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Who the F*ck is Michael?!

An Israeli Air Force Chief's Uncompromising Code for Achieving Greatness

ELYEZER SHKEDY


For my family,
Sending a big, strong hug
With immeasurable love
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Prologue

The Dream

When I was a child, I had a dream.

I dreamed of getting a pair of Adidas Roms, the white leather-and-suede sneakers (or as they were called in those days, “sports shoes”) with three blue stripes on the side. In the 60s, they were the height of fashion. Most of my close friends at elementary school, in the Ramatayim neighborhood of what is now Hod Hasharon, wore their imported Roms with pride, while I was stuck with the black mid-tops made of canvas and with a very thin rubber sole, produced locally by Hamegaper.

One day, my mother told me that she was taking me to buy sneakers.

I said to myself: This is it; it’s finally happening. Mom probably wants to buy me the Adidas Roms I’m always fantasizing about.

We went to the shoe store, and of course, my mother bought me...

...a fresh pair of Hamegapers. New sneakers, but Hamegapers.

Mom immediately noticed my crestfallen look. “What’s wrong?” she asked.

I didn’t reply.

She repeated the question, “What’s wrong? What’s wrong?”

I told her, “Never mind. It doesn’t matter.”

“Are you disappointed?”

I hesitated for a moment and then said, “Yes.” I told her how much I wanted a pair of Adidas Roms, just like all of my friends.

Then Mom asked me, “Tell me, who’s the fastest runner in the whole class?”

I responded, “I am.”

Mom said, “That’s what really matters. What’s important is what you are truly worth, who you are, and what you do. Not the shoes or the shorts.”

Mom reassured and encouraged me, and she was right.

• • •

Sometimes we get confused and fail to understand what is truly important.


Who the F*ck is Michael?!

(In place of a preface…)

One evening, I came home from university, opened the door, and saw my wife Anat crying bitterly.

“What happened?” I asked her gently.

No reply, just crying.

“What happened?”

No response, just more tears…

Only after the sobbing subsided a little, she was able to begin telling me.

• • •

Our whole family was then living in California. I had been sent there, after finishing my stint as head of the Israeli Air Force’s Operations Department, to pursue a master’s degree at the Naval Postgraduate School in Monterey. It meant living in America for a year and a half, so we sent our youngest son, Omer, to the Montessori school, the Harvard of early childhood education.

Omer was like the Energizer bunny: a kid with a never-ending battery and a wicked glint in his eye — when it came to being a sports freak. That’s all he was interested in, and he was interested in everything: basketball, baseball, football, hockey, soccer, whatever. America, of course, is a paradise for sports fans. Even at the time, a sports junkie could find games broadcast twenty-four hours a day. If it had been up to Omer, he would have kept at it in front of the TV around the clock.

Ultimately, we reached a compromise. From 6:00 to 7:45, he could watch TV every morning. At a quarter to eight, he had to be ready with his little backpack, at the door, so I could take him to the Montessori school. My studies lasted until the evening, so Anat would pick him up at the end of his school day.

• • •

“You won’t believe what happened today,” Anat said, her eyes still red from crying. “When I came to pick up Omer from the Montessori school, the principal, Michael, came over and said: ‘Mrs. Shkedy, I don’t know how to tell you this, but I have no choice. I’ve been running this school for twenty years. I’ve taught every child who’s passed through these doors to read and write. I attempted to do the same with Omer, using every tool at our disposal. I truly tried, but nothing helps. He can’t read or write.’ And if that wasn’t enough, he also said: ‘In my opinion, he never will.’”

I stared at Anat and declared unblinkingly: “Who the f*ck is this Michael?!” I’m telling you, Omer will read in three months.”

“Here we go again,” Anat replied. “You and your dreams, your fantasies I know Omer is smart, but Michael has twenty years of experience, and he’s convinced that Omer will never be able to read. So how can you say so assuredly that you can teach him to do it in three months?”

“I’m willing to bet you that Omer will read in three months,” I answered. I believed in my son and decided that I would do anything to teach him to read. Of course, Anat believed in him too; the problem was that she believed Michael as well…

So, I conducted a debriefing, as was my wont in the Israeli Air Force. The first question I always asked was the following: What happened?

I placed a virtual mirror in front of my face. And what did I see? Michael, who’d been running a Montessori school for twenty years, saying that my son was a hopeless case... an utterly lost cause.

What was the first thing I wanted to do? To shatter the mirror over Michael’s head. But what could I do? Michael had said what he said.

On to the second question: Why did it happen? Omer could not yet read or write, neither in English nor in Hebrew. Michael had tried every approach based on the Montessori method. But what was the problem with that? He’d tried teaching him in English.

Finally, the third question: What to do differently? We spoke Hebrew at home, so I decided to teach Omer in Hebrew — not just to instruct him, but to blaze a different trail. The best way to turn him into a reader, I told myself, had to be to forge a connection between reading — which wasn’t his top priority — and his greatest passion: sports.

If I hadn’t succeeded with that, I would have tried another way.

If the second method had failed too, I would have looked for a third approach.

And so on.

Regardless, I wouldn’t give up.

At that time, the internet was in its infancy; we had to rely on snail mail to get our Hebrew literature, in the form of newspapers from Israel.

Omer was a Maccabi Haifa superfan. At the time, they were a formerly legendary soccer team. (Although, to our delight, as of the writing of this book, they have reclaimed their erstwhile glory…)

Alon “The Airplane” Mizrahi was still their star player, famous for spreading his arms like wings and running to and fro whenever he scored a goal.

“Forget Principal Michael. Forget the Montessori school,” I told Omer. “As far as I’m concerned, you have only one mission every day: find an article in the newspaper about Maccabi Haifa. Look for words like Haifa, Maccabi, Mizrahi, Alon, airplane, goal, goalie, post, referee, ball, offside, kick...”

Three months later, Omer was regularly reading news articles written for adults, in Hebrew, without the vowelization markings schoolchildren normally use. Of course, later on, he learned English as well, but that was after we returned to Israel.

Since then, every time someone tells us that we can’t, that we couldn’t, that there’s no way, that it’s hopeless, we have a saying:

“Who the f*ck is Michael?!”

And then we charge.

In our family, these are words to live by.

Omer has since gone on to do great things, including becoming an officer and a pilot in the IAF. He has faced challenges and has come a long way relative to Michael’s expectations...

I just think what might have happened if I had listened to this Michael.

Everyone has their own Michael.

In fact, there’s a bit of Michael inside everybody...

• • •

Each and every one of us has our own life story.

I don’t know your stories, so I’m sharing mine with you: the triumphs and the tragedies, the struggles, the successes, and the failures. Just as each and every one of us has experienced.

Every episode and insight in this book are connected, in one way or another, to all of us: young and old, women and men, secular and religious, Jewish and non-Jewish. Every time I tell one of these stories to somebody, they respond with a similar experience of their own.

I believe that you’ll find meaning in these stories, even if you come from a world completely different from my own.

The true meaning of this book is what you, the readers, will find in it, based on your personal experiences and stations in life.

I hope that my words will touch your hearts and souls, bring up questions and ideas about yourselves and similar events that have happened to you, and speak to your beliefs, values, and dreams — what is right for you and what is your truth.

If the book encourages you to think about one of the things I’ve written about, I have done my part.

• • •

Every story in this book describes a real event in my life, as I remember it.

Naturally, each has additional perspectives and details I don’t know. I have tried to present my truth, as much as possible, from my point of view, at least as I remember...

Each story stands on its own. I have deliberately arranged them associatively rather than chronologically; this means that one story leads to the next, though it may be from a different time and about a different topic. I assume that for each of you, the transitions will evoke your own associations. Most of the events I describe involve people I love and appreciate, men and women who have been with me and by my side along the way. Unfortunately, for various reasons, not everyone can be named; but everyone in my life, whether mentioned or not, has a stake in what was accomplished, remaining a significant and integral part of my life.

All proceeds from this book will be directed to charitable ends, to advance educational, moral, and social causes in the State of Israel.

• • •

The book is dedicated with great love to my mother and father, Nechama and Moshe Shkedy.

It’s all thanks to them.

 

Elyezer Shkedy
Tel Aviv, 2021


1.

The Pigpen

For my father Moshe, whose entire family had been murdered and burned in Auschwitz, returning to Hungary, the land of his birth, was a decades-long dream. There was a fire burning in his bones to go back — which we eventually did, the five of us: my father Moshe, my sister Yael and her eldest son Yotam, myself, and my eldest son Nimrod.

We landed in Budapest and embarked on a tour of the most significant locations in my father’s young life.

We finally reached the village of Tolcsva, where Dad was born and raised. It was important to him that we pull up in a very, very big car, and that he emerge impeccably dressed, in a suit and tie.

We found the house where his family used to live. In the yard stood a heavyset woman, her brown leather shoes worn and bursting, her hair covered with a headscarf.

We got out of the car and Dad, in his fancy clothes, went over to talk to her. He was quite excited. They spoke Hungarian, and he translated for us.

A lively conversation ensued. Then he asked her: “Do you know the history of this house? Who used to live here?”

“Yes,” the woman answered. “I’ve been living here for a few years now. Before us, another family lived here. At the end of the war, there was a pigsty here. But the worst thing is that before the swine, a Jewish family lived here...”

We didn’t say a word.

We just looked at each other and understood.

She was talking about our family.

• • •

Nothing has changed except one thing: we have our own country, the State of Israel… a free, Jewish, democratic, proud, amazing state. We are not dependent on anyone else’s tender mercies.


2.

The Cup of Luck

Aunt Berta and Uncle Yehezkel were my father’s relatives. They lived in a tiny apartment in Haifa, just above the train tracks. They spoke with a heavy Hungarian accent, and we could barely understand a word they said in Hebrew. Still, we could feel their love for us even when we couldn’t grasp what they were saying. They were lovely people, Aunt Berta and Uncle Yehezkel — ultra-Orthodox Jews with big hearts.

Dad was usually preoccupied with his work running a home for troubled youth, so family travel was quite a rare event for us. Sometimes, on Saturdays, we would visit relatives — and once in a great while, we would go to Haifa to Aunt Berta and Uncle Yehezkel’s home. To this day, the image of Uncle Yehezkel’s long beard, huge black hat and black suit is etched in my memory, as he would accompany us to the car at the end of our stay and give us a big hug. Even though he would never travel on the Sabbath himself, it was very important to him that we came to see them. It was clear how happy he and my father were to see each other.

Once a year, we would go with them to Mount Meron: Uncle Yehezkel, Aunt Berta, Mom, Dad, my sister Yael and me. We children were most excited about the picnic on the way back: spreading a blanket on the grass climbing up to the mystical city of Safed, eating and enjoying the family outing.

One time, Uncle Yehezkel and Aunt Berta brought with them a special small goblet wrought of thick glass. They don’t make them like that anymore. Unfortunately, when the time came for a little tipple, we couldn’t find it. The glass had simply disappeared, as if it had been swallowed up by the earth. We searched everywhere, but we just couldn’t find it.

Only after we got home, while cleaning the car, did we discover, to our surprise, that the glass had rolled under one of the seats.

We kept it, designating it “Cup of Luck.” From then on, every Friday night, Dad would fill the Cup of Luck with wine to welcome the Sabbath, and we would pass it from one to another. Everyone would drink a little wine from it, close their eyes, quietly make a wish, and pass it on — until it returned to Dad at the head of the table.

It was a unique ceremony. It had more of a personal and familial meaning than a religious one. Friends and family would join us for Friday night dinner, lovingly prepared by my mother. All of us would sing Hasidic songs and drink from the Cup of Luck, wrapped in dreams and blessings. We all sat together, but everyone had their private moment, shared with no one else, just their own hopes and thoughts holding the Cup of Luck.

Dishwashing duty fell on me and Yael. One Friday, at the end of the meal, my sister was in the kitchen when, over the sound of the running water, we heard a shattering crash, followed by a terrible cry.

The Cup of Luck had simply slipped from her hands and broken.

Yael was in tears and didn’t know what to do. My father was very sad.

Me too.

“Our luck is all gone,” I muttered to myself.

Mom was the only one not paralyzed by the accident. Intelligent and decisive as ever, she took charge. Surveying the situation, she told us reassuringly, “Just a minute,” as she rose from the table. Half a minute later she came back with a tube of extremely strong glue she kept in one of the drawers. Since the goblet was small and made of thick glass, it hadn’t smashed into pieces; it had split instead diagonally into two parts — and Mom just glued them back together.

The re-formed glass did look a bit rough and crooked, but the Cup of Luck survived for another three or four decades. The drinking, the blessing, and the dreaming continued with the glued-together goblet, and we were happy that both the luck and the cup stayed with us. Even the grandchildren had the opportunity to drink from it.

A cup with luck.

• • •

This is a little tale with a big life lesson: never give up on the important things, your dreams, what holds meaning for you. The technical problems are merely that — technical. If you’re determined to overcome difficulties, you’ll find the glue to put the pieces back together, even though the situation seems beyond repair.


3.

I Want Them to Salute You

When I became commander of the Israeli Air Force, I was told that my German counterpart, Lieutenant General Klaus-Peter Stieglitz, expected me to invite him to visit Israel as my guest. My predecessor, Dan Halutz, had visited Germany, and it was customary to invite the host for a reciprocal visit.

As the son of a Holocaust survivor whose entire family had been murdered, burned, and exterminated in Auschwitz, the last thing I wanted to do was meet and host the commander of the Luftwaffe.

I decided to put it off.

But the message kept coming back to me, through various channels: General Stieglitz is waiting for an invitation.

I kept ignoring it until one day some of my men came to me and said, “We understand why you wouldn’t want to invite the commander of the German Air Force, but it is really putting a strain on the relations between the two militaries. We request that you reconsider inviting him for a formal visit.”

I slept on it and realized that despite my personal reservations, extending the invitation was probably the right course of action.

So that’s what I did, hoping he would decline…

But General leutnant Stieglitz was actually happy to accept the invitation and announced that he would come to Israel as soon as possible.

When such a high-level delegation arrives, the customary rules of the ceremony are as follows: the guest is greeted with an honor guard, invited to a formal dinner attended by all the senior IAF commanders and their spouses, and escorted on a tour of IAF bases.

I asked Avital, my secretary, to send the senior commanders of the corps an invitation to the festive dinner, but I told her to include the following caveat: “Only those who feel comfortable attending a formal dinner with the Luftwaffe commander are required to do so. Consider yourselves at liberty to decline.”

Usually, officers do not like going to such events, but when the IAF commander is the one issuing the invitation, they have no choice and they come (unless they manage to find a really good excuse…)

I said to myself, “What’s the worst that could happen? My wife and I will sit down to have a meal with him, his delegation, and a small cadre of senior IAF officers.”

The evening arrived and to my surprise, all the commanders arrived with their spouses.

They all wanted to be there.

It was unprecedented.

General Stieglitz was genuinely thrilled. I, on the other hand, was ill at ease. His thin, tall physique; his pointed face; his slightly crooked jaw — they all raised unpleasant connotations. Images of the past ran through my mind, giving me no rest.

Standard operating procedure is for both the guest and the host to speak by heart and from the heart on such occasions, but General Stieglitz preferred to read from his notes. He said that before coming to Israel, he had toured an extermination camp and studied in depth the horrific and incomprehensible history of the Holocaust.

At the end of the meal, Stieglitz quietly told me that he wanted to invite me to Germany; he hoped to receive my response in the affirmative that evening, in front of everyone. I didn’t have to think too much. I said to him: “Thank you,

General Stieglitz, but I’d rather you didn’t invite me.”

Despite this, after his return to Germany, General Stieglitz sent me a formal invitation to come there on an official visit as a guest of the German Air Force. I thanked him for the offer but declined.

The invitations were extended regularly. I didn’t want to go, so I didn’t go.

As my assignment was nearing its end, and after much deliberation and consideration, I came to the conclusion that I ought to make the visit.

I assembled my staff and set a date for the visit. Shortly before departing, I told myself that I couldn’t fly to Germany without talking to my father first.

When I arrived at his home, I told him exactly what was going on. “Abba (Dad), I’ve decided to go on an official visit to Germany, at the invitation of the Luftwaffe commander. What do you say?”

For a while, he just looked at me silently, deep in thought.

Finally, he said, “Very good.

“I want you to go there.

“I want them to see the hat and insignia of our air force.

“I want them to see you in an Israeli Air Force uniform.

“I want them to see your ranks.

“I want them to see your wings.

“I want them to play HaTikvah,” (Israel’s national anthem) “And I want them to salute you.”

This put my mind at ease, and I went home to prepare for my journey.

We landed in Germany, an official Israeli Air Force delegation.

Berlin. Winter. Temperature below freezing. Everything icy.

I traveled in General Stieglitz’s car, as we were being taken to review the honor guard.

Germans are accustomed to winter and their uniforms are designed accordingly: their ranks, wings, and insignia are affixed to the outside of their large, thick coats. We were coming from Israel, a warm country, and our uniforms are also designed accordingly: our ranks, wings, and insignia are affixed to the thin jackets of our dress uniforms. Our thick coats go on top and obscure everything.

What should I do, I thought to myself.

I remembered my father’s words and decided that all the members of the delegation, me first and foremost, would get out of the motorcade without our coats, so our ranks, wings, and insignia would be visible to all. The way Dad wanted.

General Stieglitz asked me, “Are you crazy?”

I looked at him and said quietly, “This is what I want to do.”

Rows upon rows of German soldiers, German officers, German airmen, and German air commanders stood on the parade ground in the heart of Berlin.

I reviewed the honor guard.

A German military orchestra played “Hatikvah.”

And they saluted. Just as my father had dreamed.

I have never felt so warm as I did on that frigid day when the Luftwaffe’s enlisted soldiers and officers smartly saluted Moshe Mendel Shkedy’s son on German soil.

In Berlin.

In many ways, they were saluting all of us.


4.

It All Could Have Looked Different

Before my conscription into the IDF, I took driver’s ed with a teacher named Schneider in Kfar Saba.

Back in those days, the rules were a little different. On the one hand, one didn’t start taking driving lessons until shortly before their eighteenth birthday. On the other hand, passing the test was all it took. A freshly minted driver could take anyone they wanted in their vehicle and go anywhere. New driver, accompanying driver, experienced driver — these terms were meaningless at the time.

In my case, the lessons went well, more or less. It didn’t take me long to learn to drive stick on Schneider’s already ancient and coughing Triumph. Still, it wasn’t clear if I’d be able to take the test before my induction date.

Schneider, paternal and patient, went the extra mile and got me a test date right before my induction.

To improve my chances of passing the test, he informed the examiner that I was slated to join the Air Force Academy and start pilot training. If the military thought I could fly an airplane, surely I could drive a car…

Apparently, this argument made an impression on the examiner.

I passed.

My father had a Ford Cortina with a manual transmission, the gearshift right by the steering wheel, with room for six passengers including the driver, three in the front and three

in the rear. Right after passing the test, I came home, took the car, and picked up my good friend Yaakov and four of our buddies for our maiden trip, to make a bit of an impression.

We left Kfar Saba, heading toward Moshav Sde Hemed, east of the city.

At the wheel, I was the “experienced driver…,” even though the ink was barely dry on my new license…

We drove down Weizmann Street, the main drag of Kfar Saba, eastward, stopping at the main intersection at Rothschild Street.

The road had two lanes in each direction.

I saw a vehicle idling in the right lane. Since I was in the left lane, I kept going, without hesitation. I didn’t realize that the vehicle in the right lane had stopped at a crosswalk for pedestrians. And so, on the first drive of my life, with five other friends with me in the car, I missed by three feet — maybe less — a young mother pushing a stroller.

It’s been a few decades since then, but to this day I remember the woman’s terrified face. I cannot forget the stroller either: navy blue, a bit faded, with a shade in the front to shield the baby from the sun.

The incident left me deeply shaken, shocking me completely. I realized that it was only by a great stroke of luck that I managed not to kill a baby and a young woman.

It’s just crazy.

My entire life could have looked completely different.

Since then, I’ve made sure to drive carefully.

Very carefully.


5.

A Kick to the Face

I was deputy commander of 101st Squadron at Hatzor Airbase, “the first combat squadron,” when we re-established it as a two-seater F-16 squadron.

The squadron commander was busy building a new house during this process. Fortunately, there were excellent people in the squadron, so we muddled through.

At some point, the commander apparently felt that the squadron was slipping out of his grasp, which caused a lot of tension between us.

One Friday, he summoned me to his office and informed me that he had decided to remove me from my position.

I was surprised.

Immediately after our conversation, he called the other deputy squadron commander and informed him that he would replace me as the primary deputy commander.

He refused to accept the promotion.

A great commotion ensued. Most of the squadron united against the move and against the squadron commander. The base commander, an officer of superior ability and character, hadn’t known about the moves planned against me. Once he learned about it, he vetoed the decision.

By the skin of my teeth, I had survived. That left me with a stark choice.

I could allow myself to be pulled into a black hole of anger and resentment, turning against the entire world and deciding that I had no chance of escape.

Alternatively, I could debrief, study, understand where I’d gone wrong, change, and correct my trajectory.

I chose the latter, debriefing myself, without embellishment or assumption.

How had I gotten myself into such a situation?

I realized that professional, flight, and command abilities are imperative, but behaving like a human being is no less important.

And I had just been dead wrong.

I’d been arrogant.

I’d gotten too big for my britches.

I had acted with a basic disrespect towards my superior officer — manifested in my actions, in my direct interactions with him, in my conversations with others, and in front of the squadron personnel, even in my body language and style of speech. Whatever my personal opinion of him, it didn’t really matter. In any case, I could not be allowed to disrespect him, embarrass him, insult him, or make inappropriate statements regarding him.

On a personal level, my conduct was unbecoming.

Being good or successful or popular doesn’t legitimize such behavior.

On the contrary: being better requires one to do better.

As I conducted this debriefing, I totally disregarded the squadron commander’s actions and attitude. They were irrelevant. I debriefed only myself and no one else. My debriefing showed me that I ought to have been much more sensitive to the dignity and status of the squadron commander, even when it came to symbolic things — especially in the presence of other people.

I have yet to see a superstar in any field who wasn’t seriously kicked in the face at some point, be it personal or professional or medical or something else.

I wasn’t kicked out of the IAF, nor even out of the squadron, but that smack still caught me right in the teeth.

After a person catches a kick in the head, they have two options. They can throw up their hands, say they’ve blown it, they have no chance, it’s all over.

Or they can take stock, debrief, and try to understand what happened and why, learn their lessons, and fix their mistakes…

And to move forward.

I chose the second way.

• • •

The kick to my face and the courage I found to debrief myself in an incisive and sincere way allowed me to change and course-correct.

I am convinced that it influenced my life for the better down the road, wherever I’ve gone.


6.

Stand Straight and Smile

Shortly after the squadron commander informed me that he had decided to “eject” me, a change-of-command party was held for a sister squadron at Hatzor Airbase. Such events are usually attended by the commander and all senior officers of the IAF.

My wife, Anat, really didn’t like going to these kinds of events. I usually had to lay it on thick, so that she would agree to come. Even then, it didn’t always help.

In light of the circumstances, the last thing I wanted to do was go to a party, meet with all the senior staff, and see the people around me gossiping, whispering, and looking at me with pity.

I decided not to go.

That evening I was sitting at home, reading and watching TV.

Suddenly, Anat appeared, dressed to the nines.

I looked at her in wonder and asked, “Where are you going?”

To my great surprise, she said, “We’re going to the changeof-command ceremony.” I never had imagined that she even knew or remembered that there was such an event...

Then she said, “Get dressed, we’re going,” adding, “You’ll go, you’ll stand up straight, and you’ll smile.”

I really didn’t want to go.

I really, really didn’t want to.

But I realized she was right.

With all the mental difficulty involved, we went.

I stood straight.

I smiled.

And I broadcast that it was business as usual for us.

Anat was right.

I adopted this attitude toward life, in relation to myself and in relation to the people I love.


7.

Don’t Mess with the Depressed and Downtrodden

When I finished my role as IAF chief of operations, I was sent to pursue a master’s degree at the Naval Postgraduate School in Monterey, California. NPS is a venerable institution, its student body composed of distinguished members of all branches of the US armed forces — Navy, Marines, Army, and Air Force — and of the American intelligence community as well. There is also a small but significant number of students from foreign militaries, which included me. Whatever one might be studying, Monterrey is a lovely place, and of all the places to be stationed, if you have to suffer… it’s hard to think of a better one.

I signed up for a course in economics with Professor Katsuaki Terasawa, a renowned Japanese-American lecturer whose wit was razor-sharp, although one might be misled by how sparingly he spoke.

At the opening of the first lesson, Professor Terasawa told us, “You will be divided into three groups. I want you to compete against teams of your classmates.”

It didn’t take long for two groups of American officers to form, with not one foreign student among their ranks. We overseas students weren’t a terribly hot commodity, certainly not to the impeccably dressed locals. The NPS dress code mandated jackets and ties, but many of us felt overdressed, sort of like bar mitzvah kids in their oversized suits — not to mention that we all kind of stuttered in awkward, heavily accented English. I looked around at my fellow depressed and downtrodden and told them:

“Let’s go.

“We’ve got to band together.

We’ll manage.”

Somehow, I pulled together a motley crew of Japanese, Indonesian, Turkish, Greek, African, and Israeli officers, along with a few others.

The competition began. It was lengthy and fascinating, requiring a practical understanding of mathematics, economics, game theory, and negotiation.

When it came time to tally the score, our group blew the other two out of the water. The well-dressed American students, who looked like a million bucks, spoke perfect English and held home-court advantage, couldn’t believe what had happened to them. Professor Terasawa, with his wicked smile, was pleased, and we were even happier. Our classmates, and soon the entire school, realized we were no pushovers. Quite the contrary.

Many years later, I received a phone call from the former IDF Chief of Staff, Gabi Ashkenazi, who was attending a massive airshow in Singapore at the time. “Shkedy,” Gabi, who was already a civilian at the time, told me, “there is an impressive Indonesian general here named Dezi who insists on talking to you now.”

It turned out that the Indonesian general was one of those foreign officers that I had gathered at the time into our group of the depressed and downtrodden, in Professor Terasawa’s first class. In those days, he was still a young major with a round face and a frozen look, utterly unremarkable.

But General Dezi had not forgotten. Ashkenazi gave him the phone and we enjoyed reminiscing about experiences from that class with Professor Terasawa, in which we showed the Americans that it’s not a good idea to mess with the depressed and downtrodden.

• • •

A person may appear pitiful and pathetic at first glance; their accent and vocabulary may not be impressive; their attire may not be striking—but that tells you nothing about their ability, their wit, their intelligence or their potential.


8.

Why’d You Send This Guy?

As head of the IAF’s operations department, I had to send a senior officer — either a pilot or navigator — to the Northern Command, to work for a few weeks with the command staff, planning joint operations with the ground forces.

The mission was important to me, so I chose to send Danny, a man whose abilities I valued and an excellent officer whom I trusted very much. A few hours after he showed up at regional command headquarters in the north, I received a call from a senior officer in the command staff. “Shkedy, why’d you send us this blockhead?”

I tried to understand why he would say that. Danny, the officer I’d sent to the command staff, was an individual I genuinely liked, on a personal and a professional level: he was determined, smart, assertive, possessing both operational understanding and an impressive capacity to execute. Above all, he was personable and charming, and pleasant to work with. True, he didn’t look exactly like the stereotype of an Air Force pilot, tall with blue eyes, hair rustling in the wind. Apparently, the first impression of him was misleading.

I replied, “He’s a serious stud. You’ll see.”

The senior officer from the Northern Command wasn’t really convinced, but that was my decision, and so it stood.

A few weeks later, I met the same senior officer from the command staff, and he told me, “Shkedy, you really did send us a stud, he’s on point, a real asset.”

I said, “You’re telling me all this?

“Talk to him personally.

“Tell him what you said about him when he first arrived.

“Tell him what you just told me.

“Then apologize profusely and ask for forgiveness.”

I don’t know how it shook out, how Danny responded, or even if he responded.

But there’s a quote attributed to Albert Einstein:

“Weak people revenge.

Strong people forgive.

Smart people ignore.”

Danny is a smart man...

This “blockhead,” as the officer in the command staff called him even before he knew him, later became the commander of a squadron and the commander of a base. When I became commander of the Air Force, I appointed him head of the personnel division, with the rank of brigadier general.

A real stud.


9.

Want to Play Pool?

When I was a young pilot in Hatzerim, I went to Beersheba to visit Aryeh Trabelsi, a friend from when I went to school in Kfar Saba. His nickname was “Trifo” because he had a huge mane that reminded everyone of the Greek singer Trifonas.

Trifo was a talented and quick-witted guy. His family lived in Shikun Dalet, one of the rougher parts of Beersheba at the time, but he’d gotten into the boarding school for gifted students next to the Katznelson School in Kfar Saba, where we met.

I went to his house. His mother opened the door and said he wasn’t there, but would come back in about an hour and a half.

This was the pre-cellphone era, so there was no way to let him know that I had arrived, so I went for a bit of a stroll until he came back.

As I was walking through the commercial center of Shikun Dalet, I saw a pool hall.

I went in. I was wearing my Air Force uniform, with my officer’s bars and pilot’s wings. I looked around. The place was shrouded in thick cigarette smoke (as you could smoke anywhere at the time).

Suddenly, a young man who identified the new “fresh meat” on the scene approached me. “Want to play?” he asked.

I said, “Yes.”

The guy continued, “Just so you know, you’ve got to place a bet on every game you play here.”

I said, “OK, let’s bet.”

He thought the fresh meat had taken the bait and started reeling me in. The game was underway and all the people in the hall at the time quickly gathered around our table, smiling and rubbing their hands with pleasure, waiting to watch the latest sucker get carved up.

But very quickly the smiles were wiped away and there was silence.

Before their very eyes, the unimaginable happened. The “blockhead” in uniform, whom they’d hoped to take to the cleaners, took their friend to the cleaners instead, right there on their home turf at the Shikun Dalet pool hall.

What they didn’t know was that Hatzerim had a pool table too, and whenever we finished an exhausting day of flying, we’d get together and play.

More than that: one of the soldiers on the base was a real pool shark, and he taught us every secret of the game, all the theories, techniques, and tricks — angle calculations, shots of all kinds, backspin, sidespin, topspin, parking a cueball and even jumping it...

Thanks to him and his tutelage, we became quite good.

• • •

Never let outward appearances or features fool you.

Before each battle, you need to gather intelligence and understand who the opponent in front of you is and what their abilities are.

Even if you are a professional in the field, do not brag and do not underestimate your opponent.

Contempt can lead to a big mistake.


10.

The Air Force’s “Secret”

My friend, Eyal Chomsky, is one of the owners of the Hapoel Jerusalem basketball team. Eyal, his wife Tami, and all their family live and breathe the team, with all their heart and soul, and are emotionally involved in everything that happens with it. They are addicts, pure and simple.

One day late in the season, after I finished serving as El Al’s CEO, Eyal asked me to come and talk to the entire team: the coaches, the players, and the professional staff.

We met at the home of the team’s CEO, Guy Harel.

I went back and forth over what to talk to them about and decided to devote the conversation to debriefing, as an excellent tool for the challenges they could expect in the short period of time remaining until the end of the season.

After my talk, I was pulled aside by the team’s coach at the time, Simone Pianigiani, who had also coached the Italian national team in the past. Simone was dressed as if he had come out of an Italian fashion magazine and looked unusual in the Israeli landscape. He began to ask me questions about debriefing and wouldn’t let me go. I felt that it interested him and that he wanted to study the subject in depth.

We chatted at length.

The next day, I received a message from the coach’s assistant, Mody Maor, formerly a combat officer in the Air Force. It was a list of questions on various issues related to the team and the moves it needed to make in the future.

At Chomsky’s request, I decided to help guide the team through the aspects of debriefing.

Although my son, Omer, was a die-hard Hapoel Jerusalem fan, my professional knowledge of basketball was unremarkable, and I certainly couldn’t give advice about one player or another, nor about game tactics or professional exercises.

My forte was debriefing, and I was convinced that it could help in many areas such as interpersonal relations within the team, certain professional decisions, what to work on, what to change, how to properly prepare, and so on.

The team found itself in a difficult situation: down 0-2 in the best-of-five quarterfinal playoff series against Ironi Nahariya. Another loss would have been lights out.

They were in serious trouble and morale was low.

They asked me, “What do you suggest?”

I thought about it and came to the conclusion that it was time to carry out a debriefing in three stages:

1. What happened?

2. Why did it happen?

3. What to do differently?

The first stage: What happened? You put a “virtual mirror” in front of your face and tell yourself boldly, sharply, and clearly, without cutting corners and without bullshitting yourself, what really happened. You mustn’t sugarcoat the picture so it’s easier for you to digest.

The second stage: Why did it happen? You analyze yourself to understand why those things happened. What did you observe? How did you respond? What did you do? How did you do it? In other words, what could have led to the results you see in the “virtual mirror.”

The third stage: What should be done differently the next time and what should be retained?

If you only go through the first and second stages, it’s as if you didn’t debrief at all. In such a situation, not only will you have not learned anything, but you may be left with a sense of frustration and self-flagellation.

Only once you reach the third stage, in which you decide and define for yourself what you ought to do differently next time and what you should keep, have you completed the debriefing process.

It is a circle in which each stage leads to the next. If you skip one of the steps, it disrupts the whole process.

The debriefing cycle is complete when you have a briefing before the next time. In other words, when your planning is based on the main points raised in the debriefing.

I told the leaders of the team: “You have to dramatically change the lineup, your tactics, and your style of play.”

I didn’t tell them what and how to change because that’s their field of expertise, not mine, and everyone has to debrief themselves.

But I made it clear to them that you should not be afraid of change, even if it is extreme.

Simone, the coach, outlined a series of fundamental changes, and the team won three games in a row and advanced to the next round.

As the finals approached, they spoke to me again.

I asked, “How are you preparing for the game?”

They said, “We’re studying what happened in the previous series.”

I said, “The most important thing now is to plan, prepare and train for the game ahead, not the games that have already taken place. What happened in the semifinals is less relevant. You need to analyze and understand in depth your relative advantages vis-à-vis the team you will meet in the final, and impose them onto the opposing team’s relative disadvantages in the most acute and aggressive way possible. Your debriefing ought to focus on the games you played against them during the season.”

It was fascinating and exciting to see them listen to a person who doesn’t really understand basketball but knows that real debriefing is the key to improvement and success.

They just listened to what was said, no matter who said it, and brought it to the fore on the court in the best possible way.

Hapoel Jerusalem beat Maccabi Haifa 83-76 in the finals and won the 2017 championship.

Tami and Eyal Chomsky were in heaven.

Also Omer...

Of course, my share of the success was nil. The rights are all reserved to the players and the coaching staff, but it was beautiful to see how open they were to the subject of debriefing.

• • •

The Israeli Air Force is an excellent corps, both compared to other organizations in Israel and compared to its counterparts around the world.

When you ask people why the Air Force is so good, the answer is usually: because it has excellent people, advanced aircraft, and tremendous resources.

It’s always good to have excellent people and adequate resources, but in my opinion, the secret of the IAF’s excellence lies in its organizational culture, of which debriefing is a central component.

When talking about debriefing, it is important to clarify what it is not.

Interrogating someone in order to “hang” them is not a debriefing.

Looking for culprits instead of learning and moving forward is not debriefing either.

People tend to confuse debriefing with investigation.

These are two completely different things.

Debriefing is a deeply structured process that is essentially about learning and making continual progress.

In a deep sense, it is a way of life for a person or an organization.

After any event of any kind, problematic or positive, the most important thing is to learn from it in order to move forward.

When you do a real debriefing, with all the difficulty involved, you embark on a positive and optimistic path of improvement and learning, even if you are in a tough situation after experiencing failure.

Usually, when something doesn’t work, the first question is whose fault it is.

In most cases, people will blame someone or something else for the failure: Mom, Dad, the teacher, the CEO, the commander, the weather, an uneven floor...

And who is never to blame?

Me.

My most important piece of advice on the subject: When you “eat it,” never blame anyone else for the failure.

You, and only you, are responsible for what has been done.

You, and only you, must debrief yourself.

You can improve next time by five percent, by ten percent, by thirty percent, by fifty percent, or by eighty percent.

But the debriefing is yours and the improvement and progress depends only on you and no one else.

We all make mistakes, all the time.

The important thing is not to make big mistakes, and not to make the same mistake twice.

For people who haven’t come up through an organizational culture of debriefing, like the one that exists in the Air Force, it is difficult to talk about their mistakes in front of others.

Therefore, for the group you are leading to perform a real debriefing, and for this to be its organizational culture, first of all, you must demand from yourself as a leader what you demand from others. In other words, debrief yourself sincerely and incisively, with an emphasis on your mistakes. Don’t just demand that others talk about their own mistakes, and certainly don’t “hang” them in the public square.

Otherwise, it just won’t happen.

Everything is fair game in debriefing, regardless of the subject of the event and its consequences, whether failure or success. This is true for the small things and the big things – from a Hanukkah party to attacking a nuclear reactor. At home, with family and children, with friends, in business, and in everything we do.

It’s simply a way of life.

Even as I write this book, I am constantly debriefing myself.

This culture, which I believe in with every fiber of my being, has influenced and continues to influence my life, in every sphere, all along the way.

• • •

I have no doubt that the IAF’s organizational culture, centered on debriefing, is relevant and significant for every field — military, business, medicine, education, sports or any other issue in life — both on an organizational and personal level.









