed it
could not succeed and insisted that Israel had no military option. He
stressed the complete lack of intelligence about what was happening in
Entebbe. He called the group working with Peres “the Fantasy Council.”

Meanwhile, one far-fetched aspect of the plan did progress—Borka Bar-
Lev at long last established a telephone connection with Idi Amin. The talk
was discouraging, though. Uganda’s ruler bluntly advised him that Israel
should accept the hijackers’ demands without delay.

This was also the opinion of Rabin, who now had the cabinet’s backing
to start negotiations right away. He further informed his ministers that the
opposition leader, Menachem Begin, agreed with his decision to negotiate.
Rabin criticized Peres for using “demagogical lightnings . . . and ornate
phrases that sounded totally ridiculous.” Indeed, Rabin regarded Peres’s
responses throughout the crisis as pure demagogy. He did not believe that
Peres even meant what he was saying. Most of the ministers agreed that
Israel had no military option. Rabin also kept nervously demanding that
France immediately be informed of Israel’s acceptance of the terrorists’
conditions, so that the French foreign ministry could immediately establish
contact with Entebbe.

Amid all the angry politicking, some good news came on July 1: the
terrorists had by themselves postponed their deadline for capitulation to
Sunday, July 4. This stemmed from Idi Amin’s departure to an African
nations’ conference in Mauritius. He was supposed to return in a couple of
days. The terrorists wanted Amin to be present when the negotiations took
place. So Peres and his “Fantasy Council” now suddenly had a little more
time.

Kuti Adam and Dan Shomron thus were able to present the plan they
had drafted: The mission would sortie at night, under cover of darkness.
The Rhinos would land at Entebbe, and the IDF would acquire control of
the airport, kill the terrorists and rescue the hostages.

The whole operation, Dan Shomron emphasized, would not last more
than an hour, making all possible use of surprise and speed. First to land
would be a Rhino, not asking permission from the control tower. It would
arrive at 11:00 pMm., right after a British airliner that was scheduled to come
in at the same time. With the Rhino landing in the shadow of the British



aircraft, the airport radar would not detect it. Two armored cars laden with
commandos would emerge from the Rhino and race toward the Old
Terminal, where the hostages were being kept. Five or ten minutes later
another Rhino would land and disgorge two more cars, with soldiers who
would gain control over the New Terminal, the main runway and the fuel
reservoirs. After these men in the first two planes had fulfilled their
assignments, two more Rhinos would land, load up the hostages and return
home.

Peres now asked the head of the Mossad for his input, but Hofi kept
stressing the risks—what if the Ugandan soldiers fired an RPG (rocket-
propelled grenade) or a machine-gun burst into the Rhino fuel tank and set
off an explosion? In that event, one or more planes might have to be
abandoned, ruining the delicate interdependencies of the plan. And then
there were the potential human costs—what if soldiers and hostages were
killed or wounded? What if the terrorists simply blew up the Old Terminal
with all the hostages? Hofi was—to say the least—unenthusiastic.

Peres’s council then tore apart every detail of the mission—what snags
might occur; whether, if the first Rhino was hit or damaged, the other planes
would be able to return; what to do if the airport had antiaircraft guns;
whether there were Ugandan MiG jet fighters stationed there, and would
there be enough fuel left for the takeoff from Entebbe? . . .

Peres then asked the military for their opinions. Dan Shomron said, “If
we start in Entebbe at midnight, we can take off for the flight back at one
A.M.” He estimated the chances of success were close to 100 percent. Benny
Peled thought 80 percent and Kuti Adam, between 50 and 80 percent.

Peres finally approved the plan and set the deadline for carrying it out at
Saturday night, July 3, the night before the terrorists’ deadline. The generals
all agreed, except for Motta Gur, who still stubbornly objected.

“Such an operation without adequate intelligence,” he said,
charlatanism!”

“Motta,” Peres asked, “will you reconsider?”

“Without intelligence there is no chance that I’d recommend such an
operation. Some of the things I have heard here aren’t worthy of an army’s
general staff. If you want Goldfinger, that’s a different story. If you want
James Bond—not with me!”
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Peres then pulled Gur into an in-depth discussion that lasted all through
the night, but Gur still would not budge. And without the chief of staff’s
support, Peres could not bring the go-ahead to the cabinet for its approval.

Gur, despite his opposition, did agree to assemble the task force—
Sayeret Matkal, paratroopers and other units—in a training facility to
prepare for the assault, but it would move forward only if the situation were
to change. The facility was sealed, and to prevent any leaks, no one was
allowed to leave. Shomron was appointed mission commander. An advance
command post was to be established in a big air force Boeing that would
accompany the Rhinos to Ugandan airspace and control the operation from
the sky. Models of the old and new Entebbe terminals were built in the
facility, and the soldiers repeatedly rehearsed for an attack and for the
rescue.

Peres now set out to freeze the efforts to reach a compromise with the
hijackers. Israel’s former ambassador to France, Arthur Ben-Natan, had just
arrived in Paris to talk with the French about a joint initiative to deal with
the terrorists. He was Peres’s longtime friend and a former director general
of the defense Ministry. Peres telephoned him and conveyed a veiled hint,
using “typical” Parisian banter, to delay his talks with the French. “If you
meet the French girl tonight,” Peres advised, “please don’t get too excited.
At most, content yourself with a vague flirtation. As a friend, and not only
as a friend, I am telling you: don’t take your clothes off.” Ben-Natan
laughed but clearly understood the message and let nothing come out of his
“flirtation” with the French.

Two encouraging reports then arrived the following morning, Friday,
July 2. The first, from Hofi, the head of the Mossad, informed Peres that
Kenya, Uganda’s neighbor, had agreed to authorize a stopover for the Israeli
planes. The second came from an unexpected source—Paris. The Sayeret
operation planner, Major Amiram Levin, had been sent to France to debrief
the non-Israeli hostages who had just been released. But most, still terrified,
confused and unfocused, could supply no useful information. Suddenly an
older Frenchman approached Levin, introducing himself as a former French
Army colonel. “I know what you need,” he said. He sat down beside Levin
and gave him a succinct description of the Old Terminal, where the
hostages were being kept, the layout of the various halls and the positioning
of the terrorists. He also drew for Levin detailed sketches of the building.



Various sources reported that the total number of terrorists was thirteen,
including two Germans and a South American who was apparently the
hijackers’ commander. The other terrorists were Palestinians. Four had
participated in the hijacking while the others had been waiting for the plane
in Entebbe. Their rapport with the Ugandans was cordial. The captors were
armed with small submachine guns, revolvers and hand grenades. The
hostages were being held in the main hall of the Old Terminal, and the
French crew of the Air France plane (which had refused the opportunity to
be released out of loyalty to their passengers) were confined to the women’s
restrooms.

Additionally, the Ugandan military unit said to be watching over the
prisoners was sixty men strong—but less than a battalion, as earlier reports
had stated. In the Old Terminal a wall of crates had been erected, which the
terrorists claimed were full of explosives. But intelligence sources indicated
that these crates were not connected to any wires and no preparation for
blowing them up appeared to have been made.

The Mossad, in preparation for the mission, should it be given a green
light, had sent to Entebbe a foreign aircraft that allegedly had mechanical
problems. The plane circled over the airport while radioing calls for help
and secretly photographing the buildings, runways and equipment, as well
as the military aircraft stationed there—two helicopters and eight MiG-21
jet fighters.

Armed with all this new information, Peres hurried to Motta Gur’s
office and presented him with these new reports. He noticed that on hearing
the news, “Gur’s eyes shone.” The chief of staff reacted with enthusiasm
and completely reversed his position. Gur, reassured that he now had
enough information, became a staunch supporter of the Entebbe rescue.

Peres hurried to the prime minister’s office. Rabin’s headquarters was
located in a picturesque small house a stone’s throw from the Ministry of
Defense, in the modest, book-filled room where David Ben-Gurion had
planned major moves in the War of Independence. Peres described the plan
to Rabin. The prime minister’s reaction was lukewarm. He lit a cigarette
and asked, “What would happen if the Ugandans identified the plane as it
landed and fired at it?”

Peres told him that the IAF commander was certain that the plane could
be landed without any response from the ground. Hofi, who had joined the



meeting, for the first time expressed cautious support for the operation.

At the next Fantasy Council meeting, one of the officers suggested
preparing a “double” of Idi Amin. When the Rhinos started landing in
Entebbe, Amin would still be at the African nations’ conference. So it
might work to have a black Mercedes, similar to Idi Amin’s, drive at the
head of the Israeli troops. Inside would be an Israeli soldier with his face
painted black. At midnight the Ugandans wouldn’t clearly notice the figures
inside the “presidential” car, and they’d clear a path out of respect for their
leader. On the spot, Gur ordered his people to find a large black Mercedes
that could be used.

The black Mercedes on its way to Entebbe. (IDF Spokesman)

Gur ensured that the elite units chosen for the mission were kept
exercising without respite. Their commanders were measuring every yard
and counting out every minute in the operational plan, every soldier’s
assignment and every vehicle’s course. The critical moment, of course,
would be the first Rhino’s landing. Gur detailed the timetable: “From the
turning on of the plane’s landing lights and until it stops—two minutes.
Two more minutes to get the men out of the plane. Five minutes to reach the
target. Five more to complete the operation . . .”

Peres, Gur and Hofi hurried to Rabin’s office. Gur presented the plan in
detail and received guarded approval from Rabin, who ruled that the final



decision would be made by an extraordinary cabinet meeting on Saturday,
shortly before the planes were set to leave for Entebbe. The code name was
to be “Thunderball.”

During the meeting, Peres wrote a note and slipped it to Rabin:

Yitzhak—here is the last refinement in the planning: instead of a
military ground service vehicle—a large Mercedes with flags will descend.
Idi Amin will appear to be coming home from Mauritius. I don’t know if it is
possible, but it is interesting. —

The IDF planners couldn’t find a black Mercedes similar to Idi Amin’s,
but they did find a white one of the same size in Gaza. It was immediately
brought into the departure area and painted black. Amin’s double was at
hand, and the Sayeret mixed black dye to paint his face.

Then, just as all the pieces seemed to be coming tenuously together, an
unexpected problem arose. Peres was scheduled to host a distinguished
foreign visitor for dinner at his home: Polish-American professor Zbigniew
Brzezinski, the future U.S. national security adviser during the Carter
administration. Gur was also invited, but he had to cancel when his father-
in-law suddenly died.

Brzezinski was cordially received, and Sonia, Peres’s wife, cooked her
specialty for him: honey chicken. Mid-dinner, Brzezinki surprised his hosts
by throwing a direct question at Peres:

“Why don’t you send the IDF to rescue the hostages at Entebbe?”

For a moment, the defense minister was speechless. But then,
determined to preserve the secrecy, he explained why the mission was
impossible: Entebbe was too far, Israel didn’t have enough intelligence and
MiG fighters and Ugandan battalions were stationed at the airport.

Brzezinski was not convinced.

At the Fantasy Council’s last meeting, the participants felt confident that

the mission would succeed. The officers asked Peres a few-last minute
questions:

“If the control tower asks our aircraft to identify themselves, should we
answer?”

Peres and Gur decided that the pilots shouldn’t answer.

“And what about the Air France crew?”



“Bring them home,” Peres said. “We should treat them as Israelis in
every way.”

With the final cabinet meeting approaching to decide if the mission
would occur, Peres asked Gur, “When should the planes take off?”

After considering this, the chief of staff answered, “From Ben-Gurion
Airport to Sharm el Sheikh in Sinai—at one P.M.; then from Sharm el
Sheikh—between four and five P.M.”

This meant the planes should leave before the decisive cabinet meeting
even took place. Peres then authorized the planes to take off before getting
approval from the top. He reasoned that if the cabinet decided against the
mission, the planes could still be turned around and brought back.

On Saturday, at 2:30 pM., the cabinet met; having a meeting on the
Sabbath was unusual and it had happened only a few times in Israel’s
history. Rabin expressed his full support of the operation, so now all three
main players—the prime minister, the minister of defense and the chief of
staff—were united. After a brief discussion, the cabinet voted and
unanimously approved Thunderball.

A\ 3:30 PM. the good news was radioed to Sharm el Sheikh, and fourteen

minutes later four Rhinos took off. They carried 180 elite soldiers and their
arms and vehicles, and the black Mercedes. The soldiers spread swiftly over
the large bellies of the Rhinos, curled on the metal floor and tried to get
some sleep. A bit later, the flying command post, an Oryx (IAF Boeing),
took off, and yet another Oryx, one carrying medical teams and equipment,
flew toward Nairobi. The four-thousand-kilometer journey had begun.

At 11:00 P.M., the pinpoint lights of Entebbe began to emerge from the

darkness. The Rhinos had flown at an extremely high altitude, so as to elude
all radar stations along their way. A minute later, the first Hercules landed
on the illuminated runway, hiding from Ugandan radar behind the British
airliner that had landed just before it. It rolled forward on the tarmac,
miraculously unnoticed by the control tower.

Soldiers of the Doron and Tali units leapt from the plane and placed lit
torches by the runway lights. Their assumption was that in a few minutes
the built-in runway lights would be turned off by the Ugandans as a



defensive measure, and so only their torches would illuminate the runway
for the planes yet to come. The soldiers ran ahead of the Rhino and placed
their torches intermittently along 540 yards. The aircraft then stopped, and
out of it drove the black Mercedes and two Land Rover jeeps; they sped
toward the Old Terminal. In the Mercedes, beside the black-painted “Idi
Amin,” crouched Yoni Netanyahu, Muki Betzer, Giora Zussman and their
men.

They were barely one hundred meters from the old control tower when
two Ugandan soldiers appeared in front of them. One ran away but the
second pointed his weapon at the Mercedes and tried to stop it. Yoni and
Giora drew their silenced handguns. “Don’t shoot,” Muki grunted, certain
that the Ugandan was only going through the motions and probably
wouldn’t open fire; but when the Ugandan did not lower his weapon the
two men shot him, first with their handguns and then with a Kalashnikov.
Their shots echoed loudly in the night and cost the Israelis their element of
surprise. Instead of reaching the Old Terminal gates the cars were forced to
stop fifty yards from the old control tower, where the commandos jumped
out of their vehicles and sprinted toward the building, killing another
Ugandan soldier who tried to block their path.

Muki and his men broke into the Old Terminal through a side door. The
former departure hall was illuminated, and the hostages were lying on the
floor inside, most of them asleep. With bursts from their guns Muki and his
men Kkilled the four terrorists who were guarding the hall’s corners. Only
one of the terrorists managed to fire back; the others were all killed before
drawing their weapons. Using portable megaphones, the soldiers warned the
hostages, in Hebrew, to stay down where they were. Some unfortunately got
up and were shot at once. Six were wounded and three killed. Despite this
tragic loss, the first stage of the mission was a success, with only fifteen or
so seconds having passed between the shooting of the first Ugandan and the
takeover of the departure hall. Phase one was now completed, and four
terrorists lay dead.

While Muki Betzer was scanning the departure hall, he received a call
over his radio; it was Captain Tamir Pardo, the twenty-three-year-old
Sayeret communications officer (and a future head of the Mossad), who
informed him that Yoni had been shot in the garden adjacent to the hall
entrance. “Muki, assume command!” Pardo urgently said. He had just killed



the Ugandan soldier who had shot Yoni. Some later claimed Yoni had been
shot by Ugandans firing from the old control tower; others believed he had
been shot by a terrorist.

An IDF doctor soon arrived and got Yoni to the Rhino. Muki picked up
his radio transceiver and announced that he was assuming command.

Other commandos systematically mopped up the remaining passages
and halls in the building. In the “small hall” behind the departure hall they
found no one, but when Giora’s detail moved into the VIP lounge they
clashed with two Ugandan soldiers and killed them. Suddenly, two
European-looking men appeared before the Israelis, ignoring their calls to
identify themselves. At first the commandos thought they were hostages,
but when they didn’t answer the Israelis’ calls, the commandos realized
they were terrorists and opened fire. One of the terrorists was carrying a
grenade, which exploded, and both were killed.

During the mopping up of the VIP lounge, the customs hall and the
second floor, more Ugandan soldiers were killed, but nearly all of the sixty
Ugandans stationed at the airport escaped and fled. In total, twelve
Ugandans were killed in various firefights.

Suddenly, the lights in the entire airport were cut off, and Entebbe was
plunged in darkness. Luckily, the runway where the first aircraft had landed
was illuminated by the commandos’ torches, and the remaining Rhinos
landed easily and discharged more soldiers and armored vehicles.

Back in Israel, Rabin, Peres and Gur anxiously listened to the direct
reports radioed from Entebbe. At 11:10 P.M. Dan Shomron’s slightly hoarse
voice came on, saying, “Everything is fine. I’ll report later.” Eight minutes
passed, and Shomron again radioed: “Low tide.” That was the code phrase
that all the planes had landed safely. He followed this up with the code
word “Palestine,” announcing the assault on the Old Terminal. Shomron
himself drove his jeep to that building and continued commanding from
there.

As gunfire was still blasting in and around the Old Terminal, the just-
arrived units had set off on their assignments. The half-tracks of Major
Shaul Mofaz silenced the old control tower with a lethal burst. Another
Mofaz paratrooper squad killed eight Ugandan soldiers in two clashes. They
then joined the forces still mopping up the Old Terminal.



Colonel Matan Vilnai led his forces to the New Terminal. After their
breaking in, the brightly illuminated building suddenly went completely
dark, and the operation had to be continued with no lights. In accordance
with the plan, Vilnai’s men did not open fire on the Ugandan soldiers they
encountered, allowing them to escape, and in two cases arrested Ugandans
and locked them up in the terminal offices. It was then that Vilnai heard two
shots from the north of the terminal. On the stairs he found one of his
soldiers, Sergeant Surin Hershko, lying wounded, probably shot by a
Ugandan security officer. Hershko was quickly evacuated, and his comrades
kept advancing, but because of the darkness they couldn’t find the entrance
to the new control tower.

Yet, even as Vilnai and his men struggled in this confusion, the battle
had already reached its finale. The IDF had conquered the airport. Its
commanders had located the fuel dumps but decided not to refuel the
Rhinos in Entebbe, as that would have delayed their departure by two
hours. Matan Vilnai and the captain of the first Rhino, Colonel Shani,
advised Shomron now not to delay their departure unless absolutely
necessary, so Shomron agreed that they would refuel in Nairobi. There an
IDF unit was already waiting, commanded by Ehud Barak, along with an
airborne field hospital with twelve doctors and two operating rooms, which
had arrived from Israel.

In the Entebbe Old Terminal the liberated hostages were stunned. The
arrival of the Israelis and the lightning speed of the encounter, which had
left their captors dead, seemed to them a miracle. When they came to their
senses they clustered around the soldiers, hugging and embracing them in
an explosion of joy and gratitude. Some wept, others joined in prayer. But
the troops swiftly put an end to the euphoria. They told the hostages and the
Air France crew to gather their belongings and in orderly fashion led them
out of the building. They escorted them in the dark and kept counting them,
to ensure that all the hostages were accounted for.

At 11:32 P.M. the code word “Jefferson” echoed in radio receivers in
Tel Aviv. It meant the evacuation of the hostages had begun. And a minute
later: “Move everything to Galila,” meaning the hostages were boarding the
Rhinos.

The soldiers carried the wounded and the bodies of the hostages killed
in the crossfire into an aircraft. One woman was missing: an elderly Israeli,



Dora Bloch, who had taken ill earlier and been transferred to a Kampala
hospital. Soon she would be murdered by the Ugandans.

Everything else proceeded according to plan, but at 11:50 P.M. the
powerful antennae at the Ministry of Defense in Tel Aviv intercepted a
worrying message radioed from “Almond Grove,” the Sayeret of Yoni
Netanyahu, to the unit’s medical officer in Entebbe. It was a laconic call for
medics, mentioning “Two Ekaterina”—code for “two wounded.” But
nothing was said about the identity of the wounded.

The military vehicles and units drove back into the Rhinos. The soldiers
of Lieutenant Omer Bar-Lev, son of a former chief of staff, blew up the
eight MiG jets stationed at the airport to prevent them from chasing and
attacking the much slower Rhinos on their way home.

At 11:51 P.M. the radio message everyone in Tel Aviv was praying for
finally came—“Mount Carmel.” It meant the end of the evacuation. The
operation was completed and all the planes had taken off.

“The heart jumps with joy,” Shimon Peres wrote jubilantly in his diary.

After the planes took off from Entebbe, Peres instructed Borka Bar-Lev,
Idi Amin’s former friend, to call Amin from Tel Aviv. Perhaps the Ugandan
dictator had now returned from Mauritius, Peres thought. To Borka’s
surprise, Amin himself picked up the phone. He had returned a bit earlier to
Kampala.

Borka spoke to him using a well-rehearsed scenario, one intended to
create the impression that Amin had been secretly involved in the rescue;
that might ignite a conflict between him and the terrorists he had so eagerly
assisted. The phone conversation was recorded by the IDF.

“I called to thank you, Mr. President, for what you did!”

“Yes,” Amin said, “I advise you to accept my friends’ demands.”

Borka was taken aback. “I want to thank you for what you did for the
hostages.”

“Yes, yes,” was Amin’s response. “You should negotiate with my
friends and make the exchange with them. The hostages will be released,
and so would the prisoners.”

This dialogue continued for a few minutes, until Borka understood:
Amin did not know that the hostages had been liberated! He was sitting in
his palace, discussing the ultimatum and upcoming negotiations, completely
ignorant of the fact that the Israelis had been to Entebbe, freed the hostages



and taken off. None of his officers had dared to inform him that a few miles
from his palace a firefight had taken place, the terrorists were dead and the
Israeli hostages were on their way back home!

“Thank you, sir,” Borka mumbled and hung up, dismayed.

All the aircraft landed safely in Nairobi. The IDF medical team treated
the wounded as the Rhinos refueled. Shortly afterward, the planes took off
and headed for Israel.

Very few of the liberated hostages slept during the long journey. They
were too excited by this extraordinary experience. When the IDF
spokesman published a short communiqué about the mission, “IDF forces
tonight rescued the hostages from Entebbe airport, including the Air France
crew,” an unprecedented wave of enthusiasm and rejoicing swept the
country.

An elated outburst shook the IDF general staff when Motta Gur
informed his officers of the mission’s success. He also made a speech,
saying, “I cannot sum up the operation even in this early stage without
stressing the drive and the influence on its execution that were centered in
one man . . . who pressed on and pushed in every direction, both up and
down, for the operation. And this is the defense minister, who deserves all
the credit.”

In the prime minister’s office, Rabin and Peres exchanged excited
greetings with Knesset members Begin and Elimelech Rimalt and Yitzhak
Navon, chairman of the Defense and Foreign Affairs Committee. Rabin
briefed the president and Golda Meir, while Peres woke up his wife, Sonia.
The fantastic news spread throughout the world, and messages of
amazement and admiration poured in from all over.

But then, in the wee hours all this joy was painfully interrupted. Gur
came to the defense minister’s office. Shimon Peres was lying on his
narrow couch, trying to get some sleep.

“Shimon, Yoni is dead,” Gur said. “He was hit by a bullet in the back.
Apparently he was shot from the old control tower. The bullet pierced his
heart.”

Peres, devastated, burst into tears.



The following day, the Fourth of July, 1976 (the two-hundredth

anniversary of the United States), the rescue planes landed in Israel and
were received by a festive, flag-waving crowd. The operation became
legendary in Israel and in the outside world. Flowery articles, books, TV
shows and movies hailed the glory of the IDF soldiers. Foreign nations
regarded the operation as a symbol of courage, dedication and impressive
military capability.

All the terrorists who had participated in the hijacking and the
imprisonment in Entebbe had been killed, with the exception of Wadie
Haddad, head of the Popular Front, who had left Entebbe before the IDF
raid. Knowing he was now in the crosshairs of the Israelis, he found refuge
in Baghdad, hoping he would be protected there. It took nearly two years
for the Mossad to reach him. Israeli agents discovered Haddad’s weakness:
he adored fine Belgian chocolate. The Mossad laced a box of mouth-
watering Godivas with an untraceable poison and recruited one of Haddad’s
trusted lieutenants, who brought him the deadly box. Haddad gobbled down
the chocolates, all by himself. A few weeks later, the ailing arch-terrorist
was urgently flown, in critical condition, to an East German clinic, where
he died in March 1978.

That same year, Idi Amin’s regime collapsed following a war he
instigated against neighboring Tanzania. Amin escaped to Libya and later to
Saudi Arabia, where he lived until his death in 2003.

T'he IDF mission in Entebbe had been an astounding success. And yet,

Yoni Netanyahu’s death left a dark shadow over the popular rejoicing. The
IDF changed the name of Operation Thunderball to Operation Yonatan.
Peres eulogized Yoni at his funeral:

“What burdens didn’t we load on Yoni and his comrades’ shoulders?
The most dangerous of the IDF’s tasks and the most daring of its
operations; the missions that were the farthest from home and the closest to
the enemy; the darkness of night and the solitude of the fighter; the taking
of risks, over and over again, in times of peace and in times of war. There
are times when the nation’s fate depends on a handful of volunteers. .
Yonatan was a commander of valor. He overcame his enemies by his



courage. He conquered his friends’ hearts by the wisdom of his heart. He
didn’t fear danger and victories didn’t make him vain. By falling he caused
an entire nation to raise her head high.”

Shimon Peres quoted King David’s biblical verses mourning his friend
Jonathan: “I am distressed for thee, my brother Jonathan; very pleasant hast
thou been unto me; thy love to me was wonderful” (2 Samuel 1:26).

SHIMON PERES, LATER ISRAEL’S NINTH PRESIDENT

“From the first moment I was determined not to yield to the terrorists.
We had to find a way to liberate the hostages. I had the support of a
fine group of generals—Shomron, Adam, Peled, Gazit and their close
colleagues. At the beginning our plans were vague. We perfected and
honed the project hour by hour. But I felt I was completely alone in
that matter.

“The prime minister was ready to exchange the jailed terrorists for
the hostages. Most of the cabinet thought like him. Even Menachem
Begin, the bold activist, agreed with him. Motta Gur, the IDF chief of
staff, ridiculed my little group, compared our plans to James Bond
stories and called us the ‘Fantasy Council.’ I knew that even if I had a
good plan, I couldn’t get it approved by the cabinet over the objection
of the chief of staff and the reluctance of the prime minister. I decided
to try obtaining the support of some cabinet ministers. I went to Hayim
Tzadok, the minister of justice, a strong supporter of Prime Minister
Rabin, but also a very wise and objective man. In utmost secrecy I
revealed the plan to him. ‘An excellent plan,’ he said, ‘I’ll support it at
the cabinet.’

“I got another encouragement from my friend Moshe Dayan, the
former defense minister. I found Moshe in the Tel Aviv Capricio
restaurant, in the company of Australian guests. I admired Dayan and
valued his opinion. We ordered two glasses of wine and moved to a
nearby table. I told Dayan about the plan. I remember how his eye
sparkled. ‘That’s a great plan,” he said, ‘and I support it a hundred
percent.’

“But Motta Gur kept refusing to endorse the project. Only at the
very last moment, on Friday morning, I brought him a new and



detailed intelligence report about Entebbe, the hostages and the
terrorists guarding them. This report made Motta change his mind. He
became a staunch supporter of the mission.

“Now, at last, we could go to Rabin and ask for his support.”

TAMIR PARDO, SAYERET MATKALD’S
COMMUNICATIONS OFFICER, LATER HEAD OF THE
MOSSAD

“There were many heroes in this mission. Everybody who took
part in this operation—in every category—deserves a place in the
Entebbe pantheon. The mission was well prepared but the guy who
planned the air force part deserves special appreciation. To fly four
Hercules aircraft to the heart of Africa; to land those without being
detected; to discharge the forces without being fired at, even one shot;
and to get them back after the rescue of the hostages—this is an act
deserving our praise. Ido Ambar, who was a colonel in the IAF and
head of the planning team, deserves special honors. True, military
orders are always signed by generals and senior commanders, while
the men who worked day and night, and brought to the task so much
talent and creativity, remain sometimes in the shadows.

“We, the takeover force, had trained well, and each and every one
of us knew exactly what his place was and what his role in the
operation was. During the long flight all I did was try to sleep and to
not throw up because of the violent shaking and jumping of the planes
that flew at different altitudes and chose different paths.

“I was a twenty-three-year-old captain. In the assault of the Old
Terminal I was in the first Land Rover, the jeep that moved ahead of
the Mercedes. When our attack started I was beside Yoni. He was
about a yard away from me when he was killed. In front of us stood a
Ugandan soldier and he kept firing at us. I killed him. I think he was
the one who shot Yoni, but there is another version—that Yoni was
killed by a soldier firing from the old control tower or by a terrorist.

“I had a lot of esteem for Yoni as a commander. I saw him in
action, and he had a very important part in the success of the Entebbe
mission. When he fell, I bent over him and saw that he was seriously



wounded. I alerted the doctor at once and radioed Muki Betzer, his
deputy, to assume command. Later I joined Giora Zussman’s detail,
and together we entered the Old Terminal. The operation itself took
barely a few minutes.

“The following day we came back to Israel with the hostages. I
was sent to Jerusalem, to the home of the Netanyahu family, to tell
them about Yoni’s last moments. That was a painful task.”



PART ONE

How It All Started



On May 14, 1948, the British Army and administration leave Palestine after
thirty years of British rule. That same afternoon Israel’s independence is
proclaimed by David Ben-Gurion in the Tel Aviv Museum of Art. The
United Nations, by a vote taken six months before, on November 29, 1947,
has decided to partition Palestine into a Jewish and an Arab state, but the
Arabs reject partition. The local Palestinian Arabs and the armies of Egypt,
Syria, Lebanon, Jordan and Iraq, as well as units of Arab volunteers from
all over the Middle East, set out to invade and destroy the Jewish State.
David Ben-Gurion is elected prime minister and minister of defense. The
acting chief of staff is Yigael Yadin, a future world-renowned archaeologist.



CHAPTER 2
TO SAVE JERUSALEM, 1948

On May 24, 1948, while Israel’s Independence War was raging, David

Ben-Gurion summoned Yigael Yadin. He approached the map of Palestine,
hanging on the wall in his office, and pointed at a crossroads marked
“Latrun.”

“Attack! Attack at all costs!” he forcefully said.

Yadin refused.

Ben-Gurion, “the Old Man,” was sixty-two years old, a stocky Polish-
born man with a defiant face, a jutting chin, piercing brown eyes—all this
crowned with two tufts of snow-white hair hovering like wings over his
temples. Yigael Yadin was half his age—a thin young man, balding and
with a luxuriant mustache. Before the war he had studied at Hebrew
University, following in the footsteps of his father, a noted archaeologist.

Ben-Gurion was haunted by the situation in Jerusalem. The Jewish part
of the city was under siege, surrounded by the Arab Legion—Jordan’s first-
rate army. Starved, thirsty, its defenders and weapons insufficient,
Jerusalem was in immediate danger of collapsing. Ben-Gurion believed that
if Jerusalem fell, the newborn Jewish State wouldn’t survive. The fortress
of Latrun, near a Trappist monastery, controlled the road from the coastal
plain to Jerusalem; it had been occupied by elite units of the Arab Legion.
To break the siege, Latrun had to be conquered.

But Yadin had other priorities. The Arab armies had penetrated deep
into Israeli territory. The Syrians had reached the Jordan Valley; the Iraqis
were close to the Mediterranean coast, threatening to cut the country in two;
and the Egyptian expeditionary force had set up camp on the shore of the
Lakhish River, thirty-five kilometers from Tel Aviv. Yadin believed he had
to stop the Egyptians first.



Latrun, Ben-Gurion repeated, had to be taken. Nothing else mattered as
much. A heated exchange erupted between the two, and Yadin angrily
slammed his hands on the glass plate covering Ben-Gurion’s desk, breaking
it. But the Old Man wouldn’t budge. While respecting Yadin and even
admiring his fiery character, he stuck to his guns. Yadin finally gave in, and
in a telegram to the commander of the Seventh Brigade repeated Ben-
Gurion’s order: “Attack at all costs!”

Wave after wave of Israeli soldiers stormed the Latrun fortress over the
next weeks; time after time their attacks ended in failure. Hundreds of
Israelis were killed and wounded, but the Arab Legion repelled all the
attacks. In the meantime UN envoys were feverishly trying to broker a
temporary cease-fire between Jews and Arabs. Ben-Gurion knew that the
cease-fire agreement would “freeze” the situation on the different fronts.
This meant that if the cease-fire was achieved while Jerusalem was still
under siege, that fact would be finalized in the UN reports, and Israel
wouldn’t be allowed to supply Jerusalem with reinforcements and weapons.
The Holy City would fall, and Israel with it.

While Latrun fortress still blocked the road, Aryeh Tepper, a platoon
commander in the Harel Brigade, which was fighting near Jerusalem,
reported to the brigade commander, a young officer named Yitzhak Rabin.
He asked permission to try to reach—by foot—the coastal plain. His
brother had fallen in battle, Tepper said, and he wanted to visit his bereaved
mother. Rabin not only approved the request but ordered three more
soldiers to join Tepper. At nightfall, the four men made their way down
steep slopes and tortuous arroyos, quietly slipped by an enemy patrol and
finally reached kibbutz Hulda in the plain.

The kibbutz members were stunned. It turned out that following some
recent battles the Israeli forces had gained control over a strip of land
between Hulda and the approaches to Jerusalem, west of Latrun and
concealed from the enemy’s eyes by a mountain ridge. This discovery was
almost unbelievable: there might be a chance to develop an alternative road
to Jerusalem that would bypass the deadly Latrun fortress.

A few days later, 150 soldiers reached Jerusalem by the new route; they
were the first reinforcements to Rabin’s Harel Brigade. Yet the IDF did not
need a footpath but a real road for the transport of weapons to the besieged
city. The front commander, General David Marcus, decided to try reaching



Jerusalem from the plain by jeep. Marcus, tall, jovial and smart, was an
American colonel, a Brooklyn boy who had graduated from West Point and
law school. He had volunteered for the U.S. Army during World War Two
and parachuted over occupied Normandy on D Day with the 101st Airborne
Division. He became a Zionist after witnessing the horrors of the German
death camps. The Jewish people, he thought, while preparing legal briefs
for the Nuremberg trials, must have a homeland. As a volunteer again, he
had come to fight in Israel’s Independence War under the pseudonym
Mickey Stone and had been appointed by Ben-Gurion as the first Israeli
general. Now a senior officer in the IDF, he shared Ben-Gurion’s thoughts
about the importance of saving Jerusalem.

One night he set out from the plain on a jeep with two Harel officers,
Gavrush Rapoport from kibbutz Beit Alfa and Amos Horev, a future
general. The jeep slowly advanced through the gullies and up the hills, and
the three officers discovered a route connecting with the Deer Path, a steep,
sinuous trail that led to the Jerusalem road, far beyond the reach of Latrun
fortress. Horev and Gavrush repeated their trip the following night, and
after an exhausting three-hour drive suddenly bumped into another jeep that
came from Jerusalem, carrying two other Harel officers. They joyfully
hugged their comrades; they had proved that it was possible to reach
Jerusalem from the plain by jeep!

After several failures and mishaps, jeeps started moving along the new
trail and even brought heavy mortars to Jerusalem. To shorten the process,
the jeeps would bring their load to a rendezvous point with trucks coming
from Jerusalem and transfer the food and the equipment. On their way back
the jeeps brought wounded soldiers and civilians from Jerusalem to the
plain. But it soon became clear that the jeeps could not transport enough
food to the Jerusalem civilian population, which suffered from acute
hunger. The city military governor, Dov (Bernard) Joseph, dispatched
desperate requests for food, water and fuel.

The engineering department of the Seventh Brigade, using all the heavy
equipment it could find, started to build a real road, where trucks could
pass, but the Achilles’ heel of that enterprise was the sheer Beth Sussin
slope, where a four-hundred-foot abrupt drop separated two road portions.

At Ben-Gurion’s order hundreds of porters were mobilized—some of
them from Tel Aviv and some—about two hundred—volunteers from



Jerusalem, who each carried a load of twenty kilograms of flour, sugar and
other vital products; night after night they climbed the steep slopes and
brought the food to Jerusalem. The army also tried to use some mules and
three camels, but those were not very helpful.

Time was running out, and Ben-Gurion ordered an all-out engineering
offensive against the treacherous Beth Sussin slope. Every piece of
equipment that could be found in Israel—bulldozers, tractors, compressors
—was brought to the site. Israel’s major construction company, Solel
Boneh, sent over its best engineers and workers. Expert stonecutters from
Jerusalem were also mobilized, and the roadwork continued day and night.
The feverish road paving was not only a technical endeavor but also a
heroic operation: hundreds of soldiers and volunteers carried heavy loads
on their backs, climbed the slopes, pushed or towed trucks and equipment.
Jerusalem’s chief rabbi, Yitzhak Hal.evi Herzog, authorized work on the
road on the Sabbath and even called it “a great mitzvah [a good deed].”

Nevertheless, the only way to vanquish the steep hill rising over the
heads of the workers was to quarry into the rock a succession of serpentines
—snakelike paths that would enable the trucks to reach the top.

Suddenly, one night, explosions rocked the Jerusalem Hills, and a
murderous shelling swept the new road site. The Arab Legion had detected
the feverish activity close to its positions; it ignored what the Israelis were
doing there, but started an intense bombardment of the area. The legion
batteries relentlessly shelled the site and fired on the IDF soldiers and
volunteers, who suffered heavy losses. Egyptian Spitfire planes also strafed
and bombed the area several times.

Yet the work continued in a race against the clock. In a few days the UN
would announce a temporary truce that would freeze all activities on the
ground. Building or paving roads was forbidden as long as the truce was in
effect. If the road to Jerusalem was not open, the city would remain
besieged for the duration of the truce and probably would collapse even
before the fighting resumed. If Israel wanted to continue supplying
Jerusalem during the truce, it had first to prove to the United Nations that
there was a road to Jerusalem entirely controlled by the IDF.

Forty-eight hours before the cease-fire, the road workers were stunned
to see a group of foreign correspondents visiting their construction site.
They had been led to the new road by Israeli press officers. Unwittingly, the



journalists became of tremendous help to Israel. Their reports in the world
press that Israel had secretly built an alternative road to Jerusalem were
proof that the city was not under siege anymore.

The New York Herald Tribune star reporter Kenneth Bilby called the
new road Burma Road, after the highway built in the years 1937 to 1938
between Burma and China that provided supplies to the Chinese Army in
spite of the Japanese blockade.

The Israeli Burma Road was completed on the night before the truce
began, on June 11, 1948. The work, however, quietly continued till July 14,
when the UN observers visited the site and saw the Israeli trucks climbing
all the way to Jerusalem. Later, when the Burma Road was paved and
officially inaugurated, it was renamed the Road of Valor.

The Burma Road being built behind the back of the Jordanian Legion.
Hans Pinn, GPO (Israel’s Government Press Office)

David Marcus, who had contributed so much to the Road of Valor, did
not live to see it completed. Unable to sleep on the night before the truce
began, he wrapped himself in a sheet and took a walk beyond the perimeter
of his advanced command post. A sentry mistook the white-robed figure for
an enemy. He shouted at the man in white, asking for that night’s password.



Marcus failed to identify himself with the password, and the sentry fired at
him, one single shot. Marcus collapsed, fatally wounded. His coffin was
flown to the U.S. and buried with full military honors. A little-known IDF
officer, his left eye covered with a black patch, escorted Marcus’s coffin to
New York. He was named Major Moshe Dayan.

Years later, Marcus’s story would be made into a film, Cast a Giant
Shadow.

A few hours before the truce began, the trucks rolled on Burma Road,
and Jerusalem was saved.

YITZHAK NAVON, LATER ISRAEI’S FIFTH
PRESIDENT

“During the siege of Jerusalem, I was the head of Intelligence’s Arabic
division. With the outbreak of war, we could no longer use Arab agents
and had to rely mainly on monitoring our enemies’ phone
conversations. Thus, for example, when our fighters—among them
future generals Dado Elazar and Raful Eitan—were about to retreat
from the San Simon Monastery, in the Katamon neighborhood, we
overheard a transmission from the Arab commander announcing that
his soldiers were exhausted and he had decided to withdraw. As a
result, we took control of Katamon. A similar thing happened to us at
Allenby Camp. By contrast, when we picked up a discussion about a
plan to set a trap for the Bloc Etzion relief convoy (the Bloc is a cluster
of Jewish settlements south of Jerusalem), we passed it on to the
military staff; but they didn’t take us into account, and the convoy
departed. On its way back, it was attacked by the Arabs at Nebi
Daniel, with lethal consequences. I then resigned my position—what’s
the use of intelligence if it isn’t exploited?—but they convinced me to
stay.

“There was great hardship during the siege. The governor of
Jerusalem, Dov Joseph, informed the government that the city’s entire
stock was five days’ margarine, four days’ noodles and ten days’ dried
meat. He introduced rationing—two hundred grams of bread per day
for adults (plus an egg for children), fifty grams of margarine per
week, one tin of sardines every other week, one hundred grams of



legumes, fifty grams of sugar and fifty grams of rice. We also ate
mallow (malva), which I would pick in a field, and we made soup from
grass. Water was distributed in measuring cups.

“And then they broke through on the Burma Road!

“One day, I went down to Tel Aviv on the Burma Road for an
interrogation of prisoners. And, to my surprise, I was able to buy
candles and matches and sardines—as much as I wanted. Sardines:
what a feast!”



The Independence War is crowned with an Israeli victory. At the end of
1953, Prime Minister Ben-Gurion, sixty-seven, has resigned and settled in
kibbutz Sde Boker in the Negev, but in February 1955 he is convinced to

return as defense minister under Prime Minister Moshe Sharett. Ben-Gurion
accuses moderate Sharett of weakness and irresolution. This is also the

opinion of the chief of staff, forty-year-old Moshe Dayan, who is a close
ally of the director general of the defense ministry, thirty-two-year-old
Shimon Peres. The incursions of terrorists into Israel and the growing
threats of a new war publicly made by Egypt’s president Gamal Abdel
Nasser lead Ben-Gurion to adopt a tough policy toward Israel’s neighbors.

After each terrorist act Israel will now hold responsible the state from

whose soil the terrorists have come—and launch retaliatory raids against its

military bases.



CHAPTER 3
BLACK ARROW, 1955

On February 28, 1955, after nightfall, six IDF paratroopers under the

command of Captain Saadia (“Suppapo”) Elkayam crossed the border into
the Egyptian-occupied Gaza Strip. The border was not fenced—just a deep
ditch dug by tractors. Suppapo’s small advance team quietly moved
between two Egyptian army positions, but a couple of Egyptian soldiers in a
concealed ambush farther up the road opened fire on the Israelis. Suppapo
and his men killed the Egyptians with hand grenades and submachine-gun
fire and continued to advance. Very soon they were joined by a column of
paratroopers of the 890th Paratroop Battalion. At their head was an already
famous officer: Ariel (“Arik”) Sharon.

Sharon was escorted by two staff observers and his deputy, the calm,
bearded Aharon Davidi. Born in Tel Aviv, a volunteer in the Palmach
(storm units of the IDF during the Independence War) since the age of
fourteen, Davidi had been nicknamed “the coolest soldier in the army.” His
tranquillity under fire was legendary. Even in the heat of battle this former
Palmach officer would perform his duties unruffled, as if the bullets and the
grenades and the bombs were not of his concern. Nobody knew that Davidi
worked out in secret before every battle, doing physical exercises that
helped him hide his fear from his soldiers. His pockets were full of bread
and he would munch crusts during the battle, drawing calm and composure
from the food. His soldiers admired his serenity and tried to emulate him.

While Sharon and Davidi led their column into Gaza, another
paratrooper unit, led by the battle-scarred Danny Matt, crossed the border
close to kibbutz Be’eri, farther to the south. They bypassed some villages
and set an ambush on the Gaza—Rafah highway to prevent any
reinforcements from reaching Gaza.



After two hours of strenuous marching, the paratroopers stopped in an
orchard that offered a view of the railroad station and a large Egyptian
military base.

On Sharon’s order, the paratroopers charged.

Operation Black Arrow, also called the Gaza raid, was under way.

The Israeli government made the decision to launch Black Arrow after

several incidents on the Gaza border. The most recent had been an incursion
into Israel of an Egyptian intelligence-gathering detail that had collected
information, carried out several sabotage operations and murdered a civilian
close to Rehovot. When the identity of the perpetrators was exposed, the
IDF decided to deal a severe blow to the Egyptian Army.

In the last few years scores of incidents had erupted on Israel’s borders,
and many infiltrators had entered the country, stealing and murdering
civilians. The IDF had tried to retaliate with raids in enemy territory—and
failed. The names of these Arab villages and military positions had
aggregated into a long list of shame that the IDF tried to repress. Out of all
those failed operations, the fiasco that stunned IDF Head of Operations
General Moshe Dayan was the miserable failure of the Givati Brigade at the
Jordanian village Falame. On January 28, 1953, 120 soldiers attacked the
village, which was defended only by locals, shelled it with mortars and after
four and a half hours retreated without accomplishing their mission. Dayan,
furious, published a new order: “In the future, if any unit commander failed
to carry out his mission claiming that he could not overcome the enemy
force, his explanation would not be accepted unless he had suffered 50
percent casualties.”

This was a very tough order. But things did not change until Arik
Sharon entered the scene.

Arik, the son of Russian-born farmers in moshav (“cooperative village™)
Kfar Malal, was different. A born rebel, bold and tempestuous, the
handsome officer was twenty years old when he was badly wounded in the
battle of Latrun. He lay bleeding in a wheat field, watching the Arabs who
descended from the hills rushing to murder the wounded Israelis with guns
and knives. Another soldier, also wounded, grabbed Arik’s arms and
dragged him toward the Israeli lines. The other soldier had been wounded in



the jaw and couldn’t speak. The two men silently crawled across the
battlefield, while the desperate cries of their wounded comrades, left
behind, resounded in their ears. That experience had a long-lasting effect on
Sharon—in the future he would not leave a wounded soldier in the
battlefield.

After he recovered, he went back to fighting, then spent four years in
the army before becoming a student at Hebrew University in Jerusalem. But
his heart was not in it. One evening he lay in wait by the prime minister’s
office in Jerusalem, and when Moshe Dayan came out of the building he
handed him a short note: I am a student now, but I exist. If you have
operations in mind—I am ready.

Dayan remembered him from the days when he was commander of the
Northern District and Sharon his intelligence officer. One day the Jordanian
Legion had captured two IDF soldiers and refused to release them. Dayan,
back from a general staff meeting, casually asked Sharon, “Tell me, is it
possible to capture two legionnaires around here as hostages?”

“I’1l check that out, sir,” Arik had replied.

He got into a pickup truck with another officer and drove to the Sheikh
Hussein Bridge, on Jordan’s border, drew his handgun and came back with
two legionnaires. Dayan was very impressed: “I only asked if it were
possible,” he said, “and he went out and came back with two legionnaires as
if he had just gone to pick fruits in the garden.”

One evening in Jerusalem, while Arik was reading about Duke Godfrey
de Bouillon, who had led the Crusaders into Palestine in the eleventh
century, he was summoned to the office of Colonel Mishael Shaham,
commander of the Jerusalem District. Shaham asked him to assemble a
small team of irregulars, cross the border and blow up the home of the
Palestinian gang leader Mustafa Samueli in the village of Nebi Samuel.
Arik recruited a small group of comrades from the war—Shlomo Baum
from Kfar Yehezkel, Yitzhak (“Gulliver”) Ben-Menahem and Yehuda
Dayan from the university, Uzi and Yehuda Piamenta from Jerusalem,
Yoram Lavi from Kfar Malal, and Saadia, the Palmach sapper. The group
crossed the border and reached Nebi Samuel undetected. The mission was
not exactly a success—they blew up the wrong house and Samueli
survived. The Jordanians opened a murderous fire on Arik’s men, but they
retreated in an orderly way and returned home unscathed. In spite of the



failure the conclusion was clear: the men had done their best to execute
their mission. If they had been better trained, they certainly would have
succeeded.

Arik suggested to Colonel Shaham that they establish a secret unit for
special missions across the border. Moshe Dayan embraced the idea in spite
of the angry objection of his colleagues. And so, in August 1953, Unit 101
was born.

Unit 101 was to become a legend, even though it was a tiny unit that
existed barely five months. There was no mission its irregulars refused:
deep reconnaissance incursions into enemy territory, raids on terrorists in
their lairs, risky operations amid hostile crowds. One-oh-one produced a
group of warriors that inspired the entire army with a new spirit. “Three
men revolutionized the IDF,” a 101 veteran told us. “The commander who
pushed the change from above and believed in it—Moshe Dayan; the
officer who initiated operations, conceived and proposed, and relentlessly
sought combat with the enemy—Arik Sharon; and the fighter who invented
new methods and was a teacher to all of us in his tactical planning—Meir
Har-Zion.”

Meir (“Har”) Har-Zion was a young, fearless kibbutz member with
extraordinary scouting instincts, a creative mind and an apparently limitless
knowledge of the geography of Israel and Palestine. At the age of seventeen
he had been captured by the Syrian Army while hiking with his sister
Shoshana north of the Lake of Tiberias; after his release, he had crossed the
Jordanian border with a female friend and visited the magnificent ancient
city of Petra, in spite of the Jordanian patrols that shot fourteen other Israeli
adventurers in the 1950s.

Meir joined the army and was recruited by Sharon. With his friend
Shimon (“Katcha”) Kahaner and a few other comrades he carried out
several daring incursions into neighboring countries. One of their night
missions was to reach Hebron by foot, twenty-one kilometers from the
Israeli border, kill three terrorists, blow up their house and retreat—another
twenty-one kilometers. The mission was a success, but on their way back
the 101 fighters clashed with a large unit of the Jordanian National Guard.
Meir attacked the Jordanians, killed their commander and led his friends
back to Israel, carrying the slain Jordanian officer’s handgun.



Sharon and Har-Zion were considered heroes but they also had their
questionable sides. Ben-Gurion considered Sharon one of the greatest
warriors of Israel but repeatedly noted in his diary that Sharon “is not
telling the truth,” an accusation that was shared by many senior officers.

Meir Har-Zion, too, had attracted scathing accusations by civilian and
military leaders for an act of personal vengeance carried out in enemy
territory. His beloved sister Shoshana was captured and murdered with her
boyfriend by Bedouins while trekking across the Jordanian border. Meir and
three of his comrades crossed the border, caught the five murderers and
killed four of them, sending the fifth to tell his tribe about the vendetta.
Ben-Gurion had Meir Har-Zion arrested on his return, and he was expelled
from the army for six months.

At the end of 1953, Moshe Dayan was appointed chief of staff of the
IDF. Soon after, 101 merged with the paratroopers, and Sharon became their
commander.

And that February night in 1955, he led his paratroopers into Gaza.

Sharon distributed the missions to his officers. Force B would secure the

route of entry and exit of the soldiers to and from the Gaza Strip. Force C,
the 101 veterans commanded by Danny Matt, would ambush any
reinforcements coming from Rafah. Force D, led by a young officer named
Motta Gur, would attack the railway station. Another unit of twenty
paratroopers would serve as Arik’s reserve.

Force A, charged with the major task—attack and destroy the Egyptian
base—was under Suppapo’s command. Suppapo was a brave officer, a
younger version of Sharon. He was a warhorse, always volunteering for the
most dangerous missions. Battle scars were scattered all over his body, but
he kept joking, “The bullet that would kill me has not been made yet.” His
A company was always charged with the most dangerous missions. A few
weeks before, when Arik had decided to send Motta Gur’s D Company on a
raid to Beth Zurif, in the Hebron hills, instead of A Company, Suppapo
burst into tears and didn’t speak to Motta for several days.

But that night Suppapo was delighted. Arik had instructed him to
capture the Egyptian base and blow up its main structures. That very
morning Danny Matt had met Suppapo and his young bride in Tel Aviv.



They were on their way to receive the keys to their new apartment, Suppapo
revealed proudly.

He now led the charge of his men but made a fatal mistake. He mistook
a water-pumping facility, surrounded by army tents and positions, for the
enemy base. The Egyptians at the facility opened automatic fire on the
attackers. After a short firefight, the paratroopers captured the camp.

Suddenly, shots were heard and bullets rained on the paratroopers from
the dark compound across the road. The soldiers heard Davidi’s voice:
“Suppapo, that’s a mistake! The camp is on your right!”

Suppapo realized his mistake and darted toward the gate of the
compound, followed by two of his men. The enemy’s fire increased.

A bullet hit Suppapo’s eye and exited through his forehead. A platoon
commander, Lieutenant Uzi Eilam, dragged Suppapo’s body to a ditch
beside the road, where some of the wounded lay. Uzi himself had been
wounded; a bullet had shattered his hand, but he kept fighting.

The heavy machine guns kept firing. Company A was dispersed and
confused. A feeling of defeat started spreading among the men.

Suddenly Davidi appeared beside them, calmly walking on the road as
if the Egyptian bullets were not flying around him. He stood by a
eucalyptus tree, exposed to the enemy’s fire. Uzi jumped up and stood by
him.

“What’s going on, Uzi?” Davidi asked evenly.

“Suppapo was killed and we have quite a few wounded.”

“Where are they firing from?” Davidi asked.

Uzi pointed: “From here and from there.”

Davidi and Uzi threw hand grenades on the Egyptian positions, and one
of the soldiers blew up the closest machine-gun nest. Davidi assembled the
company and Uzi shouted loudly,“Those of my men who are unhurt—
follow me!” He and four of his men found a hole in the camp fence and
entered. A paratrooper was killed, but Uzi surprised the Egyptians from the
back, blasting their positions one after the other. Several Egyptians were
killed while others escaped. In a matter of minutes the paratroopers
conquered the entire compound. The battalion sapper led the “porters,”
laden with explosives, into the camp, and soon all the buildings were blown
up. Davidi had Suppapo’s men prepare stretchers for the wounded and the



dead. Breaching his legendary calm Davidi called out to the men,
“Company A lions! Carry on as you did so far. Go on like tigers!”

South of the compound, four Egyptian military trucks came from Rafah,
carrying reinforcements. Danny Matt’s men were ready. When the first
truck approached, Katcha jumped on it and squeezed his trigger into the
driver’s cabin. The vehicle stopped and the paratroopers attacked the
Egyptians with submachine guns and hand grenades. Another man jumped
on the canvas top of the truck and fired long bursts on the Egyptians below.
The other trucks stopped, and the Egyptian soldiers ran into the fields,
firing at the Israelis from afar but not daring to approach.

One after the other the paratroopers’ companies returned toward the
border, carrying their eight dead and twenty wounded comrades. Sharon
radioed, “We are on our way back, we are very heavy.” The staff officers
who waited for him didn’t understand, but his wife, Margalit (“Gali”), who
had come to take care of the wounded, understood that they were heavy
with casualties. Many of the wounded were carried on improvised stretchers
made of rifles and shirts. At the last moment, after he had crossed a large
gully and was approaching the border, Uzi heard that one of the wounded
had been left behind. He ran back, found the abandoned Major Michael
Karten, a staff observer, and carried him on his shoulders to Israel. He did
not know that Karten was already dead.

The Egyptians had thirty-six dead and twenty-eight wounded. Twenty-
two of them had been killed by Danny Matt’s men.

Following the battle Moshe Dayan awarded the Medal of Valor to three
of the fighters: Uzi Eilam, Aharon Davidi and the late Suppapo.

A week after the battle Ben-Gurion visited the paratroopers’ base,
watched their parade and spoke to them. He called them “trailblazers”—the
volunteers who march ahead of the nation.



Legendary paratroopers and commanders. Standing, from right to left: Assaf Simhoni, Moshe Efron,
Danny Matt, Moshe Dayan, Ariel Sharon, Meir Har-Zion. Crouching: Rafael Eitan, Yaakov Yaakov,
Aharon Davidi.

Abraham Vered, Bamachane, IDF (Israeli Defense Forces) archives

Black Arrow inaugurated the era of night retaliation raids. From then
on, the IDF would respond to acts of murder and sabotage carried out by the
paramilitary Arab infiltrators—called “fedayeen”—with attacks on the
enemy’s army bases and military targets. This mission started a vicious
cycle of terrorist acts and reprisal raids that continued up to the Sinai
campaign of 1956.

Ben-Gurion explained forcefully to a reporter, “These raids also have a
moral and educational purpose. These Jews [whose settlements are close to
the border] come from Iraq, Kurdistan, North Africa. . . . There their blood
was free. . . . Here we have to reassure them that the Jewish people has a
state and an army, and their life and property have a price. We have to make
them stand tall, instill in them a feeling of independence and pride, for they
are citizens of a sovereign nation that is responsible for their lives and
safety.”



UZI EILAM, LATER DIRECTOR GENERAL OF THE
ISRAELI ATOMIC ENERGY COMMISSION

“When Suppapo was killed, I was thirty feet away. Suddenly, Davidi
appeared next to me, strolling calmly under heavy fire. I stood next to
him—it wasn’t pleasant sitting when the deputy battalion commander
was standing. I learned from him to stay calm and controlled during
every battle. This gives tremendous confidence to people, who believe
that you know exactly what you want and where you’re going.

“I decided to attack with four soldiers, the only ones from my unit
who weren’t wounded. We cut through the fence and cleaned out the
base from behind. Eventually, with just one other soldier, I reached the
command building. There were two platoons of Egyptian soldiers
there, and a portion of them fled. Then I informed Davidi that it was
possible to blow it up; the battalion’s sappers arrived and we blew up
the two buildings, and also the water-pumping facility.

“After the operation, I was in the hospital for a series of surgeries
on my hand, and I was sent to a rehabilitation center. I escaped, and
during the Husan action [a retaliatory raid] I was in a Piper Cub flying
over the troops. I also flew in a Piper during the Qalqilya raid. On the
eve of the Sinai campaign [ was appointed company commander with
Motta, and the doctor finally cut off my cast.

“Two months after the Sinai campaign I was discharged. Three
years later, when I got married, I left the kibbutz. They were very
angry with me, and ‘forgave’ me only after I took part in the liberation
of Jerusalem during the Six Day War.”



PART TWO

The Sinai Campaign



In the fall of 1955, Egypt signs a formidable arms deal with
Czechoslovakia, acting as a proxy for the Soviet Union. Egypt will receive
hundreds of jet fighters and bombers, tanks, cannons, and other weapons
with which it can wipe Israel off the map. In response, Ben-Gurion wants to
launch a preemptive war against Egypt. In July 1956, Egyptian president
Nasser nationalizes the Suez Canal, and Israel suddenly finds two major
allies for an attack on Egypt—France and Great Britain—who want to take
over the canal and dethrone Nasser. A secret deal among the three nations is
reached in October 1956—they will launch an attack on Egypt.



CHAPTER 4
“BRING DOWN THIS PLANE!” 1956

Ona pitch-black night in October 1956, the Israeli Air Force pilot Yoash

(“Chatto”) Tzidon took off on the commands of his Meteor 13 night fighter,
a sleek British-made jet, its black nose cone carrying a rounded radar
device.

Chatto knew that his dangerous mission was crucial for the outcome of
Israel’s next war. Accompanying him in his Meteor was the navigator
Elyashiv (“Shibi”) Brosh. The pair knew that their assignment, if it
succeeded, would stay top-secret for decades to come. Chatto also already
knew that, the next day, October 29, Israel would launch its attack on
Egypt. Ironically, his squadron, nicknamed “the Bat,” hadn’t been assigned
a significant role; yet somehow, now, at the last minute, it had been tasked
with Operation Rooster.
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Chatto Tzidon’s Meteor nightfighter.
Air Force Journal (AF Archive)

Chatto was accustomed to dangerous assignments. A fighter in the
Palmach from the age of seventeen, he had served in a naval unit, departing
for Europe in mid-1945 as a founder of the Gideons, an underground group
of wireless operators that ran the communications network among the Aliya
Bet (illegal immigration to pre-state Israel) command in Europe, illegal-
immigrant camps, ships at sea and the Aliya Bet headquarters. He had
escorted illegal immigrant ships, established a secret wireless station at a
detention camp in Cyprus and participated in a sabotage mission against the
British vessel Ocean Vigour, which was involved in expelling illegal Jewish
immigrants. In Cyprus he met a nurse from Israel, Raisa Sharira, whom he
made his wife. During the War of Independence, Chatto would command a
military convoy to Jerusalem and, at the fighting’s conclusion, would enroll
in the first pilot-training program in Israel.

As a combat pilot, he had made the transition to jet aircraft, and in 1955
was assigned to train a squadron of “night-fighter all-weather” jets. He
called the squadron Zero Visibility.

In the last week of October 1956, Chatto was urgently recalled from
England, where he was completing his training for nighttime dog fights. In
Israel, his superiors informed him, in total secrecy, of the upcoming Sinai
campaign, or Operation Kadesh. “In a couple of days,” they said, “we’ll be
at war.”

On October 28, Chatto was transferred to the Tel Nof airbase, closer to
the future theater of war. It was there, at 2:00 pm., that he was urgently
summoned to the IAF headquarters in Ramleh. The air force command
dispatched a Piper plane to Tel Nof to bring him immediately, even though
the trip from Tel Nof to Ramleh lasted barely twenty minutes by car. The
head of the Air Department, Colonel Shlomo Lahat, locked the door of his
office and explained the assignment to Chatto.

Lahat spoke succinctly, after swearing Chatto to secrecy. “You know,”
he said, “that a joint command treaty was recently signed by Egypt, Jordan
and Syria. We have learned that the Egyptian and Syrian military chiefs of
staff are now conducting talks in Damascus. All the senior staff of the
Egyptian Army, Navy and Air Force is participating in the discussions,



which are run by Marshal Abdel Hakim Amer, chief of staff of the Egyptian
Army.

”Trusted intelligence sources,” Lahat added, “report that the Egyptian
delegation will return to Cairo tonight on a Soviet-made plane, Ilyushin 1I-
14.

“Your mission,” Lahat told Chatto, “is to bring down the plane.”

Chatto understood the tremendous significance of the assignment. If he
shot down the plane, the Egyptian armed forces would be left without a
military staff and a supreme commander on the eve of a war. The outcome
of the entire conflict might hinge on his success.

Lahat expected that the Egyptian plane would choose a flight path far
from Israel, outside the range of its fighter planes. He proposed that Chatto
take off in his own aircraft and circle above Damascus while he waited for
the Egyptian Ilyushin to take flight.

Chatto disagreed. “If they discover my presence, I could get in trouble
with their interceptors. Or my fuel tanks could run out before they’ve even
taken off.”

Lahat asked what he proposed instead.

Chatto knew that the up-to-the-minute information would be reported
by the IDF special units listening to the Egyptian-Syrian communication
channel. “Call me half an hour after takeoff,” Tzidon said, “when the plane
is over the Mediterranean, in range of our radar.”

Lahat looked at him in surprise. “Do whatever you think is best,” he
eventually said.

The Piper jet brought Chatto promptly to Ramat David airbase, where
he had parked his Meteor. Shibi Brosh, the navigator, was already there.
The pair prepped the plane, even conducting a nighttime test flight. Chatto
knew that his principal problem was that the Ilyushin 11-14 was a relatively
slow piston aircraft, and that his own Meteor was fast. To hit the Ilyushin,
he would need to slow his plane down as much as possible—to landing
speed or even less; but at such a speed, his aircraft might stall with its nose
upward, and then dive and crash. An idea came to him about how to
overcome the problem—by partially lowering the landing flaps, which he
practiced midair.

Night fell. The call came several hours after dinner. Chatto, with nerves
of steel, had even managed to sleep for about thirty minutes, when, at ten-



thirty, he was awakened. The Egyptian plane had taken off from Damascus,
he was told, and it had turned toward the sea in a wide arc. It was
somewhere at the edge of the Meteor’s range of action, advancing toward
Egypt at a height of ten thousand feet, or thirty-two hundred meters.

At 10:45, Chatto and Shibi took off into the night. All of Israel was
dark; there wasn’t a trace of moon in the sky. Chatto had never seen such
darkness.

The Meteor advanced through the total blackness, with the cockpit
faintly illuminated by infrared light so that the pilot’s and navigator’s night
vision wouldn’t be diminished. On the two-way radio, Chatto listened to the
flight controllers on the ground, identifying among them the serene,
restrained voice of Dan Tolkovsky, the IAF commander.

Then the first glitch occurred: Chatto discovered that the fuel in the
detachable tanks wasn’t transferring into the main tanks. The plane had
taken off with two reserve wing tanks, each containing 350 liters of fuel,
and Chatto realized, just like that, that he had lost seven hundred liters.
With no other choice, he detached the reserve tanks from the wings and
dumped them into the sea. A short time later, he heard Shibi’s excited voice
on the internal two-way radio: “Contact! Contact! Contact!”

“Contact!” Chatto radioed to the ground controller.

Shibi sent him precise instructions: “Boogie [unidentified plane] at two
o’clock! Same altitude, three miles away, straight forward, moving to three
o’clock, now moving to four o’clock, taking a hard right. Lower your
speed! Pay attention, you’re closing in fast!”

Chatto couldn’t see a thing, but he followed Shibi’s instructions to the
letter, not cluing him in to the problem that would arise when he needed to
bring his own speed into line with that of the slow transport plane.

“Eleven o’clock,” Shibi continued. “Descend five hundred. Lower your
speed. Distance: seven hundred feet.”

Chatto strained to see. At first, it appeared that he could make out the
Egyptian plane’s silhouette; then he discerned a “faint, hesitant” flame
emitting from the pipes of the piston engines.

“Eye contact,” he reported to ground control.

Tolkovsky’s voice echoed in his earphones. “I want a confirmed ID of
the vessel whose outline you’ve observed. Confirmed beyond a shadow of a



doubt. Understood?” The air force commander wanted to avoid any mistake
that might unnecessarily cost human lives.

Chatto was now behind the Egyptian plane. Out of the corner of his eye,
he spotted its exhaust pipe and maneuvered left, until he could discern the
stronger light of the passenger windows. He approached the Egyptian plane,
coming to it “nothing less than wing to wing.”

Gradually, the silhouette of the entire plane became perceptible. The
shape of the windows in the passenger section resembled those of windows
on a Dakota aircraft, but the cockpit windows were bigger, a feature unique
to the Ilyushin 11-14. Chatto could also identify the shape of the Ilyushin’s
tail.

As he approached the windows, he could make out people in military
uniforms walking in the aisle between the seats. Those in the seats also
appeared to be wearing uniforms. Flying in close to the Ilyushin had cost
him at least ten minutes of fuel, but it had been necessary to confirm the
initial identification.

“I confirm ID,” he radioed to ground control.

“You are authorized to open fire only if you have no doubt whatsoever,”
Tolkovsky instructed.

The moment had arrived to test the maneuver Chatto had attempted
earlier. He lowered the landing flaps by a third, thereby preventing a stall.

“Firing,” he announced into the two-way radio, and pressed the trigger.

Two malfunctions immediately occurred. Someone had loaded the
cannons with munitions that included tracing bullets, which, for a moment,
blinded him. The second glitch was a blockage in the cannon on the right,
which brought about the same effect as an engine breakdown. The Meteor
went into a spin, but Chatto regained control and steadied it. Although the
Ilyushin had been darkened, he hadn’t lost it, and he could see a flame that
flickered from the left-side engine. He reported the hit.

“Finish it off, at any cost,” Tolkovsky’s voice commanded. “I repeat: at
any cost!” Chatto knew that if the plane wasn’t brought down right now,
Israel would lose the surprise factor during its attack on Egypt the following
day.

The Ilyushin was now flying with one engine, much slower than the
Meteor’s landing speed. Firing again—with unequal kickback from the
cannons, now that one was blocked—would surely throw the Meteor into a



spin. Chatto again lowered the landing flaps, increased the power of the
engines, and lurched at the Ilyushin. Suddenly another danger materialized:
a collision with the Egyptian plane.

Chatto put this fear out of his mind and sped toward the Ilyushin. When
he came within fifty meters of it, he heard Shibi shout, “Change course!
Change course! We’re going to hit it. I see it on both sides of the cockpit.”

Shibi’s command probably saved them both. At the last second, Chatto
squeezed the trigger and suddenly found himself “in the midst of hellfire.”

His shells exploded into the Ilyushin, barely a few feet from the muzzle
of the Meteor’s cannon. Fire engulfed the Egyptian plane, shooting across it
at the same instant that an explosion transformed it into a fireball. Flaming
parts flew past the Meteor. The burning Egyptian plane spun and dived—
and, because of uneven kickback from its own blocked cannon, so did the
Meteor. Both planes plunged. “A fireball and a darkened plane spun one
beside the other, and one above the other,” Chatto later wrote, “both out of
control, as if performing a sickening, surreal dance.”

At the last moment, Chatto was able to exit the spin, at an altitude
estimated at between 150 and three hundred meters. Simultaneously, he saw
the Ilyushin smash and explode into the waves of the Mediterranean.

Chatto climbed to fifteen thousand feet and reported, “Accomplished!”

Tolkovsky wanted to be sure. “You saw it crash?”

“Affirmative. It crashed.” Chatto then looked at the fuel gauge and was
horrified. “I’m low on fuel—very low. Give me directions to the closest
base.”

He had no idea where he was. The sole radar that located the Meteor
was an aircraft battery device on the Hatzor airbase. The battery’s
commander took it upon himself to direct “the Bat” to the landing strip.

“I’1l fly in this direction as long as I have fuel,” Chatto radioed.

“You think you can make it?” The controller’s voice sounded dubious.

Chatto attempted to keep things light. “I poured the fluid from Shibi’s
cigarette lighter into the fuel tank.”

Tolkovsky cut him off: “No names!”

The fuel gauge dropped to zero. One minute, two minutes, three . . .
Suddenly, Chatto could make out the lights of the Hatzor runway, which
had been illuminated for him despite the blackout. The plane glided toward
the landing strip, and Chatto touched down.



As the plane barreled down the runway, the engines shut off, one after
the other. The final drops of fuel had run out, but the Meteor was on the
ground.

The base’s whiz technician reached the plane first. “You did it?” he
asked.

“Yes.”

“So the war has started.”

Ezer Weizman, the base commander and a nephew of Israel’s first
president, arrived immediately.

“Congrats!” Never one to miss a chance to show off, he went on,
“Notice, it was only Hatzor that could bring you in.” He added, “They’re
waiting for you at headquarters. There’s a problem.”

At headquarters, Lahat, Tolkovsky, and Chief of Staff Moshe Dayan
were waiting for Chatto and Shibi. They shook hands.

“What’s the problem?” Chatto inquired.

“At the last minute, Amer decided not to fly on the Ilyushin. He’s going
to take off later, on a Dakota.”

The spirit of battle overcame Chatto. “If there’s time, we’ll refuel and
go out on a second run,” he offered, and Shibi nodded in agreement.

“It would be too obvious and would expose intelligence sources,”
Dayan said. “Let’s leave him be. The moment you wiped out the general
staff, you won half the war. Let’s drink to the other half.”

Dayan pulled out a bottle of wine, and everyone toasted.

The 1956 War had thus begun, yet only a handful Israelis knew.

Operation Rooster would remain top-secret for thirty-three years, with
details reaching the public only in 1989. The Egyptians never reported the
downing of the aircraft, probably because they weren’t aware that it had
been targeted; in Cairo, rumors spread that the plane had crashed close to a
desert island, and that the army senior staff was still there, awaiting rescue.

Marshal Amer, the Egyptian chief of staff at the time, would commit
suicide after the Six Day War.

YOASH (“CHATTO”) TZIDON, COMBAT PILOT

In March 1993, four years after details of Operation Rooster were
released, a young Egyptian unexpectedly reached out to Chatto



Tzidon. He was Ahmed Jaffar Nassim, the son of an adviser to
President Nasser, who had died during Chatto’s operation. The
dramatic meeting between the son and the man who had killed his
father took place at the Tel Aviv Hilton. The meeting, Chatto later said,
was “emotional but without bitterness.” Jaffar, a disabled man in a
wheelchair, wanted to know if it was true that his father had fallen into
Israeli captivity and been tortured to death after his plane made a
forced landing. Chatto clarified that there had been no forced landing,
that the operation had been one of “door-to-door service.”

Two years later, Chatto helped Jaffar Nassim gain admission for
surgery at Rambam Hospital, in Haifa. “The desire to aid him came out
of a feeling of sharing in his sorrow over his father’s death . . . as well
as the thought that my own son could have found himself in a similar
situation.”

This was just one way in which Chatto showed an unusual streak
of sensitivity toward others. His spouse, Raisa, recalls how on the eve
of the 1956 War, at a dinner at the home of friends in London, Chatto
met the sister of the hostess, an Auschwitz survivor. She was on her
way to Israel and remarked “how much she would have liked to see
Paris.”

“Why don’t you stop on your way?” Chatto asked. The woman
replied, “I have a one-year-old baby. I can’t.”

Chatto had a solution: “I’ll take the baby to Israel.”

And, just like that, he took responsibility for the little girl, caring
for and feeding her on the plane. When they stopped in Rome for a
layover, he selected an excellent hotel, entrusting the baby to the hotel
matron. The next day, he flew on with the infant to Israel. His wife was
waiting for him at the airfield. and when she saw a man in a tweed suit
with a baby in his arms, didn’t recognize him.

“How did you end up responsible for a baby?” Raisa asked.

He looked at her in surprise. “Her mother had never seen Paris,” he
said.



In October 1956, while the Soviet Union is involved in revolts in Warsaw
and Budapest against its dictatorship, and the U.S. is in the final stage of its
presidential campaign—Dwight Eisenhower is running for a second term—

Israel attacks Egypt and achieves a dramatic victory that makes Moshe

Dayan a legendary hero. The British and the French, however, fail in their

campaign to occupy the Suez Canal.



CHAPTER 5
KADESH, 1956

On Monday, October 29, 1956, at 4:59 pM., Major Rafael (“Raful”) Eitan

jumped from a Dakota plane in Western Sinai and kicked off the Kadesh
mission.

Three hundred ninety-four paratroopers jumped after him from sixteen
aircraft. They had been preceded, two hours earlier, by two Mustang aircraft
that had torn surface phone lines over Sinai with their propellers and wings,
in order to disrupt the Egyptian communications systems.

In Tel Aviv, Chief of Staff Moshe Dayan dispatched an official
communique to Kol Israel radio:

“The IDF spokesman announces that IDF forces entered and attacked
Fedayeen units at Ras el Nakeb and Kuntila and took positions in proximity
to the Suez Canal.”

The paratroopers’ drop, close to the Suez Canal, deep in Egyptian
territory, was the opening shot of the Sinai campaign and the conclusion of
a top-secret political operation with Ben-Gurion, Dayan and Peres as the
main players.

In September 1955, Israel had suffered a painful blow when the Soviet
Union, using Czechoslovakia as a proxy, concluded a huge arms deal with
Egypt. The USSR was going to supply Egypt with about 200 MiG-15 jet
fighters and Ilyushin 11-28 bombers, and training and cargo planes; 230
tanks; 200 armored troop carriers; 600 cannons; and various naval vessels
—torpedo boats, destroyers and 6 submarines. The weapons Egypt was
about to receive were of unprecedented quality and quantity. With them, the
balance of power in the Middle East could collapse, and Israel risked losing
its deterrent power, the guarantee for its existence. Another reason for
worry was the establishment of a joint Egyptian-Syrian military command.



A wave of anxiety swept Israel. She had only thirty jet fighters. The
numbers of her tanks, troop carriers and cannons were ridiculous when
compared to what Egypt was about to receive. Distraught Israelis
spontaneously donated money, jewelry and property deeds to a “defense
fund” created for the purchase of weapons. Fiery Ben-Gurion wanted to
launch an attack on Egypt immediately. Foreign Minister Moshe Sharett,
however, dovish and moderate, defeated his motion in a cabinet vote. A few
months later, Ben-Gurion hit back by removing Sharett from the cabinet
and appointing a new foreign minister—hawkish Golda Meir.

In the meantime, Shimon Peres invested tremendous effort in
establishing an alliance between France and Israel. And in spite of the
criticism, even the mockery, in government circles at home, his efforts in
France bore fruit: he succeeded in obtaining large quantities of weapons and
in establishing relations of trust and friendship with French cabinet
ministers, army officers and members of parliament. In June 1956, Israel
signed the Ge’ut (“High Tide”) deal with France for a massive supply of
weapons to Israel.

A month later, in a surprise move, Egyptian president Nasser
nationalized the Suez Canal. France and Great Britain, the main holders of
Suez Canal stock, immediately started planning a military operation against
Egypt, to bring the canal back under their power. French and British
generals debated successive invasion plans in a World War II bunker under
the Thames. Soon the French leaders realized that the British wouldn’t
attack Egypt without a solid pretext. Therefore, they turned to Israel.



The paratroopers were dropped close to the Suez Canal.
(Abraham Vered, GPO)

Shortly before sunset on October 22, 1956, several cars stopped by a
secluded villa in Sevres, a Parisian suburb. The passengers furtively slipped
into the house gates. These were French Prime Minister Guy Mollet,
Foreign Minister Christian Pineau, Defense Minister Maurice Bourges-
Maunoury, the army chief of staff, and several high-ranking generals. Their
secret guests, who had arrived by special plane, were Israeli Prime Minister
Ben-Gurion, hiding his distinctive shock of white hair under a wide-
brimmed hat; General Moshe Dayan, concealing his black eye patch under
large sunglasses; and Shimon Peres. The two delegations met in a cordial
atmosphere. Later in the evening, though, they were joined by British
Foreign Secretary Selwyn Lloyd.

With Lloyd’s arrival, a cold wind seemed to penetrate the villa. The
British foreign secretary apparently couldn’t forget that only eight years
before, Britain was still the ruler of Palestine and Ben-Gurion was its most
formidable opponent. “Britain’s Foreign Secretary may well have been a
friendly man, pleasant, charming, amiable,” Dayan wrote. “If so, he showed
near-genius in concealing these virtues. His whole demeanor expressed
distaste—for the place, the company and the topic.”



But Lloyd was there—and the most secret summit after World War II
was under way.

After a first round of talks that continued into the night, Lloyd left to
report to British Prime Minister Anthony Eden. “It seems that Lloyd didn’t
fall in love with Ben-Gurion,” Peres noted that night, “but there is no doubt
at all that this feeling was mutual from the moment they met.”

The conference continued the following day. Several ideas about an
action that could justify an Anglo-French intervention were discussed. The
various ploys were rejected, one after the other. The French and the British
suggested that Israel attack Egypt, conquer the Sinai Peninsula and create a
threat to the Suez Canal; France and Great Britain would then intervene to
“protect” the canal from the fighting forces.

But Ben-Gurion refused to launch an all-out war against Egypt, just to
provide France and Britain with a pretext; he also feared that Israel would
have to carry the brunt of such a war on her frail shoulders for several days,
perhaps a week, until the Franco-British invasion started.

The following day, while the French and the Israelis were having lunch,
General Maurice Challe, the French deputy chief of staff, asked to speak.
He suggested that the Israeli Air Force stage an attack on Be’er Sheva and
bomb the city. Egypt would be accused, and the Anglo-French forces would
intervene immediately. Ben-Gurion, his face flushed with fury, jumped from
his seat. “Israel is strong because she fights for a just cause,” he said. “I
shall not lie, either to the world public opinion or to anybody else.” In the
sepulchral silence that settled over the room Challe sat down, his face red
with embarrassment. The others buried their noses in their plates. The
conference seemed about to collapse.

And then Moshe Dayan conceived the magical formula.

Dayan, born in kibbutz Degania, raised in the cooperative village of
Nahalal, was a charismatic Israeli hero. A member of the Haganah—the
Jewish defense organization under the British mandate—he had grown up
among Nahalal’s Arab neighbors, knew them well and respected them. In
War World II he had participated in a British patrol operating against the
French Vichy forces in Lebanon. An enemy sniper’s bullet shattered his
binoculars, driving the eye piece into his left eye socket. The eye was lost
but the pirate patch that replaced it made the face of Dayan famous all over
Israel and later the world. A gifted orator, a lover of poetry, an amateur



archaeologist and a womanizer, he also was a fearless warrior. As chief of
staff he transformed the IDF into a lean, tough force and commanded the
reprisal raids against Israel’s restive enemies. Yet, he soon realized that
reprisals could not solve the growing tension between Israel and her
neighbors, especially Egypt. He supported the idea of attacking Egypt
before it mastered the massive influx of arms from the Soviet bloc and was
a willing participant in the Sevres conference.

Ben-Gurion, however, kept refusing to launch an all-out war against
Egypt. So how to start a war without starting a war? At that crucial
moment, when the entire conference depended on a solution to the pretext
dilemma, Dayan came up with a plan.

Let’s start the war from the end, Dayan said. He suggested parachuting
a small Israeli force into the Sinai, about thirty miles east of the Suez Canal,
creating an apparent threat on the waterway. France and Great Britain
would declare the canal in danger and dispatch ultimata to Egypt and Israel
to retreat to new lines, ten miles on each side of the canal. That meant that
Egypt would be asked to evacuate the entire Sinai Peninsula, allowing
Israel to conquer it and reach the vicinity of the canal. Israel would accept
the ultimatum, while Egypt would certainly reject it. That would be the
pretext for the French and the British to launch their military operation
against Egypt thirty-six hours after the Israelis.

Ben-Gurion hesitated, but after a sleepless night accepted Dayan’s plan.
When meeting with Dayan and Peres in the villa garden the following
morning, he asked Dayan to draw the projected campaign for him. Nobody
had any paper, so Peres tore his cigarette pack, and Dayan sketched on it the
Sinai Peninsula; a dotted line represented the flight of the planes that would
drop the paratroopers, and three arrows showed the main axes of the
subsequent Israeli offensive. Ben-Gurion, Dayan and Peres signed,
laughing, the small piece of cardboard, and it became the first map of the
Sinai campaign.

Back in the villa, Dayan’s plan was unanimously adopted and on
October 24 a secret agreement was signed among France, Great Britain and
Israel. On his return to Tel Aviv Ben-Gurion called a cabinet meeting. He
didn’t tell the ministers about his trip to France or the agreement they had
made, a copy of which he carried in his breast pocket. Yet, he obtained the
cabinet consent for an operation against Egypt. As always when in a state of



utter tension, Ben-Gurion fell sick with high fever. But that night
Menachem Begin, Ben-Gurion’s staunch rival, was invited to Ben-Gurion’s
home for the first time in his life. While Begin sat on a stool beside Ben-
Gurion’s cot, the Old Man described the decision to go to war, and Begin
congratulated him warmly.

On October 29, Raful Eitan and his paratroopers jumped deep behind

enemy lines, reached their destination and dug in for the night. In the wee
hours, Israeli aircraft parachuted jeeps, recoilless guns and heavy mortars.

While Raful’s men were still in the air, Arik Sharon crossed the
Egyptian border with the paratrooper brigade, riding armored troop carriers
and reinforced by AMX tanks. The column advanced through Sinai,
conquering several Egyptian fortresses in fierce battles and after thirty
hours approached Raful’s compound.

While waiting for Arik, Raful jokingly prepared a cardboard sign: Stop!
FRONTIER AHEAD! Shortly after 10:00 P.M., on October 30, the armored
column reached the sign. Davidi and Sharon, covered with fine desert dust,
jumped from their jeeps and hugged Raful. The mission was accomplished.

Or so it seemed. Sharon had other thoughts. In the last two years he had
turned the paratrooper corps into an elite commando unit that had carried
out most of the reprisal raids against Israel’s neighbors. The price had been
heavy—many of the best fighters had been killed and Meir Har-Zion
himself had almost died during the al Rahwa raid in September 1956. A
bullet had blasted his throat and he was choking to death when the unit
doctor, Maurice Ankelevitz, drew a pocketknife, stuck it in his windpipe,
performing an improvised tracheotomy under fire, and saved his life.

Yet, in spite of the wounded and the dead, the paratrooper corps was
submerged by a wave of volunteers, most of them members of kibbutz and
moshav agricultural settlements. The battalion became a brigade. Sharon,
now a lieutenant colonel, had become the best fighter in the IDF. Dayan
liked him and Ben-Gurion admired his fighting skills, even though he
criticized his integrity. On October 30, 1956, Sharon was, as always, hungry
for battle.

He had barely finished hugging Raful when he decided to conquer the
famous Mitla Pass—a winding canyon road in the nearby mountain ridge—



and be the first to reach the canal with his paratroopers.

The pass seemed to be empty of enemy forces. The day before, an
armored convoy coming from Egypt had crossed the canal and penetrated
the pass, but Israeli jets had attacked and destroyed it completely. The black
carcasses of the burned vehicles still smoked all along the Mitla road.

Sharon sent a radio message, asking permission to take the Mitla Pass.
But the General Staff radioed him a clear order: “Don’t advance, stay where
you are.” Sharon, Raful and the other commanders didn’t know that the
goal of the paratroopers’ drop at the Mitla approaches was not fighting or
conquering, but to serve as a pretext for the Anglo-French intervention.

In the early morning another message arrived from the staff: “Do not
advance!” But Arik did not give up. At 11:00 AM. Colonel Rehavam
(“Gandhi”) Ze’evi, the Southern Command chief of staff, arrived at the
compound in a light Piper Cub plane. Arik again requested permission to
enter Mitla, but Gandhi allowed him only to send a patrol to the pass, on the
condition that he wouldn’t get entangled in fighting.

Arik immediately assembled a “patrol team” under the command of
Motta Gur. At the head of the column Arik placed six half-tracks; behind
them the half-track of the tanks force commander Zvi Dahab and Danny
Matt; then three tanks; then the brigade deputy commander, Haka Hofi’s,
half-track; six more half-tracks full of paratroopers; a battery of heavy 120-
millimeter mortars; and several equipment-carrying trucks. The paratrooper
commando joined the column not as fighters but as tourists who came to
enjoy the trip to the canal. Davidi made a funny hat out of a newspaper, to
protect himself from the sun.

And Arik called all this battalion-sized convoy a “patrol.”

At 12:30 pM. the convoy entered the pass. They quickly advanced in the
narrow canyon, between two towering mounts.

And there the Egyptians were waiting.

Hundreds of Egyptian soldiers were entrenched in dugouts, natural caves

in the rock and behind low stone fences. On the roadside, camouflaged by
bushes and bales of thorns, stood armored cars carrying Bren machine guns.
Companies of soldiers were positioned above them, armed with bazookas,
recoilless guns, anti-tank guns and midsized machine guns. And on a third



line above, in positions and cubbyholes in the rock, lay soldiers armed with
rifles and automatic weapons.

At twelve-fifty, the half-tracks advancing in the pass were hit by a lethal
volley of bullets and shells. A hail of bullets drummed on the half-tracks’
armored plates. The first half-track swayed to and fro and stopped, its
commander and driver dead; the other soldiers, some of them wounded,
jumped off the vehicle and tried to find cover.

Motta Gur’s half-track was about 150 yards behind. He ordered his men
to advance toward the damaged vehicle. Three half-tracks reached the
immobile vehicle and were hit too. Motta got around them and tried to
escape the ambush, but he was hit as well. He and his men sought refuge in
a shallow ditch beside the road.

Haka, who was in the middle of the column, realized that his men had
blundered into a deadly ambush. He ordered Davidi to get back and stop the
vehicles that had not entered the pass yet. Davidi unloaded the mortars and
opened fire on the hills. Haka himself broke through the enemy lines with a
company and two tanks. The armored vehicles bypassed the stuck half-
tracks and emerged on the other side of the pass, two kilometers down the
road.

Mitla, full of burned, smoldering vehicles from the Egyptian convoy
from the day before, now became a killing field for the paratroopers. Four
Egyptian Meteor jets dived toward the column, blew up eight trucks
carrying fuel and ammunition, and hit several heavy mortars.

Motta sent an urgent message to Haka, asking him to come back into the
pass and rescue the trapped soldiers. He also requested from Davidi that
Micha Kapusta’s commando should attack the Egyptian positions from
behind.

Micha’s commando—the finest paratrooper unit—climbed to the tops of
the hills. His platoon commanders started moving down the northern slope,
annihilating the Egyptian positions. But at this point a terrible
misunderstanding occurred.

The commando fighters that destroyed the enemy positions on the
northern slope clearly saw the road. They didn’t notice that the slope turned
to a sheer drop almost at their feet, and most of the Egyptians were
entrenched there. They also failed to notice other Egyptian positions that
were located on the southern slope, across the road.



Suddenly, Micha’s men were hit by a hail of bullets and missiles from
the southern slope. Micha thought that the trapped paratroopers by the road
were firing at him. Furious, he yelled at Davidi on his radio to make
Motta’s people stop firing, while Motta, who couldn’t see the enemy
positions on the southern slope that were firing at the commando, did not
understand why Micha didn’t continue his advance.

These were tragic moments. “Go! Attack!” Davidi yelled at Micha,
while Micha saw his men falling. The paratroopers dashed forward under
heavy fire. Some reached the edge of the rocky drop without noticing it and
rolled down, in full sight of the Egyptians, who shot them.

Facing heavy fire, Micha decided to retreat to a nearby hill. But another
Israeli company appeared on top of that hill and mistakenly started firing on
Micha’s men. Micha’s fury and pain echoed in the walkie-talkies. His
soldiers were fired at from all sides, by Egyptians and by Israelis.

At last Davidi understood the mix-up that had caused Motta’s and
Micha’s contradictory reports. He made a fateful decision: send a jeep that
would attract the enemy fire into the pass. Davidi’s observers would then
locate the sources of the Egyptian fire.

For that mission he needed a volunteer who would be ready to sacrifice
his life.

“Who volunteers to get to Motta?” he asked.

Several men jumped right away. Davidi chose Ken-Dror, his own driver.

Ken-Dror knew he was going to his death. He started the jeep and sped
to the pass, immediately becoming the target of heavy fire. The jeep was
crushed and Ken-Dror collapsed beside it. His sacrifice was in vain. Motta
and Micha didn’t succeed in pinpointing the sources of enemy fire.

Davidi sent a half-track with four soldiers and a lieutenant to the pass.
The carrier reached Motta, loaded some wounded soldiers and returned,
unharmed.

And the sources of the shooting still were not discovered.

Davidi again ordered Micha to storm the Egyptian positions. His
soldiers ran again down the slope. Another platoon was hit by crossfire
from the southern hill. And Micha suddenly saw the abrupt drop at his feet
and understood where the Egyptian positions were.

At that moment he was shot. A bullet pierced his chest, he lost his
breath and he felt he was going to die.



“Dovik!” he shouted at his deputy. “Take over!”

A bullet hit Dovik in the head. The two wounded men started crawling
up the hill. In front of them they saw other paratroopers. They feared their
comrades would shoot them by mistake. “Davidi! Davidi” they shouted
hoarsely.

At 5:00 pM. a rumble of tanks suddenly echoed in the narrow canyon.
Haka’s two tanks returned from the western exit of the pass and turned the
tide. They first set their guns toward the southern hill and blasted many of
the enemy positions. Egyptian soldiers started fleeing in a disorderly way
but were mown down by the paratroopers’ machine guns. Simultaneously,
two paratrooper companies reached the crests of the two ridges rising on
both sides of the road. They came from the western entrance to the pass and
systematically mopped up the Egyptian positions. They agreed that their
finishing line would be a burning Egyptian half-track in the center of the
canyon. Other fighters would come from the east and destroy the remaining
enemy positions on the northern and southern hills.

At nightfall fifty paratroopers scaled the hills—half of them,
commanded by a twice-decorated veteran, Oved Ladijanski, turned to the
southern ridge; the other half, under the leadership of a slim and soft-
spoken kibbutz member, Levi Hofesh, attacked the northern one. Their goal
was to reach the burning half-track with no Egyptian soldier left behind.

Oved’s unit moved up the hill in silence, holding their fire. They
reached a fortified machine gun position, hewn in the rocky slope. They
attacked it from below with hand grenades, but some of those bounced off
the rock and exploded. Oved threw a grenade toward the machine gun, but
the grenade rolled down. “It’s coming back,” Oved whispered to the soldier
beside him, pushed him aside and covered him with his body. The grenade
exploded against Oved’s chest and killed him. One of his comrades
succeeded in dropping a grenade into the position, burst in and killed the
Egyptians cowering inside.

The survivors of Oved’s unit kept advancing and destroying the enemy
positions. Levi Hofesh did the same on the northern hill. He realized that
the Egyptians had placed their forces in three tiers, one above the other. He
divided his soldiers in three detachments, and each mopped up one of the
enemy lines. The fighting was desperate; the trapped Egyptians had nothing
to lose. It took the paratroopers two hours to advance three hundred yards.



Shortly before 8:00 pMm., Levi completed his operation, leaving behind
ninety Egyptian dead.

The paratroopers now were the masters of the Mitla Pass. During the
night, cargo planes landed nearby and evacuated the wounded—Dovik and
Micha, Danny Matt and another 120 paratroopers. Among the seriously
wounded was also Yehuda Ken Dror, hanging to life by a thread. In a few
months he would succumb to his wounds.

Thirty-eight paratroopers and two hundred Egyptian soldiers died in the
Mitla battle. Four more Israelis would die later of their wounds. Dayan
seethed with fury, accusing Sharon of losing so many lives in a totally
unnecessary battle. Ben-Gurion, alerted, refused to interfere in a row
between two senior officers whom he especially liked. But the Mitla battle
actually sent Sharon to an informal exile and delayed his advancement in
the IDF by several years.

The Mitla battle was gratuitous, indeed. Yet it was a bravely fought
battle, in which Sharon’s paratroopers demonstrated his principles that one
doesn’t abandon comrades on the battlefield, even if it costs human lives,
and an IDF team doesn’t bend, doesn’t give up and doesn’t retreat until the
mission is achieved.

The Sinai campaign lasted seven days and ended with an Israeli victory.
Israel had beaten the Egyptian Army and conquered all of the Sinai
Peninsula. The Franco-British invasion, on the other hand, failed miserably.
The Israeli triumph marked the beginning of eleven years of de facto peace
on the southern border that would abruptly end with the Six Day War.

RAFAEL “RAFUL” EITAN, COMMANDER OF THE
890TH PARATROOP BATTALION AND LATER THE
CHIEF OF STAFF

[From an excerpt from his book, A Soldier’s Story: The Life and Times
of an Israeli War Hero, written with Dov Goldstein, Maariv, 1985]

“I was standing closest to the aircraft door. A bit of excitement
always hits you over the parachuting site, even if you’ve done it many
times before. All the more so at the start of a large-scale military
campaign, at such a distance from Israel. You’re plunging into the
unknown, into enemy territory. The cockpit of the next plane in the



formation was directly across from me, mere feet away. I waved to the
copilot. He held his head in both hands, as if to say, ‘What you’re
abouttodo...’

“Red light. Green light. I’'m in the air, floating down, over the
Mitla crossroads. It’s five in the afternoon, dusk. The sun is setting.
You can hear a few shots. My feet hit the ground. I release myself from
my parachute, get organized quickly. We take our weapons out of their
cases. We hold positions in the staging territory. The companies spread
out. It’s already dark. We put barriers into place. We lay mines. We dig
in, hole up. There are trenches there from the days of the Turks. This
makes our work easier. Our two forces take positions at the Parker
Memorial, to the west, and en route to Bir Hasna, to the north. We
mark the ground intended for receiving the supplies being parachuted
in.

“At night I went to sleep. . . . One must muster his forces before
experiencing the pressure of combat. One must remove the stress and
the emotions to a secluded corner. I dug myself a foxhole, padded it
with the cardboard from the parachuted supplies, spread down one or
two parachutes, and tucked myself in. Good night by the Mitla.”



PART THREE

The Six Day War



The Suez campaign brings Israel almost eleven years of peace. In 1963,
Ben-Gurion resigns and is replaced by Levi Eshkol. The chief of staff is
Yitzhak Rabin. Ben-Gurion, Dayan and Peres are the leaders of a small
party, Rafi, created after a violent clash between Ben-Gurion and Eshkol.
On May 15, 1967, Egypt’s President Nasser suddenly triggers a sequence of
military moves that threaten Israel with annihilation: he announces that the
end of Israel is near. Israel’s efforts to obtain the support of the Great
Powers end in failure. France switches camps; President De Gaulle, Israel’s
great ally, unexpectedly imposes an embargo on weapons for Israel. Under
popular pressure Eshkol reluctantly appoints Moshe Dayan as defense
minister in a Government of National Unity in which opposition leader
Menachem Begin is minister without portfolio. Israel feels it has no choice
but to attack Egypt before it, itself, is attacked and invaded.



CHAPTER 6
“LIFE OR DEATH,” OPERATION FOCUS, 1967

June 5, 1967

At four-thirty in the morning, every pilot in the Israeli Air Force was

awakened. Their planes stood ready for takeoff, fueled and armed, at the
Ramat David, Hatzor, Tel Nof and Hatzerim airbases, and even at the
civilian airport in Lod. In their cockpits, the pilots, barred from operating
their communications systems, maintained complete radio silence; the
control towers had also gone quiet. It was forbidden that anyone, anywhere,
might receive even a hint of the massive takeoff. The ground crews directed
the planes using signals from colored lanterns. At seven-fourteen, the first
planes, French antiquated Ouragans, took flight, followed two minutes later
by another takeoff of Ouragans. After they roared into the morning skies, in
accordance with a timetable calculated down to the last minute, Vautours,
Mysteres, Super Mysteres and Mirages took flight. The planes took off at a
frenzied pace, from several bases, at a frequency of a plane per minute; at
the Hatzor airbase, seventy-seven planes took off between seven-fourteen
and eight-fifteen, an average of one every forty-eight seconds. Very quickly,
there were 183 planes in the sky—in fact, Israel’s entire air force. They
entered formations of four and set forth, each on its own flight path. Twelve
Mirages were left to guard the skies over Israel.
The planes’ takeoff was the opening act of the Six Day War.

The descent into war had begun three weeks earlier, on Israel’s
Independence Day, May 15. Divisions of the Egyptian Army had
unexpectedly thundered into the Sinai Peninsula, stationing themselves
along the Israel border. Egypt’s president, Gamal Abdel Nasser, expelled



the UN observers from Sinai, closed the Straits of Tiran and signed military
agreements with Syria and Jordan. Even Iraqg announced it was joining in.
The Arab street reacted with tremendous excitement, the masses dancing in
the squares, waving flags and posters, and screaming slogans of rage and
hatred against Israel. Nasser’s image appeared across the media, smiling
and confident, surrounded by Egyptian fighter pilots, young eagles clad in
their G-suits, at the Bir Gifgafa airbase. Turning to the television cameras,
Nasser made his historic statement, “If Israel wants war, ahlan wa sahlan—
welcome!”

Radio and television across the Arab world reported Israel’s imminent
demise. Britain and the United States couldn’t find a way to solve the crisis
and reopen the Straits of Tiran to Israeli shipping. The president of France,
Charles de Gaulle, abandoned his alliance with Israel and imposed an
embargo on the delivery of arms to the IDF.

The people of Israel sensed the danger of extermination hovering
overhead. Prime Minister Levi Eshkol and his government appeared
hesitant, afflicted with paralysis and trying to buy time. The public forced
the leadership to establish a unity government, in which Moshe Dayan, the
celebrated hero of the Sinai campaign, was appointed defense minister.

On June 4, the government decided to go to war. The first step would be
the air force’s Operation Focus, and victory in the war would depend on its
success.

Operation Focus had been designed to wipe out the Egyptian Air Force
—or, if needed, all enemy air forces—on the ground. Rafi Sivron, a young
captain, had prepared the original plan, which rested on a surprise attack on
the enemy’s airfields, the bombing of the runways to prevent landings and
takeoffs, and the destruction of planes on the ground. In 1965, Sivron had
been taken on by Major Yossi Sarig, a former commander of the 110
Squadron’s Vautour planes, who had been appointed the head of the Attack
Section within the Operations Department. The new role fit Sarig like a
glove. He had previously carried out dozens of daring photo-surveillance
missions, both during the day and at night, over almost every Arab airfield
in Egypt, Jordan, Syria and Lebanon. He knew the fields like the back of his
hand. In light of the drastic changes that had occurred in the Middle East
and within the region’s air forces, Sarig immersed himself in the detailed,
constantly changing plan for the operation. The surprise factor would be an



essential condition of the plan’s success. The attack planes would need to
strike the Egyptian airfields suddenly and at precisely the same moment.
Consequently, they would need to take off and fly in complete radio silence,
at the lowest possible altitude—below the zone covered by radar—and to
reach their targets at exactly the same time. Most of the flights would need
to be carried out over the Mediterranean Sea in order to reach Egypt from
the north. Others, directed at the most remote airfields, would fly over
Israel’s Negev Desert and the Red Sea. It was necessary to lay out precise
flight paths and timetables, and endless drills were conducted involving
takeoffs and flights at an altitude of up to one hundred feet above sea level.

To carry out its plan, the air force would need 530 attack planes, even
though it possessed just two hundred. The solution, it turned out, was born
out of a remark made by David Ben-Gurion during a visit to the Ramat
David airbase, when he asked the base commander, “How long does it take
you to prepare a plane that has just returned for another mission?”

That vital period of time—for refueling from tankers, bringing in
ammunition trucks and more—was between an hour and an hour and a half.
Ben-Gurion’s remark was a wake-up call for the air force staff, who decided
to shorten drastically each plane’s prep time before its next flight. Fueling
pipelines and hoses were laid to the underground hangars where the planes
were parked so that they could be refilled the moment they arrived. In each
hangar, a load of munitions and bombs for one or two missions was kept at
the ready, and the moment it was placed on the plane, another load was sent
to the site for the next flight. Ground crews were trained to perform all the
preparations and checks in record time. Their commanders stood next to the
planes with stopwatches, assessing ways to cut additional minutes and
seconds. Contests began among the squadrons’ air crews and even among
the different bases.

Each fighter plane’s prep time was shortened to between five and seven
minutes; as a result, the air force’s power increased several times over, as
the number of planes was multiplied by the number of additional missions
they could now carry out. And, as the Arab Air Forces’ planes spent longer
periods on the ground between flights, it was possible for Israel’s Air Force
to launch several offensive waves with a much smaller number of aircraft.

The bombing of the airfields was now planned. At some, the runways
had been paved with concrete, and with asphalt at others. Each type of



runway required a different weapon. The air force had bombs weighing 110,
154, 551 and 1,102 pounds, and needed to match the types of explosives
and attack planes with the airfields. Some airfields had just one runway, but
Egypt’s MiGs could also take off from the taxiway that ran parallel to it; it
would be necessary to hit that strip as well. At other airfields, the runways
intersected. Several had runways that were more than 1.85 miles long, even
though the MiGs needed only a third of that distance; in those cases, it
would be necessary to divide the runway into thirds and hit each part with
precision strikes.

The research lab at Israel Military Industries (IMI), under the
management of the engineer Avraham Makov, had overseen the
development of the anti-runway penetration bomb, which would be dropped
from roughly 330 feet overhead. A tiny parachute would immediately eject,
directing the nose of the bomb at a sixty-degree angle toward the ground;
simultaneously, a retro-rocket in its tail would activate, propelling it with
great force toward the runway. The 154-pound bomb would penetrate the
concrete runway and explode six seconds later, leaving a crater nearly five
feet deep and more than sixteen feet in diameter. IMI had also developed a
large anti-runway penetration bomb of even greater strength and, by the
start of the war, had supplied the air force with sixty-six of the larger model
and 187 of the smaller.

The question was how to bomb the runways. Would a plane carrying
two bombs drop both during the same pass or would it need to carry out
another pass? What should be done in the event of strong winds? What
were the chances of strong winds in the morning? And how much damage
would the bombs cause the runways?

In order to check, it was decided that the IAF would bomb Israel’s
Hatzor airbase. At the time, the runway had been taken out of service for
repairs. The crews’ families were evacuated, and at night IAF planes dived
over Hatzor and bombed the runway. After the results were assessed, the air
force also calculated how long it would take the Egyptians to plug the holes
in their runways and restore the fields that had been bombed. The estimate
was roughly forty minutes, starting from the moment the Egyptian base
commander took a jeep, went to check the damage and ordered the holes
filled in. But the air force wanted the repairs to last two hours and then for
the second wave of planes to bomb the field again.



The solution: bombs with timed fuses that could lodge at a great depth
without blowing up. The Egyptian commander would surely order that the
craters be covered over, and after a predetermined amount of time, the
buried bombs would explode, causing damage that would again paralyze
the field. It was agreed that any formation going out on a bombing mission
would have a bomb or two with a delay mechanism.

And how could Israel be defended while all its planes were in Egypt?
Air Force Commander Mordechai (“Motti”) Hod took a tremendous risk by
placing Israel in the care of ten to twelve Mirages. The air force also
decided that several Mirage formations would attack enemy airfields close
to Israel so that they could return immediately and defend the country as
needed.

The final question: when to attack? Some commanders preferred last
light before sunset, knowing that the Egyptians didn’t fly at night. But
intelligence reported that Egyptian Air Force preparedness focused on first
light: the pilots got up early, went out on reconnaissance missions and
landed at their bases around 7:30 Am. (6:30 A.M. Israeli time). Then they
would go to drink coffee and eat breakfast. At the same time, the base
commanders and General Staff officers were on their way to their offices.
Hod himself explained, “When I go from my house in Tzahala to
headquarters at seven forty-five A.M. and they tell me on my Motorola that
there’s a problem, I can’t do anything.”

The decision was made: the attack would be at 7:45 in the morning.

The plan was rehearsed endlessly. Everything was prepared, but no war
appeared on the horizon—until, on May 15, 1967, everything changed.

Sarig had completed his role and departed for the United States to
receive Skyhawk aircraft for a new squadron. But ten days later he received
an urgent call telling him to come back to Israel immediately. He was
driven straight from Lod airport to the so-called “Pit,” the underground
operational command post at IDF headquarters in Tel Aviv, where he
reclaimed his former position and started receiving updates. Intelligence
reported that the Egyptian Air Force was changing alert levels and its
Tupolev Tu-16 bombers departed for more distant airfields, such as Luxor
and Ras Banas.

Hod, Sarig and Ezer Weizman, the IDF’s deputy chief of staff and a
former commander of the IAF, appeared at a General Staff forum, and Sarig



presented Operation Focus. General Herzel Shafir asked, “And what about
Syria and Jordan?”

Sarig replied, “Three hours later, we’ll carry out Focus in Syria and
Jordan, too.”

General Yitzhak Hofi interjected, “Look at these air force guys. Ezer
Weizman and Motti Hod are bragging, as usual, but now a major is talking
this way, too?”

On the night of June 4, final briefings were conducted with the base
commanders. The order issued to the pilots was to maintain complete radio
silence: “Even if there’s a problem with your engine, if you need to come
back or even abandon your plane, don’t turn on your communications
system.” The pilots were permitted only the use of a watch, a compass and
a map and could have no other aid on hand to help lead them to their targets
in Egypt. They were allocated five to seven minutes to bomb the runways
and to carry out three more passes over the airfields, to strafe planes and
other targets in the area.

The pilots were sent to bed early so that they would be fresh by
morning. Many couldn’t get to sleep. At stake was a tremendous operation
whose goal was the destruction of the entire Egyptian Air Force. The
outcome of the war, and even the existence of Israel, depended on it.

One of the pilots, Yair Neuman, wrote in his squadron’s log, “June 5,
1967. A day before the great fall of Egypt and its satellites. My hand is
shaking!” (Neuman was killed on the first day of the war.) Another pilot
wrote, “We felt as though the fate of the entire people of Israel were placed
on our shoulders.” Another penned, “The eyes of all the world’s Jews are on
us, in deep anxiety,” and his friend added, “God is with the Jews—the
burning bush and the burning tanks are in Sinai.”

At seven-fourteen, the first plane rocketed skyward, followed by 182
more.

Radio silence was maintained, but to keep the Egyptians from
suspecting that something was afoot, several Fouga training jets took off,
their pilots speaking by radio while mimicking Mystére and Mirage
squadrons carrying out routine practice drills over Israel. If the Egyptians
were listening, they could rest assured that this was just another day in the
Israeli Air Force.



As the planes neared the skies of Egypt, the IAF electronic combat
systems were activated, silencing or disrupting Egypt’s transmission
networks and radar systems. At the Pit, a nerve-wracking wait began.

At 7:45 A.M., the planes were over their targets. A hundred and eighty-
three aircraft dived toward the Egyptian airfields. The meticulous
preparations, planning, calculations and training bore fruit. The radio
silence was suddenly broken, and the air force’s communications networks
filled with excited reports from the skies over Egypt. The Egyptians’
surprise was total, and the result was better than expected. One after
another, eleven Egyptian airfields were blown up, pillars of smoke and fire
rising above them. A hundred and seventy-three planes attacked the
airfields of El Arish, El Sir, Bir Gifgafa, Bir Tamada, Kibrit, Fayed, Abu
Suwayr, Inshas, Cairo International, West Cairo and Beni Suef. The ten
other planes carried out patrol and photo-reconnaissance missions.

Egyptian bombers destroyed on the ground. (GPO)

The first anti-runway penetration bombs landed on the Kibrit airfield.
The pilots spared the runways at El Arish so that they could serve the IAF
when the Armored Corps captured it. At Bir Gifgafa, five MiGs were
destroyed, with one managing to get away. At Cairo West, fifteen Tupolev
Tu-16 bombers, among others, were destroyed. At Inshas, every MiG was



wiped out, even though the morning mist made it hard to see. One of the
Israeli formations accidentally arrived at Cairo International Airport, but
when it spotted fighter planes among the commercial jets, struck many of
them. The Abu Suwayr airfield put up exceptional resistance, and several of
its MiGs managed to take off and attack Israel’s planes. Twenty-seven
passes over the field were carried out, dropping 102 bombs. Captain Ben-
Zion Zohar stood out during the battle, his Vautour engaging with MiGs,
returning to bomb the field, and, on its way back to Israel, even attacking a
surface-to-air missile battery, landing on its final drops of fuel. He would
later be decorated.

Immediately after, the second wave took to the air—164 sorties over
sixteen airfields, some of them not attacked during the first wave, like
Luxor, where some of the Egyptian planes had escaped. Then came the
third, fourth and fifth waves, the last reaching even the remote airfields of
Ghardaga and Ras Banas.

During the third wave, it became clear that Syrian MiGs and Jordanian
Hawker Hunters were attempting to attack Israel. Hod ordered a group of
planes to change direction and carry out Operation Focus in Jordan and
Syria too. The air force destroyed the entire Jordanian Air Force and
eliminated most of Syria’s planes.

A few errors occurred during the operation, the most bitter being the
attack on H-3 airfield in Iraq. MiGs, Hunters and even Tupolev bombers
had set out from the field to try attacking targets in Israel. The field wasn’t
well known, and it hadn’t occurred to anyone that it might serve as a
departure base against Israel. Air force pilots carried out three attacks on the
Iraqi field, achieving success during the first two. But the Iraqis recovered,
and when Israeli planes appeared for a third time, they fell into an ambush.
Two Vautours and a Mirage crashed after getting hit and one of the pilots
who ejected was taken captive; the three remaining planes returned to Israel
with their tails between their legs.

But that failure couldn’t overshadow Operation Focus’s enormous
success. Within a few hours, the enemy’s air forces were wiped out. The
operation would be the decisive component of Israel’s victory in the Six
Day War. “The pride surrounding this story,” one air force leader wrote,
“was simply inexhaustible. There are those who will claim that this was the
crowning achievement of all the IDF missions ever.”



During the Six Day War the IDF had destroyed 327 Egyptian planes, 30
Jordanian planes, 65 Syrian planes, 23 Iraqi planes and one Lebanese plane.
But the price was heavy: during the war, the air force lost 46 aircraft and
mourned 24 of its pilots.

MAJOR GENERAL AVIHU BEN-NUN, A FORMER
COMMANDER-IN-CHIEF OF THE AIR FORCE

“Before Operation Focus, the IDF chief of staff Yitzhak Rabin visited
the squadron base. He met with the pilots and said to us that this
mission was ‘life or death.” The existence of Israel depended on it.
Rabin and Ezer [Weizman] instilled in us the sense that everything
depended on us, that if we didn’t succeed at our task, there was no
future for this country.

“I led a formation of four Mysteéres to the Fayeed airfield. Every
plane carried two bombs, each weighing seven hundred ninety-four
pounds. On the way, over the sea, the number four plane disappeared
on me, and I felt a stone in my heart. At Bardawil, on Sinai’s shore,
clouds appeared at an altitude of one thousand feet, and another stone
was added. But when we reached Fayeed, I saw a bit of blue sky—and
we attacked. I dropped the bombs on the runway and, on the next pass,
strafed two MiGs at the edge of the runway, which went up in flames.

“An Antonov An-12 transport plane suddenly appeared in front of
me, turned and started fleeing southward. I had a dilemma. It would
take ten seconds to bring it down, but perhaps I’d miss the main
objective, which was destroying the planes on the ground. Ultimately, I
decided to focus on the MiGs. We destroyed sixteen MiGs and also
blew up an SA-2 battery across the canal. We even found our number
four eventually—he had gone back because of a problem with his
fueling system. When I landed, I was told that the squadron
commander, Yonatan Shachar, had been hit and had ejected, and I was
appointed squadron commander in his place.

“Years later, Cairo’s daily Al-Ahram published an article about the
most decorated pilot in the Egyptian Air Force, who, on June fifth,
1967, had managed to escape the planes chasing him in his Antonov.



The entire Egyptian General Staff had been on that Antonov that I
hadn’t brought down. That didn’t bring me much pleasure.
“On the third day of the war, we flew over Jerusalem, and the radio

played ‘Jerusalem of Gold.” It was the only time I’ve cried during a
flight.”



The conquest of East Jerusalem has not been one of the Six Day War Israeli
goals. Its main offensive is in Sinai. But when Jordanian artillery starts
firing on Israel, the IDF counterattacks and conquers the West Bank. Two
cabinet ministers exert heavy pressure on Prime Minister Eshkol to liberate
Jerusalem. At first Eshkol hesitates. So does Moshe Dayan. Finally, on the
third day of the war, he gives the IDF its green light.



CHAPTER 7
“THE TEMPLE MOUNT IS IN OUR HANDS!”
1967

Red sheet! 1 repeat, Red Sheet!”

In the early morning of June 5, 1967, shortly after the IAF destroyed
most of the Egyptian aircraft on the ground, the order “Red Sheet” echoed
in the transceivers of the land forces massed on Egypt’s border. Thousands
of tanks, troop carriers, self-propelled guns, jeeps and trucks crossed the
border and charged the Egyptian positions in Sinai.

The Six Day War had started.

Israel didn’t want to be drawn into a war with Jordan as well. Foreign
Minister Abba Eban alerted General Odd Bull, chief of staff of the United
Nation Truce Supervision Organization in Jerusalem, and asked him to
convey an urgent message to King Hussein of Jordan: “Israel will not,
repeat, not, attack Jordan if Jordan maintains the quiet. But if Jordan opens
hostilities, Israel will respond with all of its might.” The message was
delivered to the king, but in vain. On May 30, Hussein had signed a military
pact with Nasser and was convinced that this time the Arabs would crush
the Jews. The Jordanian Army was ordered to attack Israel.

At 10:45 AMm., the Jordanian Legion opened fire all along the armistice
lines with Israel; Netanya, Kfar Saba, Jerusalem, Ramat David, were
shelled. “Long Tom” cannon positioned close to Qalkiliya and Jenin, on the
West Bank, fired on Israel’s populated centers. Jordanian jets headed for
Israeli targets. The legion threw in the battle land forces as well, and
occupied Government House, Odd Bull’s headquarters in Jerusalem. The
IDF Jerusalem brigade, reinforced by tanks, counterattacked and retook the
building; it then tried to establish a connection with the Israeli enclave in



Mount Scopus, a hill overlooking Jerusalem, where a small unit was
guarding a hospital and the old campus of Hebrew University.

Commander of the Central Military District General Uzi Narkiss
decided to send the paratroopers to Jerusalem. Their legendary commander,
Arik Sharon, was not at their head anymore. Finally promoted to general by
Chief of Staff Yitzhak Rabin, he now commanded a division in Sinai.
Narkiss dispatched to Jerusalem the newly created 55th Brigade, composed
of reserve paratroopers. Its commander was a veteran warrior, Colonel
Motta Gur.

Motta was a strange hybrid of an intellectual and a born fighter. He was
eighteen during the Independence War, when his training at the Officers
Academy had been interrupted and he had been sent with his comrades to
conquer Be’er Sheva and fight the Egyptians in the Negev. He liked to
describe his baptism by fire to his soldiers. During his first battle, he said,
he was just a scared young man, and while the bullets were buzzing around
him he suddenly felt an expanding wetness in his pants. He was
overwhelmed with shame. Had he peed in his pants? Was he such a
coward? As soon as the battle was over he had run to a secluded corner and
checked his clothes, then breathed in relief. An Egyptian bullet had pierced
his water canteen, and the water had spilled over his pants. . . . He wasn’t a
coward after all.

After harsh and bloody combats where he had lost some of his best
friends, he left the army and enrolled in Hebrew University. There he met
Arik Sharon but was not impressed. He heard about the creation of 101, but
chose to continue his studies of Middle East history and culture until the
day in 1955 when he met Aharon Davidi, an old comrade in arms from the
Negev combats.

“I am with the paratroopers now,” Davidi said.

“What do you do there?”

Davidi told him about the unit missions; in his soft, matter-of-fact
manner, he described the reprisal raids, the incursions deep into enemy
territory and the new spirit motivating “the guys with the red boots.” Motta
was excited. “I am coming!” he said and joined the paratroopers.

As commander of Company D he fought at most of the reprisal raids.
He was wounded at a battle in the Gaza Strip and was decorated for bravery
by Dayan. Yet, he became the most outspoken critic of Sharon, delivered



scathing accusations of his commander after the Mitla Pass battle, and used
to say that “I never saw Sharon’s back when we were charging the enemy,”
meaning that the paratroopers’ legendary chief was not a hero at all.
Nevertheless, he stayed in the paratrooper corps and performed brilliantly.
After the Sinai campaign, where he fought at Mitla, he was sent to high-
level studies at the Ecole Militaire in Paris. There, beside his martial
studies, he and his wife, Rita, discovered French culture: the theaters, the
museums, the books of Camus, Sartre, Giraudoux. After his return, he filled
several positions in the army. In the evenings he had to tell stories to his
four children, and he preferred to write them. His children’s books, about
“Azit, the paratrooper dog,” were best-sellers in Israel and even became a
kids’ movie.

And on June 5 he was to lead the brigade of war-hardened veterans at
the battle for Jerusalem.

Ih the afternoon of that day, Cabinet Ministers Yigal Allon and Menachem

Begin entered the office of Prime Minister Levi Eshkol. Allon, the
legendary former commander of the Palmach, was a leader of the left-wing
Ahdut HaAvoda party; Begin was the charismatic head of the right-wing
Herut. But both of them were political hawks and they urged Eshkol to
liberate the Old City. Yet a formidable obstacle stood in their way: Defense
Minister Moshe Dayan, who worried about possible damage to the world’s
holiest places and the international reaction to the conquest of the Old City.
He feared that any fighting inside Jerusalem might result in foreign pressure
on Israel that would also influence the campaign against Egypt and prevent
Israel from completing its war goals. Dayan knew, however, that the fall of
Mount Scopus into the hands of the Jordanians would be considered a
severe blow to Israel’s prestige. He therefore authorized the IDF only to
conquer the road to Scopus, in northeast Jerusalem.

Following Dayan’s order, Motta assigned the missions of his three
battalions that would attack East Jerusalem: Yossi Yaffe’s Battalion 66
would storm the Jordanian Police Academy, conquer it and the nearby
Ammunition Hill and Hotel Ambassador. The two other battalions would
take the Rockefeller Museum in a pincer attack. Uzi Eilam, the hero of
Black Arrow, would lead his Battalion 71 through several Arab



neighborhoods and the American Colony and approach the Rockefeller
Museum; Yossi Fradkin’s Battalion 28 would advance farther up along
Salah a-Din Street, a major artery in Arab Jerusalem, conquer the museum
and the area adjacent to the Old City Wall. The paratroopers would be
supported by tanks and artillery. At the outcome of these attacks the
paratroopers would control the road to Mount Scopus. All the objectives of
the paratrooper assault were in Arab Jerusalem, but none was inside the Old
City.

The last briefing of the company commanders was held in the Cohen
Family shelter, in the Beit HaKerem neighborhood. During the briefing the
house owner’s elderly mother entered the shelter. She handed an old,
threadbare Israeli flag to Captain Yoram Zamosh. Her voice was breaking
when she told the paratroopers that the flag had been floating over her
house in the Old City during the War of Independence. She had taken it
when she had been forced to abandon her home. She now asked the officers
to raise the flag over the Western Wall. Her plea electrified the soldiers;
unwittingly, the elderly lady had determined the goal of their mission, even
though it hadn’t been formulated in any official document.

At 2:30 A.M., Uzi Eilam led his battalion to Arab Jerusalem, crossed the
border fences and after bitter fighting, conquered the American Colony and
approached the Rockefeller Museum. But the other operations didn’t turn
out the way they were planned. The paratroopers were not familiar with
Jerusalem, and the intelligence reports about the legion’s positions and
firepower were far from adequate. Battalion 28, which was to perform the
second part of the pincer movement, crossed the no-man’s-land, followed
by several tanks, and headed for the Rockefeller Museum. But at the
crossroads by the wall it missed the turn, and instead of advancing through
Salah a-Din Street, the battalion entered the Nablus Road. This turned into a
death trap.

The dark Nablus Road and the Old City Wall were fortified with elite
Jordanian troops manning heavy-machine-gun nests and riflemen positions,
equipped with mortars, bazookas and recoilless guns. The Jordanians
opened a murderous crossfire on the approaching paratroopers, inflicting
heavy casualties upon them. The medic Shlomo Epstein, who was dressing
the wounds of Yossef Hagoel, heard the hiss of an approaching shell and
threw himself on Hagoel to protect him. The shell crushed his body. Hagoel



survived. Lieutenant Mordechai Friedman raised his hand to throw a hand
grenade on a spitting-fire position in a dark alley and was mown down by a
machine-gun burst. He collapsed and the grenade exploded in his hand.

The battalion commander called for help and several tanks joined the
fighting. Some of them were hit, others got stuck. Only after seven hours of
fighting did the paratroopers succeed in clearing the entire road, which was
less than a mile long. They reached the hotels Columbia, facing the Nablus
Gate, and Rivoli, by Herod’s Gate. The legionnaires, barricaded on top of
the wall, focused their heavy fire on Rivoli. Haim Russak tried to rescue a
wounded comrade and succumbed to the fire of a Jordanian machine gun.
The medic Nathan Shechter tried to save him, in vain. Shechter, himself,
would soon be killed at Rockefeller Museum.

While the battle was raging on Nablus Road, Battalion 66 was engaged in

terrible combat. The paratroopers broke into the Arab city and stormed the
Police Academy. At their head was Giora Ashkenazi’s company, which
advanced using bangalores—Ilong pipe-shaped explosive charges that blew
up both the barbwire fences and blazed paths across the minefields. Giora
was followed by the company of Dodik Rotenberg, which invaded the
fortified trenches and the academy building. The companies of Gabi Magal
and Dedi Yaakobi mopped the building, and paused, seeing the sinister
outline of Ammunition Hill.

The hill was a formidable bastion, a fortified compound that used to be
the armory of the Police Academy during the British mandate. The
Jordanians had transformed it into an impregnable fortress. The hill was
surrounded by fences, scarred by narrow, winding, stone-plated trenches
that some writers later described as a bundle of tangled bowels. Most
positions were covered, and between them rose concrete bunkers, cunningly
positioned. Every inch of the hill was covered by crisscross fire from
several sources. The hill was defended by crack troops, the best of the
legionnaires. They were excellent, indomitable warriors who knew they had
no way out of the hill and had to fight to their death.

Dedi Yaakobi led his paratroopers to conquer the hill, but his men soon
realized that they were trapped in a deadly inferno, exposed to heavy and
murderous fire from all over. The night thundered with machine-gun bursts,



bomb and grenade explosions, shouts of the wounded and death rattles. The
paratroopers advanced in the narrow trenches but were easy prey for the
heavy fire of the bunker positions. The company broke into several units
that all encountered a grim fate. Corporal Meir Malmudi’s squad was
decimated in a crossfire trap in an open stretch. Yoram Eliashiv, quiet and
calm, was slain at the head of his platoon. A bullet pierced the forehead of
Yirmi Eshkol, Dedi’s deputy. Soon after the battle began, most of Dedi’s
men were killed or wounded. He called Dodik for help but even before
reinforcements arrived, his remaining soldiers, some of them severely
wounded, kept running forward in the treacherous trenches, often bumping
against the bodies of fallen legionnaires.

A similar fate awaited Dodik’s soldiers. Platoon commander Yoav Tzuri
led his men through the exposed stretch where Malmudi’s soldiers had been
killed. He was hit on his turn and fell, dead. Dodik’s deputy, Nir Nitzan, led
another platoon to the western part of the peripheral trench. He called Eitan
Nava, a tough moshav boy, to get out of the trench and run ahead of the
paratroopers, shooting at the enemy with his mini—-machine gun. Nava knew
that this was a suicide mission but didn’t hesitate. He jumped out of the
trench and ran forward, spraying the Jordanians with continuous fire while
also attracting fire from all over. His comrades shouted at him, “Jump in the
trench, you’ll be killed!” but he kept running, hitting thirty legionnaires
before he was slain.

Another fighter, Israel Zuriel, immediately leapt out of the trench and
took Nava’s place. He survived against all odds.

Most of the medics running in the trenches between scores of wounded
were injured or killed. Didier Guttal crouched in one of the trenches, his
arm torn from his body. Another medic, Yigal Arad, ran like mad between
the wounded of the two companies, dressed wounds, tied tourniquets and
firmly fixed broken limbs.

From different directions, the surviving soldiers approached the main
bunker. Zvi Magen, a platoon deputy commander, charged ahead of his
soldiers and tried to throw a hand grenade on the position; he was killed by
a burst of machine-gun fire. In the meantime the sun rose in the east and
exposed the paratroopers to the accurate fire of snipers and machine
gunners. Yet they kept fighting, advancing inch after inch to the monstrous
bunker. It was a double bunker, protected with eighteen-inch-thick concrete



plates. Three paratroopers approached the bunker from both sides—Yaki
Hetz, David Shalom and Yehuda Kendel. All their efforts to destroy it by
automatic fire, bazooka shells and hand grenades failed. Their commander
ordered them to bring over bags of explosives, which they piled up by the
bunker’s walls. A formidable explosion blew up the bunker, yet the soldiers
had to confront and kill five legionnaires who had miraculously survived.

The battle ended at six-fifteen in the morning. Thirty-six paratroopers
and seventy legionnaires died on Ammunition Hill.

Some legionnaires were captured, and their first task was to bury their
fallen comrades. A paratrooper stuck an improvised sign by their grave:
HERE ARE BURIED 28 LEGIONNAIRES. Another fighter corrected the sign to
read, “ ... 28 brave legionnaires.”

Ammunition Hill was in the paratroopers’ hands, but at what price!
Only a few survivors remained of the two companies. An Israeli poet,
Yoram Taharlev, wrote a chilling poem about the battle:

Seven came back into the city

And smoke was rising from the hill
The sun was high up in the east

On Ammunition Hill.

On all the concrete bunkers there
On all our dear comrades in arms
Left behind, forever young

On Ammunition Hill.

The paratroopers now held the Police Academy, Ammunition Hill and the

Rockefeller Museum, which had been captured by Eilam’s 71st Battalion
and A Company of the 28th. The road to Mount Scopus was open; that very
morning Dayan and several senior officers visited the Israeli enclave. The
paratroopers and the other units fighting in that sector were now ordered to
encircle the Old City from all over till it fell “like a ripe fruit.” The
Jerusalem brigade completed the conquest of the Abu Tor neighborhood,
south of the Old City; Colonel Uri Ben-Ari, commanding an armored



brigade, captured the Mivtar Hill and the French Hill, on the northeastern
approaches to the city. The Jordanian high command hurriedly dispatched a
task force of forty-two superior Patton tanks to Jerusalem, but Israeli jets
destroyed them on the road before they even approached.

At nightfall, Motta Gur dispatched a unit of tanks and Micha Kapusta’s
paratrooper commando to the last hill rising in the north of Jerusalem—the
Mount of Olives and the Augusta Victoria compound. Once again, the
Israelis took the wrong turn; the tanks got stuck on a bridge over the Kidron
creek, facing the legion’s positions. They were met by a stunning volley of
shells and machine-gun fire. The commando fighters were hit: some were
killed, some fell into the creek and a few of their jeeps overturned or caught
fire. Micha Kapusta ran down to the dried-up creek to try to save some of
his men. He was joined by the legendary Meir Har-Zion, who was not on
active duty but had rushed to Jerusalem to be with his comrades. The
slaughter in the Kidron creek was very hard on Motta Gur, who followed it
from his new command post at the Rockefeller Museum; beside his troubles
with the Kidron creek, he was now subjected to a fierce shelling by the
Jordanians. He almost lost his voice shouting at his men to take cover. He
sat on the ground among them, dejected and pained by the thought of all
these fine soldiers who had died. But he soon regained his composure; on
the evening of June 6, it seemed that the Jordanians were breaking down.

At 4:00 A.M., Menachem Begin heard a news broadcast on BBC radio,
claiming that the combats in Sinai were coming to an end, and the UN
Security Council was about to declare a cease-fire. Begin conveyed the
news item to Eshkol and Dayan. They took it very seriously; if they didn’t
act immediately, the Old City might remain as a Jordanian enclave in
Israeli-occupied territory. They therefore overcame their hesitations and
gave the order to conquer the Old City.



Motta Gur and his officers watch the Old City from the Mount of Olives, minutes before the final
attack. (GPO)

At dawn, Motta’s paratroopers and several tanks conquered Augusta
Victoria and the Mount of Olives. One of the casualties at Augusta Victoria
was Giora Ashkenazi, the company commander who had led his men in the
storming of the Police Academy the previous night. The advanced
command post of Motta settled on the Mount of Olives, close to the
InterContinental Hotel. Before them lay, in all its beauty, the fairy-tale
scenery of the Old City.

“Jerusalem” was like a magic word that reignited the fighting spirit in
the mutilated brigade’s soldiers. The 71st Battalion reorganized on the
Mount of Olives; the 66th on Scopus, and the 28th by the Old City Wall,
also reported they were ready for battle.

The moment had come. Motta radioed an order to his men and the tanks
supporting them: “Storm the Old City!”

Motta jumped into his half-track and darted toward the Lions’ Gate in
the Old City Wall. On the way he bypassed the tanks and emerged at the
head of the column. His driver, a huge soldier named Bentzur, accelerated
like mad, yet Motta kept shouting at him, words that would become famous
in Israeli lore: “Go, Bentzur, go!”

The half-track broke into the Lions’ Gate. Perhaps the gate was booby-
trapped; perhaps the legionnaires were waiting in the narrow, crooked



alleys; perhaps a mine was concealed in the motorcycle lying in the middle
of the street, blocking Motta’s way. He didn’t think of all that. He ordered
his driver to run over the motorcycle and head for the Temple Mount, where
Solomon’s temple had stood thousands of years ago. “Go, Bentzur, go!” he
repeated, his mind obsessed by a single thought: what will his little
daughter Ruthy say when she hears that he conquered the Temple Mount?
The half-truck climbed the narrow streets and suddenly emerged in the large
concourse on top of the mount. The golden dome of Omar Mosque
glistened in front of him.

Motta’s voice echoed hoarsely in the radios and walkie-talkies of the
army, soon to be repeated over the Israelis’ and the world’s radios: “The
Temple Mount is in our hands!”

Motta’s deputy and close friend Moshe (“Stempa’le”) Stempel ran with
Yoram Zamosh and a few other paratroopers to the Western Wall, the last
vestige of Solomon’s Temple. Zamosh drew a folded flag from his pouch. It
was the flag old Mrs. Cohen had brought over in 1948 from the Jewish
Quarter in Old Jerusalem and given to him a few hours before the battle of
Jerusalem began. Zamosh and his comrades raised it over the wall.

The Jewish people in Israel and the Diaspora felt like they were
dreaming. The prayer of thousands of years had come true.

Ore hundred and eighty-two soldiers, ninety-eight of them paratroopers,

fell in the battle of Jerusalem.

Three days later, the Six Day War ended. Israel had conquered
Jerusalem, the West Bank, the Sinai Peninsula and the Golan Heights.

Was peace any nearer?

GENERAL MORDECHAI (“MOTTA”) GUR—FORMER
55TH BRIGADE COMMANDER
[Translated from his speech at the paratroopers’ victory ceremony on
the Temple Mount, December 6, 1967]
“To the paratroopers, conquerors of Jerusalem:
“When the Temple Mount was occupied by the Greeks, the
Maccabees liberated it; Bar-Kochva and the zealots fought the Second



Temple’s destroyers. For two thousand years, the Temple Mount was
barred to the Jews.

“Until you came—you, the paratroopers—and brought it back into
the heart of the nation. The Western Wall, every heart beating toward
it, is again in our hands.

“Many Jews put their lives in danger, throughout our long history,
to reach Jerusalem and live there. Countless songs of yearning
expressed the profound longing for Jerusalem beating in the Jewish
heart.

“During the War of Independence, tremendous efforts were made
to restore the nation’s heart—the Old City and the Western Wall.

“The great privilege of closing the circle, of returning to our people
our capital and center of holiness, fell to you.

“Many paratroopers, among our best and most experienced
comrades, fell during the cruel combat. It was an intense, hard-fought
battle, and you acted as one body, storming forward, crushing all the
obstacles without paying attention to its wounds.

“You didn’t argue. You didn’t complain. You didn’t file claims.
You simply pressed onward—and you conquered.

“Jerusalem is yours—forever.”



PART FOUR

The War of Attrition



The conquest of Sinai, the West Bank, Jerusalem and the Golan Heights
have put an end to the Six Day War. Israel now expects her Arab neighbors
to engage in peace talks in order to recover their lost territories, but the
Arab leaders stubbornly stick to their former positions: no to negotiations,
no to reconnaissance and no to peace with Israel. Egypt starts a “war of
attrition” against Israel.

Some of the main players on the Israeli side have changed. Eshkol has died,
in February 1969, and been replaced by Golda Meir. Yitzhak Rabin is now
ambassador to Washington and been succeeded as chief of staff by General
Haim Bar-Lev, whose cool, soft-spoken behavior hides nerves of steel and
an inclination for bold commando operations. He is supported by Defense

Minister Moshe Dayan.



CHAPTER 8
“I FELT I WAS SUFFOCATING”: THE RAID
ON GREEN ISLAND, 1969

“I heard members of Sayeret Matkal getting closer, and I called out for

them to get into position. Suddenly a grenade exploded beside me. I
stopped feeling my right side. My arm was fine, but a warm object had
pierced my neck, and I felt I was suffocating. It was an impossible thing to
endure. Suddenly, I heard a death rattle coming out of my throat, a terrible
sound I remembered hearing from Egyptian soldiers who’d been hit
moments earlier,” recalled Ami Ayalon, a naval commando who took part
in the battle for Green Island, was severely wounded and later received a
Medal of Valor.

It was the summer of 1969, during the war of attrition with Egypt. In an
attempt to exhaust Israel, the Egyptians had been attacking IDF forces in
Sinai, causing heavy losses. A week before the raid on Green Island, the
Egyptians had assaulted an Israeli position facing Port Tewfik. Seven IDF
soldiers had been killed, with five wounded, one taken captive and three
tanks destroyed. A gloomy atmosphere reigned within the General Staff. In
order to recover the IDF’s confidence, they decided to launch an effective
deterrence operation.

The commander of Shayetet 13 naval commando unit, Ze’ev Almog,
devised a plan for a raid on Green Island, submitting it to the General
Staff’s chief operations officer, David (“Dado”) Elazar. Green Island was a
formidable fortress located in the northern Gulf of Suez and was originally
intended to defend the southern entrance to the Suez Canal. There were
roughly a hundred Egyptian soldiers stationed on the island, with six dual-
purpose guns on the roof of the fortress, antiaircraft fire-control radar, and
twenty positions for heavy and medium machine guns and light artillery. It



was also within the range of Egyptian 130-millimeter cannon batteries
located on the coast.

Green Island, a fortress in the Red Sea. (IDF Spokesman)

The goal of the operation was to undermine Egyptian confidence with a
strike deep in the country’s territory, where its soldiers felt safe and secure.
Moreover, the mission was simultaneously intended to raise IDF soldiers’
morale, which was at a nadir because of the growing number of casualties
at the canal. The attack could persuade the Egyptians to respect the cease-
fire with Israel. The destruction of the Green Island radar would also disrupt
the early-warning system of the Egyptian Air Force and facilitate the task of
the IAF aircraft on their frequent sorties over Egyptian territory.

The task of seizing the island was assigned to Shayetet 13 and Sayeret
Matkal under the command of Menachem Digli. The chief paratroopers’
officer, Raful Eitan, was in command of the operation. Raful, who had led



his paratroopers on the jump in Sinai in 1956, as a major, had distinguished
himself during the Six Day War and was now a general. He realized that
forty soldiers would be needed, as it was clear that a raid on the fortified
island would require an amphibious landing, face-to-face combat and a high
risk of the loss of life.

According to the plan, the raid force would sail in twelve rubber boats.
Twenty Shayetet commandos, constituting the penetration force and the first
to land, would be in the first five, and the rest of the boats would carry the
twenty soldiers of Sayeret Matkal. The Shayetet fighters were instructed to
get within just under three thousand feet of the island, and from there to
move forward by swimming and diving toward it. The moment they
managed to break through the fences and gain a foothold on the island, they
would alert the rest of the boats, which would be waiting just under a mile
away. The Shayetet soldiers were to swim and dive while equipped with
personal weapons and other combat gear weighing just over eighty-eight
pounds, and would be linked by rope to the lead commander—not a simple
task, as would become clear.

After a model of Green Island was built and the teams had practiced the
raid, it was decided that the operation would be carried out on the night of
July 19, between 1:30 and 2:30 A.M.

Shortly before H-Hour, Chief of Staff Haim Bar-Lev arrived at the
gathering point. Slight of build, always wearing a black armored-corps
beret, Bar-Lev had a slow manner of speaking, and his calm, matter-of-fact
elocution inspired confidence in his listeners. In a conversation with the
soldiers, Bar-Lev emphasized the subject of losses, commenting that if there
were more than ten casualties, the mission would be considered a failure.
The remarks were delivered against the backdrop of heavy recent IDF
losses at the canal; to the chief of staff, a mission with a high human toll
was dangerous to morale and outweighed the benefits of capturing the
target.

At 8:00 pM. on July 19, the rubber boats and a small submersible
nicknamed “Pig” were lowered into the water, and the soldiers sailed
toward their destination. The Shayetet fighters were ready to dive, clad in
wetsuits and in Dacron uniforms, wearing sneakers with flippers attached,
combat vests outfitted with significant battle gear, as well as life jackets,
oxygen tanks, submachine guns, grenades and magazines. At 11:00 pMm.,



they reached the dive point, three thousand feet from their objective, and
started swimming toward the island. Then the complications began: the
twenty Shayetet soldiers were situated along two ropes, led by two officers,
each pulling ten men carrying nearly ninety pounds of gear apiece. The
equipment was too heavy and the number of soldiers too large; the currents
were much stronger than they had thought. They lost stability, some men
got bogged down and the force struggled to move forward. Dov Bar, the
commander of the first wave, decided to transition to diving earlier than
planned—but that, too, turned out to be less than easy. The force was
carried off course by the current, and half an hour later, Captain Bar rose to
the surface and discovered that they were almost two thousand feet from
their objective. It was 12:30 A.m.; Eitan and Almog were waiting for
updates and calling on the radio, expecting to hear that the fence had
already been breached, allowing the Sayeret soldiers to be brought in for
battle—but the force hadn’t even reached the island.

Bar made a decision on his own: “I decided that I’'m getting to the
target, no matter what,” he later said. He signaled to everyone else to rise to
the surface and to continue forward by swimming, contrary to the accepted
plan, and only to submerge again just before reaching the target. The
moonlight threatened to expose them, but Bar remained calm. After another
half hour of swimming, they reached the island.

It was 1:38 by the time they stripped off their diving gear, eight minutes
past the operation’s start last deadline. The penetration team cut the first
fence with ease but found two more, which would have taken too much
time to get through. From an earlier observation, the planners concluded
that there should be another opening in a fence nearby. The soldiers, who
had surreptitiously taken cover under a small bridge, could make out three
Egyptian guards, one with a lit cigarette in his hand. They could spot the
fence in question, but it was directly below the Egyptian position. The head
of the penetration team feared that the force would be discovered and
decided to surprise the Egyptians by opening fire on the guard, and, in
doing so, delivering the opening shot of the operation. The battle had
started.

The Egyptians, caught very much off guard, responded immediately
with gunfire, which passed over the commandos’ heads. In less than a



minute, they had sent up flares that illuminated the entire island. The Israeli
diversion force began firing bazookas at the target.

Almog, Digli and Eitan were waiting with twenty Sayeret fighters for
the agreed-upon signal to enter the target. The signal didn’t come. But the
moment they heard echoes from the shooting and saw flashes of light,
Almog decided not to wait any longer and ordered the boats to advance
toward the island.

All the same, for ten long minutes the Shayetet commandos fought
alone on the island, even though the Sayeret fighters were already supposed
to be battling at their side. After crossing through the fence, the Shayetet
members had begun advancing while throwing grenades and shooting
Egyptian soldiers who crossed their path. This was how they reached the
central building. One team went up in the direction of the roof and another
turned toward the rooms, with the objective of mopping them. A tall, broad,
strong soldier named Jacob Pundik stood under the roof and served as a
ladder, earning the nickname “Jacob’s Ladder.”

First Lieutenant Ami Ayalon climbed onto his shoulders and reached the
roof. His team had been assigned to destroy the cannon and machine-gun
positions on the fortress roof; he had studied the positions of the different
weapons during the rehearsals for the mission. The moment he got on the
roof, he was wounded by shrapnel to his forehead. “I threw a smoke
grenade to get a little cover,” he recounted, “and I shouted to Zali [Zalman
Rot], who had gone up, too, to charge the enemy with me, but the grenade
didn’t explode. I threw an explosive grenade toward the position the
shooting was coming from, but it didn’t blow up either. Zali threw a
grenade at the position from the left side and then, with a long burst of
gunfire, I rushed into the Egyptian Position Two. Gunfire came again from
Position Ten, which had shot at me earlier. We fired back. The Egyptian,
who was shooting with an automatic weapon, fell, and the position started
to burn.”

As Ayalon and Rot charged the cannon position, the Egyptians opened
machine-gun fire. Rot shouted that his fingers had been cut off but went on
fighting anyway. Yedidya (“Didi”) Ya’ari joined the commandos on the roof
to hit the third cannon but was immediately wounded: “I took a bullet in the
leg and was laid out like a rabbit. . . . They carried me to the side and I was
hit again, in the face and body, by grenade shrapnel that made me deaf and



blind. . . . My face was burning and I was half-conscious, and I didn’t
understand what was happening.”

In the meantime the Sayeret fighters landed on the island and joined the
fighting. The Shayetet’s ammunition started to run out; nevertheless, Bar
pressed on with the charge, sending two fighters to Position 5. They were
hit by a grenade and killed on the spot. A grenade was thrown at Ayalon,
too, badly injuring his neck. He heard himself gurgling like the dying
Egyptians and thought that perhaps now was his turn. He crawled back and
evacuated to the boats under his own steam.

A detail of Sayeret soldiers joined the fighting on the roof. A team
commander, Captain Ehud Ram, advanced, crouching, along the roof; as he
was receiving a report from one of his men, a bullet pierced his forehead,
and he was killed. After Ram was hit, two teams came down to clear out the
internal courtyard; one of the men was hit and later died from his injuries.

It was already 2:15 A.M.. Almog reported to the command post that the
Egyptian gunfire was dying down, and that his forces had suffered deaths
and injuries. The fighters now set off 176 pounds of explosives in the
northern section of the fortress. A tremendous explosion shook the small
island, and its cannons and machine guns were destroyed. Minutes later,
Eitan ordered the start of the evacuation. Now that the outcome of the battle
was becoming clear, Egyptian cannon, positioned on the mainland, opened
heavy fire on the island and blasted one of the Shayetet boats.

“When the evacuation began, I already knew the whole truth,” said Dani
Avinun, one of the wounded. “The dead and injured came past by me. We
threw Yedidya Ya’ari—Ilater the commander-in-chief of the navy—into a
boat because we were convinced he was dead, and we told headquarters as
much on the radio. Later it turned out that he was only wounded.”

Close to 3:00 AM., at the end of the battle, the boats headed back,
carrying the exhausted fighters, six dead and eleven wounded. The
Egyptian death toll was more than thirty.

Debriefings conducted after the operation revealed more than a few
failures. The intelligence data had not been sufficient in regard to the water
currents; the identity of the Egyptian soldiers on the island, who proved to
be commandos prepared for a raid; or the radar, which turned out to be a
dummy; and the cannons, revealed as heavy, outdated machine guns.



Yet, despite it all, the raid on Green Island is considered one of the
IDF’s shining successes. Some regard it as a historic turning point in terms
of planning, preparation and implementation in the field. Eitan later
commented, “The execution of the Green Island raid was exceptional in its
inordinate success. The achievement was the operation itself, in which we
paved the way for a new method of fighting that strengthened our security.
The Egyptians, in their worst nightmares, had never dreamed of such a
daring operation. During the action, we demonstrated a capability and
performance level that served as a milestone for many years to come.”

The day after the operation, the newspapers went out of their way to
sing its praises: “An event that will be remembered for generations . . . A
story that will become a legend . . . A raid on a steep-walled fortress built
on stone and coral . . . An event comparable to the story about the British
raid on the island of Navarone in the Aegean Sea, during World War Two.
‘The Guns of Navarone’ is a myth invented in the writer’s imagination, but
the guns of Green Island are a real-life legend whose story will one day be
told.”

The Egyptians also treated the operation with gravity. Dr. Mustafa
Kabha, in his study “The War of Attrition as Reflected in Egyptian
Sources,” wrote that “this operation constituted a turning point in the war of
attrition. It symbolized the start of a new phase in the war that most
Egyptian researchers called ‘the counter-attrition stage,” in which the
military initiative passed from Egyptian hands to Israel’s.”

ADMIRAL AMI AYALON, LATER COMMANDER IN
CHIEF OF THE NAVY

“I get to the roof and it becomes clear that, in contrast to what we
prepared for, there’s no cover, and I'm completely exposed to
continuous Egyptian gunfire. I raise my head and the bullets are
whistling over me, the ricochets are grazing my forehead, and I realize
that I’'m in a life-or-death situation. . . . I decide to charge, my friend
Zali charges after me, and both of us burst into the position. I eliminate
two Egyptian soldiers and Zali another two, . . . From there we
continued fighting toward the other positions. . . .



“In today’s terms, there’s a big question mark about whether this
operation should have been carried out. I don’t think it brought about a
reversal in the war of attrition, nor did it demonstrate a professional
capacity or special level of performance, as was said after the mission.

“But, in those days, the operation had a dramatic impact on the
IDF, on our faith in ourselves, on the morale of Israeli society and also
on the Egyptian forces along the canal.

“I have to admit that, from the Shayetet’s point of view, this
exposed our professional shortcomings, because it was the first
operation of its type in the world, the first time in the history of war
that a force of divers used the cloak of diving to reach an enemy target
underwater, and to start a gun battle the moment it pulled its head out
of the water.”



Israel’s relations with the United States dramatically improved after the Six
Day War. Under Presidents Johnson and Nixon the U.S. has become the
main supplier of weapons to Israel after De Gaulle’s embargo. That
embargo is tightened further by De Gaulle’s successor, Georges Pompidou.



CHAPTER 9
THE FRENCH DEFENSE MINISTER: “BOMB
THE ISRAELIS!” 1969

December 24, 1969

T'he owner of the Café de Paris in the French port city of Cherbourg was

tossing anxious glances at the entrance. The numerous clients visiting the
restaurant this evening had eaten, drunk and sung, but fourteen guests who
reserved a table for the Christmas meal had lagged in coming, and now it
was after midnight. Foie gras, roasted turkey and champagne had been left
orphaned. The unhappy restaurateur didn’t know that these same fourteen
men, along with 106 of their friends, were spending the evening in the belly
of five state-of-the-art missile boats in the city’s civil port, attuned to the
howls of the raging storm outside and praying to the God of Israel that it
would pass quickly. The tremendous storm threatened to sink one of the
Israeli Navy’s most important missions, officially called Operation Noa but
later seared into the public lore as the “Boats of Cherbourg.”

The affair had begun two and a half years earlier, in June 1967. On the
eve of the SixDay War, the president of France, Charles de Gaulle, had
abandoned his pro-Israel policy and imposed an embargo—a total ban—on
the sale of weapons to Israel. Emissaries of Israel’s defense ministry, along
with their allies in the French Army, were laboring night and day to
smuggle vital arms from France to Israel. But several orders at French
factories remained incomplete, including an order of fifty Mirage fighter
jets and one of twelve fast missile boats at the Cherbourg shipyards. The
shipyards were managed by a fri