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For my children,
 Tony, Anna, and Dani.


With boundless love.



And my sister, Marcy,
 always ready to ride to the rescue.


With love and gratitude.








On Rosh Hashana their decree is inscribed,
 and on Yom Kippur it is sealed.


How many shall pass away, and how many shall be created;


Who shall live, and who shall die;


Who shall come to his timely end, and who to an untimely end;


Who shall perish by fire, and who by water;


Who by the sword, and who by beast;


Who by hunger, and who by thirst;


Who by earthquake, and who by the plague;


Who by strangling, and who by stoning;


Who shall be at rest, and who shall wander about;


Who shall have serenity, and who shall be confused;


Who shall be tranquil, and who shall be tormented;


Who shall become poor, and who shall become wealthy;


Who shall be brought to a low state, and who shall be uplifted…


—Traditional prayer recited on the
 High Holidays of Rosh Hashana 
and Yom Kippur, attributed to 
Rabbi Ammon of Mayence.
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A NOTE TO THE READER





Nations make wars, but men fight them. This is the true story of the men, Arabs and Jews, who fought in the conflict that became known in America as the Yom Kippur War.


It is an account of battles, and of soldiers. Of governments, and of armies. Of honor, and of betrayals. And it is, no less, a love story, a tale of a young bride and groom tossed about in this swirl of history.


To write such a story with accuracy and drama, I relied on a variety of sources, including previously classified Israeli government documents and reports, captured Egyptian and Syrian documents and letters, books on the war in English, Hebrew, and Arabic, and unpublished research papers written by veteran Arab officers studying at the U.S. Air Force Air University at Maxwell Air Force Base, in Montgomery, Alabama.


Another essential resource was the many interviews I conducted with soldiers, Jews and Arabs, who fought in the war, as well as past and present members of the Israeli intelligence community. A complete chapter-by-chapter attribution of my sources follows at the end of the narrative.



I would be derelict, however, if I did not publicly acknowledge at the outset the role of Nati and Yossi Ben Hanan in helping and encouraging my pursuit of this story. It was while I sat on Nati’s terrace in Haifa, looking at her wedding pictures in the fading evening light, that this book first began to take shape in my mind.


—H.B.
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PROLOGUE


THE WATCHMEN


Jerusalem/Cairo
 Summer 2002




Who shall live…











  


The custodian sat at his desk, lunch hour spent as usual leafing through his scrapbook, when the bomb exploded. The blast took him by surprise. He rose from his chair as if yanked to attention. The red-covered photo album tumbled to the floor. Yet as he looked down at the scattered photographs, at the letters neatly typed on ministry stationery, at the precisely underlined newspaper articles, at all the years of carefully collected and cataloged evidence that now lay in a wide puddle on the cement floor, he also realized he was safe.


A suicide bomber had struck again. The explosion had rattled the two windows facing Hakhayal Street, but nothing broke. The intifada, fierce and primitive, raged on. But his building, his tenants, and—though in truth it was of little consequence to him—his own life had been spared.


He stood by his desk without moving for a while. His stance, after all the years of training, was by instinct a soldier’s: parade rest. He did not dwell on his escape, his luck. His mind filled with another knowledge.


During the long, difficult months as he watched his beloved Jerusalem become an anxious city of flaming targets, an understanding had been slowly building. It began as a premonition and evolved, incident by grim incident, into a theory. But now it coursed through him full blown, all-powerful. The connections were indelibly forged. This bombing was his irrefutable message. Now he knew. He alone.


It was all happening again, he realized. Nearly thirty years had passed since October 1973, since the Yom Kippur War, since he stood guard for the nation. But now there was a new call to duty.


He saw the choices that lie ahead, and a weary resignation overwhelmed him. His mind went dull. For the moment, he focused instead on gathering up the papers and photographs that had escaped from the album. He stacked them in a tall pile on the floor.


Deliberately, he did not allow his eyes to linger on any of his mementos. Each would only be a further provocation, a goading reminder of what he had to decide. Of whom he had once been, and what his future might be like in the aftermath of another call to serve the nation.


His life had spiraled down to this low station. But even in his ignominy—a custodian! an office above a parking garage!—he had no doubt there were worse fates. Or that propelled by another act of defiance, another challenge to the men of power, there were lower depths to which he might descend.


When the custodian was done, after the album along with the stack of loose “exhibits” (as he insisted on calling them) was returned to his desk and the drawer once again locked, he went to the window. He looked out at the boulevard lined with its familiar shops: the bookstore, the strictly kosher bakery, the bank, the grocery. The sky above was a dome of Jerusalem blue, a masterpiece of color and illumination that was his daily proof, despite the constant threat of new horrors, of a continued Divine Presence in this holiest of cities. And farther down the avenue, in the distance, rose a cone of dense gray smoke.


Sirens yelped. Ambulances and police cars, lights pulsing, weaved expertly through the mass of stalled traffic. Two men wearing yellow reflector vests, skullcaps on their heads, raced toward the smoke. A team from Zaka, he decided. The Disaster Victims Identification Squad. They would blot up blood from the walls, and scrape stray bits of flesh from the floor. They would make sure all the human detritus was accounted for, placed in plastic bags, and buried along with the dead. A person’s soul, the Law says, resides in his blood.


And what about my soul? he wondered. Is there any hope for me if I don’t act?


The years had led him to this new, small life. “My exile,” he called it, full of self-pity. Yet once again he alone had worked it all out, had deciphered all the clues.


He knew where the bombers would strike next.


Once again, he was their Watchman.


He could shout the warning.


But he hesitated.


Would they listen this time? Had they learned anything in the past thirty years? Or would there be a new “Concept”? A new rationale for ignoring his evidence? And in the aftermath, would they once again make him pay for their mistakes? Their ignorance? Their arrogance?


He stayed at the window for a long time, staring out at his wounded, grieving city. The custodian had to decide, and he did not dare.


 


As coincidence would have it, that tense summer, nearly 300 miles to the west in the sprawling city of Cairo, another man who had lived with his own secrets for the past thirty years was also coming to realize that the past was never past.



But while his counterpart in Jerusalem had paid a steep price for his role in the shadows, he had only prospered. His work had made him rich, as wealthy as a sheik. And when he retired from the government, it was with honor and respect.


Nevertheless, he was a cautious man. He made it a point to keep up his connections in the ministry, and to talk with his former business associates abroad. And now suddenly, after all the years, there was trouble.


He learned that the authorities in Tel Aviv, as they tried to grapple with a new, perplexing war, had begun to talk more freely about secrets from an old one. A distraction strategy, a shrewd way of diverting a besieged nation’s attention, he presumed. But from his perspective, it also was a growing danger.


Israeli Military Intelligence, he was told, had commissioned a secret history of the Yom Kippur War. A professor of political science from Haifa University had been given the task. The professor marched through the corridors of official power, and each of his interviews, his sorting through the pages of classified documents, culminated in his posing one still perplexing question: How could Israel, with all its resources, all its might and manpower, have been taken by such complete surprise on that October afternoon nearly three decades ago? As this professor asked his questions, old men, eager to find justifications for their mistakes before the record was sealed on their lives, finally talked. They made accusations. The name of the man from Cairo had not yet been revealed. But his long-hidden role, his contribution, was suddenly being challenged. And reevaluated.


While he was at home in Egypt, there were for the first time disconcerting moments, too. For years he had thought his secret was safe. When President Sadat was assassinated, he truly believed that part of his own past was now dead and buried. But lately he felt people were avoiding him. No one telephoned anymore, he told his daughter. No one in the government sought his once-valued advice. He also confided to a former associate (who was quick to spread this morsel of gossip) that he had been ignored the last time he had been at the Sporting Club, his club since he had been a young functionary serving Nasser. The other members, usually eager to talk business or politics, left him alone with his newspaper and coffee. In his mind, it felt deliberate. He was certain people were afraid to be seen with him, reluctant to be identified as his friends.


Now he preferred to stay at home. He lived in a large white concrete house with a broad, sheltered terrace that faced the Nile. Day after day he sat on this terrace. He would take to his chair early in the morning as a thin breeze rose up from the river and floated toward the stifling city. In the evening, as the muezzin’s call to prayer came across the water, he would still be there.


That summer as Israel was once again under attack he did not travel. He did not, as he had in previous years, go off to relax in the cool and calm of Alexandria. Or to the blue waters and invigorating sun of Majorca, another favorite escape. Instead, he followed the intifada—Sharon’s war again! he marveled—quite closely. He listened attentively and, another occupational habit that lingered into his retirement, tried to decipher the true warnings hidden in the threats from Al Qaeda and Hezbollah broadcasts on Al-Jazeera. And he waited.


He waited for someone to come to kill him. He feared the Jews. And the Arabs. And, worse, he knew they both had reason.











PART I


“RETURN TO ZION”


Haifa/Alexandria
 Summer 1973




…and who shall die














ONE





Haifa/27 June 1967


Nati fell in love with Yossi before she ever met him. She was sixteen, still in high school, and all it took was just one look. But at that moment in Israel’s history, the entire nation, or so she would grow to complain, was in love with Yossi—the tousled-haired soldier with the coal dark eyes and the gleaming smile in the famous photograph.


The photograph first appeared on the June 27, 1967, cover of Life magazine. Newspapers and magazines across Israel, full of xenophobic pride for the local boy who had made good in the larger world, were quick to purchase reprint rights. Soon it was everywhere. It even had a second life as a poster; sales, especially to teenage girls, were impressively strong.


The image was clever in its directness. Twenty-two-year-old Yossi Ben Hanan, wearing tanker’s overalls, a battle-scraped AK-47 assault rifle clutched in his hand, stared straight up into the camera. The soot-covered face, the strained brow beneath the fringe of haphazard curls, spoke of hard combat. Yet the grin bursting through all the weariness left no doubt: This soldier had fought and won.



But the picture’s true power, and the source of its enduring fame, lie in the complex story it succinctly told. For as Yossi crooked his head up into the lens, he was cooling off from the heat of battle in the Suez Canal—water that until that day had been as Egyptian as the Nile.


This soldier’s spontaneous celebration, the editors of Life realized, captured in a single snapshot the totality of Israel’s victory over the Arabs in the Six Day War. It effectively condensed all the “astounding”—this was the unrestrained yet not inaccurate adjective on the magazine’s cover—battle reports from every front.


In the air, within two hours and fifty minutes after launching preemptive strikes on June 6, 1967, Israel had destroyed 300 Egyptian planes. The Egyptian air force, for all tactical purposes, simply ceased to exist. The Israeli bombers quickly moved on to maul airfields in Syria, Jordan, and Iraq. By noon on the first day of the war, 452 Arab planes were lost and Israel controlled the sky above the Middle East.


On the Syrian front, the fighting was brief, too. Protected by concrete bunkers and rocky mountainous terrain, the Syrian troops at first grappled with the Israelis in bloody hand-to-hand combat. But as the sun rose on a second day of battle, the Syrian officers began to flee. Israeli troops pushed rapidly up the Golan Heights, taking strategic towns and peaks. A rout followed. After only twenty-seven hours of fighting, the road to Damascus was wide open, the Syrian capital ready to be seized if the Israelis decided to advance.


Jordan, despite Israel’s diplomatic attempts to convince King Hussein not to get involved in the conflict, also entered the war. Its artillery opened up on the Jewish section of Jerusalem and shelled Tel Aviv. In response, eight Israeli brigades poured into the West Bank. On the morning of the third day of the war, Israeli soldiers reached the Western Wall in the old city of Jerusalem, rejoicing as they reclaimed the sacred religious site that had been lost a quarter of a century ago in the War of Independence.


And in the battle against Egypt, Israeli armor swiftly penetrated on three axes through the heart of the Sinai Peninsula, only stopping when they reached the east bank of the Suez Canal. The Egyptian force, 100,000 strong and outfitted with modern weapons and tanks provided by the Russians, was left in shambles. They fled in disorganized droves, leaving more than 15,000 of their dead and almost all of their equipment behind in the sand. More than 12,000 soldiers—including nine humiliated generals—were taken prisoner. Israel had 275 casualties in the desert campaign.


In less than a week’s fighting, Israel’s soldiers had decisively changed the political—and, no less significant, the strategic—geography of the Middle East. On the seventh day the nation, even if it were too jubilant to rest, could for the first time since it came into existence breathe easily.


The old territorial boundaries, a relic of the 1949 armistice, were history. Now the Sinai, the West Bank, a united Jerusalem, and the Golan Heights belonged to Israel. And with this new land, Israel’s leaders were convinced, came safety. Egyptian forces would now need to cross the Suez Canal and, as if that alone were not enough of an obstacle, then march across a 150-mile-wide desert before being able to threaten a major Israeli city. The unification of Jerusalem placed the holy city for the first time in more than two decades out of the range of Jordanian artillery. Similarly, the villages in the northern Galilee were no longer easy targets for Syrian shelling.


In fact, the potential for a devastating first strike was now reversed. From their outposts in the newly seized land, the Israeli forces loomed ominously closer to the Arab capitals: Cairo was sixty miles away, Damascus only thirty-five.


An impressed community of nations, both friends and foes, uniformly acknowledged the strength of the Israel Defense Forces (IDF). “The Israelis are very patriotic, brave and skillful soldiers, brilliantly led,” announced one widely reprinted, and quoted, editorial essay that seemed to sum up the international reaction to the incredibly one-sided war. And the editorial did not stop there. It bluntly went on to ask “an impolite but unavoidable question: What is the matter with the Arab armies? Was there ever a people so bellicose in politics, so reckless and raucous in hostility—and then so unpugnacious in pitched combat—as Nasser’s Egyptians?”


But even this reaction was restrained when measured against the swaggering confidence many Israelis expressed. “Israel is now a military superpower,” Gen. Ariel Sharon, a commander in the Sinai campaign, boasted. “Every national force in Europe is weaker than we are. We can conquer in one week the area from Khartoum to Baghdad and Algeria.” The Arab armies, Sharon and many other Israeli generals believed, were no longer a threat—just an annoyance. It would only be a matter of time before they became an irrelevancy.


And thanks to the editors of Life and the powerful shorthand of journalism, one handsome face became the symbol for Israel’s bursting pride. The chosen image of a chosen people. Yossi Ben Hanan, a novice platoon commander, became the link in the minds of the young nation for all the suffering that had come before, and the glittering future that lie ahead. The Holocaust launched to annihilate the Jewish people, the two decades of war intent on destroying the Jewish state—all these deep fears could finally be laid to rest. For now there was a new generation of Jews and a new generation of Jewish soldiers. Men who were brave, robust, and perhaps even invincible. Men like Yossi Ben Hanan.


And so the nation applauded Yossi, as with equal enthusiasm, they applauded themselves. He became a celebrity, unable, he would say with a twinge of embarrassment, to walk down a street in Tel Aviv or turn a corner in Jerusalem without someone calling out, “Shalom, Yossi.” He was quickly promoted to captain, and the government sent him off to show the resolute face of the new Jews—a warrior people—to adoring crowds in Japan, Europe, and, of course, the United States. With his easy charm, his natural friendliness, his self-deprecating candor, and his smile, his nearly incandescent grin, his success seemed assured. Chief of staff would someday be his for the asking. Or, perhaps politics was his destiny. Would minister of defense or even prime minister be out of the question?


Yet as his comrades in the armored brigades speculated at what was in store for their beloved Yossi—“our Greek god, our golden boy,” his close friend and commander Col. Avigdor “Yanosh” Ben Gal described him without irony—Nati quietly and confidently made her own plans. By the time she went off to do her compulsory military service two years after she had first seen the photograph on the cover of the magazine, Nati still had never met the object of all her fantasizing. But the passing of time and the blur of adolescent dalliances had diminished neither her ardor nor her conviction. Nati knew that someday she would meet Yossi and when she did, he would want her, too. No other outcome was possible. In her mind, their love had the force of a biblical prophecy. It was inevitable.








TWO





Golan Heights/June 1971


Four years to the month after the photograph had appeared on the magazine cover, they finally met. Capt. Yossi Ben Hanan, a battalion commander in the Seventh Armored Brigade, hurried into Col. Shmuel Gonen’s briefing, apologized for being late, and then growled at a lieutenant, “What are you doing sitting in my seat? Get up.”


Lt. Nati Friedman was not intimidated. She fixed the superior officer with her honey-colored eyes. A moment passed. Then she rose, and standing ramrod straight as if at attention, executed a smart salute. In the Israel Defense Forces, a populist army where even commanding officers are addressed by their first names, her gesture was clear parody, an implicit reprimand for the sharp tone. But in case the famous captain missed the point, there was more to her performance. Nati walked from the conference table with a deliberate, unmilitary slowness. A tall, slim woman, her dark hair piled into a neat bun, she wore tight green fatigues. Her back was to Yossi, so she could not see his eyes following her every step. But she felt them, she would say. She knew he was watching, appraising. And all the time, undaunted by the discordant circumstances, she was thinking, I knew someday we would meet.


When the briefing ended, Yossi went off to confer further with Gordish, as Colonel Gonen was known to his troops. Yossi had served under the colonel in the Sinai, and knew too well whom he was up against. Gordish was a slight, prim tanker, frosty as a monk, and as devout as a rabbi. He would not respond well to a frontal assault. So Yossi dutifully asked question after question about the upcoming maneuvers in the north. The colonel, who enjoyed talking about the complicated mechanics involved in getting a column of tanks to the battle line, responded to each successive inquiry with eager detail. Yossi listened respectfully. He desperately wanted a cigarette, but he knew Gordish considered smoking a vice, and, therefore, unsuitable behavior for an officer. It was only hours later as the two men were leaving the briefing room that Yossi, with an impressive casualness, eased into his primary mission. “Your aide who was sitting in my chair,” he asked. “What was her name?”


 


They went for a walk that night. The moon, as if Nati’s coconspirator, illuminated the water as they strolled along the rocky shore of the Sea of Galilee. It was an auspicious beginning, a childhood prophecy made real.


And it was an illusion. The relationship quickly became complicated, even hurtful. For the next two years, Yossi and Nati suffered through a tumultuous on-again, off-again courtship. Nati’s commitment did not waiver. But Yossi, with a hero’s prerogative, grabbed his opportunities as quickly as he found them. He would return to Nati, but his excursions, always guiltless, always predictable, took their toll.


Nati finally had enough. She grew tired of sharing Yossi with, as she put it, “the rest of them.” The sense of his absences became too wearying. She announced that she did not want to see him again. Determined to prove her sincerity as much to herself as to Yossi, she made plans. She would leave the army and, trading one uniform for another, become a stewardess for El Al. It would be a new life full of new possibilities.


Yossi accepted her decision. But, with his charm as manipulative as ever, he cajoled Nati “for old times’ sake” to spend one last weekend with him. Reluctantly, she agreed. But she was surprised when they rode in Yossi’s jeep up north, back to the Sea of Galilee.


The moon was not as full, not as theatrically bright as on their first night. But nevertheless it shined down with drama on the ancient water where Peter had fished, and remained her ally. They were walking hand in hand, tenderly, old friends, when Yossi said, “Why don’t we just go ahead and do it?”


Months ago she had given up hope, dismissed all her previous fantasizing as a young girl’s silliness. Now Nati understood she had been right all along. Her love was justified. A single word leaped up in her mind: destiny. But still this would not do. She refused to accept so passive an acquiescence.


“Do what?” she asked, full of innocent wonder.


Yossi fell to one knee. He took her hand, cradling it in his. And fulfilling her prophecy, he asked, “Will you marry me?”


She kissed his lips, and he held her. A long moment of complete stillness filled the night. The silence deepened, and stretched taut between them. When she finally spoke, it was a single word, as solemn and serious as a vow. “Yes,” she said.


Later that night, they sorted through the practicalities. Yossi was now a lieutenant colonel, a battalion commander of an armored brigade. The ceremony would take place as soon as possible, as long as it did not interfere with his command responsibilities. Of course it would be in Haifa, at her parents’ house. The back lawn, they both agreed, would be perfect. “But I don’t want a big wedding,” Nati said.


“Neither do I,” he agreed. “Just my friends.”









THREE





Haifa/Summer 1973


By the time they added the last name, they had invited 830 people to the wedding. Yossi had a lot of friends.


But more was inflating the quickly growing guest list than the many fellowships of arms of a professional soldier. Nor could the stack after stack of invitations that Nati mailed simply be attributed to Yossi’s diligent ambition. As soon as the engagement announcement appeared in the newspapers, “shofars,” Nati imagined with only a hint of facetiousness, “blew throughout the land.” Each day the phone rang and there was someone new—an obscure relation, a long-forgotten friend of a friend—wishing Nati a genuinely heartfelt mazel tov. Each day another apparent stranger offered congratulations as Nati bought groceries or boarded a bus. Each day things seemed to get more and more out of hand. Yet as the weeks passed, as the buildup to the carefully planned day drummed on, she began to understand.


Her marriage was not simply another summer wedding between two young people who had fallen in love. She had chosen August 13, 1973, for the festivities because it was the fifteenth of the month of Av on the Hebrew calendar, the biblical Valentine’s Day. Now she recognized the timing brought with it more powerful symbolism.


Everyone was eager to come, to be invited. She sensed that it wasn’t just Yossi and Nati they wanted to celebrate. It was something more. Larger. It was becoming a national celebration.


 


Nati’s mother was sixth-generation Israeli. Her family’s roots were deep into the land since the days of Ottoman rule. They were farmers when the arid, sunbaked earth was strewn with formidable boulders, and a Jewish state, a land of plowed fields, of milk, honey, and commerce, existed only in biblical stories.


Her father’s family had arrived in Palestine one generation earlier, and had also lived through the early struggles. In the War of Independence, Ephraim Friedman’s parents had to abandon their home on the banks of the Jordan River. Along with their neighbors, they ran in panic from the Arab advance, leaving behind all they owned, all they had built in the Galilee wilderness. Yet he was a son who made a heartfelt promise to his parents and fulfilled it: An army commander, Ephraim led troops in fierce hand-to-hand combat to reclaim the home where he was raised. In his second life, he labored to design and build the highways that linked the northern towns and cities to the urban heart of the nation. The much traveled road stretching from the hills of Haifa to the shoreline of Tel Aviv was his accomplishment; and as the nation prospered, he did, too.


Yossi’s family had been part of Jerusalem forever, or so it seemed in this young, immigrant state. When not caught up in the chaos of war, Michael Ben Hanan taught math and physics to generations of students. But it was not his accomplishments as a soldier or a teacher that had made him, almost as much as his son, renowned throughout the country. Since 1945, at 6:10 every morning, Michael Ben Hanan’s hearty, no-nonsense voice boomed from the radio, leading a conscientious nation in its daily exercises.



On both sides, Nati and Yossi were children of pioneers, off-spring of the men and women who had built the state, the generation that fought the Turks, the British, and the Arabs. They served in the illegal underground armies, the Haganah and the Palmach—adventures that today are recounted to Israel’s children as if they were the tales of knights at the Round Table. They volunteered for the nascent defense force and won hopeless battles against overwhelming odds. They raised families and built homes, while all the time living under the threat of annihilation, of Arabs vowing to push them into the sea. They killed out of necessity, and for revenge. They endured the pain of wounds and maimings, and, no less scarring, saw beloved friends and relatives die in combat or terror attacks. They served alongside the generals and statesmen who became legends, and still knew them as intimates, as Moshe or Golda. Their biographies are volumes that span the entire history of the country, from its hard-won creation in 1948 to the triumph of the present.


In a country as small and tightly knit as Israel, the parents of the bride and groom had deep, even mythic connections. They were, by blood and deed, the Founders. And this storybook marriage, an occasion of such complete happiness, proved that all the sacrifices of an entire generation were worthwhile, that all their resilience was justified, and that the hope-fostered imaginations of the forefathers who had left the shtetls to come to an inhospitable desert land were visionary.


“Look at Nati, at Yossi, these strong, beautiful children,” a nation of beaming mothers and fathers was exclaiming. “Our new Davids, our new Sarahs. And look at the world, prosperous and fecund, we, with our own hands, our own labors, created for them.”


 


And no less than a family wedding, the celebration promised to be a military event. In a country that reveres its soldiers, Yossi was a warrior prince, a lieutenant colonel in the elite Seventh Armored Brigade. Ever since the magazine cover, his face symbolized the entire corps of professionals, bold and determined, who protect the state on land, sea, and in the air. How could the staff officers, the well-known generals who had molded this force of patriotic fighters, their new Maccabees, not share this occasion? How could they not raise a glass to Yossi and his bride, as at the same time they silently toasted all he had come to represent?


The junior officers, colleagues who had stood in the turrets of the massive Centurion tanks with Yossi during the years of training and who had charged with him under enemy fire across the Sinai, were no less eager to attend. They waited for the off-white card to come in the mail, and then they waited for the day itself. Just to be in Yossi’s proximity, they had come to understand from past experience, brought with it the promise of something extraordinary, be it a large victory or a memorable “afters,” as the tankers’ nights out were known.


“You could always count on Yossi to make things happen,” Maj. Shmuel “Shmuli” Askarov, his second-in-command recalled, a swift smile bursting from his face. “All summer we were waiting, looking forward to our Yossi’s wedding.”


 


But the connection that brought all these strands together, the unifying force that turned the event into a national celebration, lie in the exhilarating moment it shared in history. “We are on the threshold of the crowning era of the Return to Zion,” Moshe Dayan, the military hero of a previous generation who was the minister of defense, predicted that May to a convention of cheering paratroopers. His confidence exuded not only from the victory in the Six Day War, but also from all that had happened in the six years that followed: the cease-fire along the Suez Canal, the apparent collapse of many terrorist groups, and the tension lingering between Egypt and Russia since the expulsion earlier that year of 14,000 Soviet military advisers.


It was a time “the likes of which our people has probably never witnessed in the past, and certainly not since the modern Return to Zion,” Dayan proclaimed in another confident speech that spring. “The superiority of our forces over our enemies” and “the jurisdiction of the Israeli government from the Jordan to Suez” assured, he predicted, peace and prosperity for decades to come.


And so the reasons to celebrate fused in merry anticipation. It was an occasion to rejoice over a nation’s good fortune, as well as a young couple’s. Many were invited, and they all were only too happy to come.
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Haifa/13 August 1973/1700


The white, squat flat-roofed villa stood by design at the crest of one of Haifa’s many hills. The bands of windows were also carefully placed, facing west toward the sparkling blue waters of the Mediterranean. Today, festive baskets of wildflowers—Nati had picked them herself—lined the wrought-iron balcony. From there, the view opened past tall Carmel Mountain pines straight to the sea. It was, people would invariably say, like standing on the deck of a ship.


This afternoon the guests were not encouraged to linger. Instead, they were directed to a white-pebbled path scented with the fragrance of flourishing jasmine bushes. A canopy of pines shaded this narrow walkway, but after only a short stroll one emerged from the shadows into a bright green lawn sloping toward the sea. And here, in the late afternoon August sun, more than 800 guests began to gather as they waited for the wedding ceremony to begin.


At its center, the expanse of grass was as flat and wide as a soccer field. The bulk of the guests, without thinking too much about it, quickly separated on this level plain into two distinct groups. A crowd of generals and cabinet ministers huddled near the house. The younger officers drifted down to the far end, keeping their distance. By five, with the first hints of an evening breeze rustling the tall pines, the lawn had filled.


 


Deep in the scrum of festive tankers, Lt. Col. Avigdor Kahalani stood close to his wife, Dalia. His eyes darted across the lawn. “Only Yossi,” he kept whispering to Dalia as, awed, he pointed out one distinguished face after another.


There was short, broad-shouldered “Haka,” as Maj. Gen. Yitzhak Hofi was affectionately called in the press. For a little more than a year, he had been the general officer in charge of the Northern Command. He was flanked by his subordinate from the Syrian front, Brig. Gen. Rafael “Raful” Eytan, the taciturn former paratrooper who commanded all the forces along the Golan. And standing nearby was the man who had been Hofi’s predecessor in the Syrian border command, Maj. Gen. Mordechai Gur. Gur was the defense attaché in Washington, but he had made it a point to schedule his week of cabinet briefings so that he would be in Israel for the wedding.


Chaim Bar-Lev was spotted, too. After serving as chief of staff and designing the string of defensive fortifications along the Suez Canal, he had moved on to politics. Now the minister of trade and finance, Bar-Lev huddled in a remote corner, seemingly trading secrets with the stern, imperious former paratrooper who ran Military Intelligence and was rumored to be the next chief of staff, Maj. Gen. Eli Zeira. Meir Amit, the former head of the Mossad, Israel’s intelligence agency, stood in another circle, just an elbow away.


The Southern Command, the nation’s first line of defense against Egypt, was well represented, too. Gonen, Nati’s old boss and now a major general, had been appointed to head the Suez front in May and he held court with his divisional commanders: Maj. Gen. Avraham “Albert” Mandler, who in seven weeks was scheduled to retire from his post as head of the forces holding the Suez Canal line and the Sinai; and Maj. Gen. Avraham “Bren” Adan, who, poised at Gordish’s side, seemed more like a thoughtful, lanky graduate student listening to his professor than the commander of an armored division. Even the air force had turned out. Gen. Benjamin Peled, the first Israeli air force commander trained entirely in the country, had known both the bride’s and groom’s families since childhood.


Kahalani stared at all the famous guests, watched as squads of waiters hurried from the grand house to offer up trays loaded with glasses of wine and bowls of olives and hummus, and found himself remembering his own wedding seven years earlier. The son of Yemenite immigrants, he grew up outside Tel Aviv in a house built by his father. There was no indoor plumbing, but his father made sure the walls were thick concrete, reinforced to withstand the sporadic gunfire from the adjacent Arab neighborhood. It was a hardscrabble childhood, and the future seemed to offer no promise of larger opportunities. Then he joined the army. By 1966, without brooding too much about how much more was demanded of him because of his dark North African skin, he had risen to battalion Operations officer in the Seventh Armored Brigade. But he still could not afford a wedding hall or a reception.


When Yossi heard this complaint, he announced that something had to be done. A soldier, a brother Israeli officer, deserved better. And as resourceful as a magician, Yossi came up with a solution. The men, part jest, part testimony to Yossi’s ingenuity, dubbed it Operation Bride.


Four gleaming Patton tanks formed a circle, their long cannons pointing to the center. Wrapped around each nozzle was a heavy iron chain. Each chain, in turn, was attached by a lock and bolt to a metal cage. And standing inside the cage were Avigdor and Dalia, as well as a very skeptical rabbi. On command, the four cannons rose in unison, hoisting the cage high into the air. As the cage swung unsteadily, the iron chains creaking ominously, Kahalani put the ring on Dalia’s finger and the petrified rabbi chanted the marriage prayers.



“Only Yossi could make this happen,” Kahalani had told Dalia at the time. Today, even more astounded, he echoed the sentiment. “Only Yossi,” he said repeatedly as he stared across the lawn with bewildered admiration.


Col. Amnon Reshef also was impressed, but there was a twinge of envy in his appraisal, too. He was a proudly self-made man. Ejected from school at fourteen, the year after his mother’s death, he said a blunt good-bye to his tailor father and went off on his own. There were farming jobs in the morning, then backbreaking labor on construction sites, the work days starting at five in the morning and stretching until ten at night. He went straight into the army without attending high school. To his surprise, he was selected for the officers course. This was an opportunity to reinvent himself and he grabbed it with full determination. A decade later he commanded an armor brigade on the Suez front. Tall, ramrod straight, an air of perpetual menace embellished by a thick handlebar mustache, Amnon kept strict reign on his troops. Success, his hard life had taught him, was achieved through perseverance. He demanded much from his men, but no less than he extorted from himself. As he sneaked glances at the assembly of generals and the ministers across the manicured lawn, he could only wonder what his life would have been like if he had the gift, the offhanded presence, to be at ease in such worldly company. He instinctively measured Yossi’s natural advantages, the exuberance of charm and the network of connections, against his own dogged talents. All he could do, Amnon realized with typical resignation, was resist the urge to be bitter. He had come this far on his own. The Yossis of the country would one day see his military career was not nearly done. With luck, he would have his opportunities. And with tenacity, he would make the most of them.


For Maj. Shmuli Askarov, however, it was an occasion celebrated with only generous, unjudgmental joy. In his uncomplicated world, it was blessing enough to serve alongside Yossi, to be his friend. Three years ago, his rash decision to quit the army at twenty-three had led him to despair. Returning to his kibbutz, the elders put him at the wheel of a battered truck, and ordered him to make deliveries. Driving an old Dodge through the crowded streets of Tel Aviv was not at all, Shmuli quickly learned, like racing a Centurion across the Sinai sand dunes. For six months his kibbutz life rambled on, leaving him numbed and indifferent.


Then one afternoon he returned from another day of deliveries and found Yossi, his old comrade from the Six Day War, waiting for him. “I’ve just been appointed to head a tank battalion,” Yossi announced. “How’d you like to be my deputy?” They left together that evening, and Shmuli had never regretted it. Every day in the field with Yossi brought invigorating responsibilities and challenges. And the nights carousing alongside Yossi as his always eager side-kick brought their own adventures, too.


Shmuli looked around, at all the “high society” as he called it and silently thanked Yossi Ben Hanan for making him, “with my two feet on the ground,” part of this shimmering world even if only for a few hours. And full of hope, he wondered if Yossi would remember to keep his promise and find a moment to introduce him to one of Nati’s glamorous friends.


Only Yanosh Ben Gal, standing tall in a horseshoe of tankers, his rowdy, uninhibited laughter distinctive above the stream of merry chatter, seemed uninterested in the bigwigs across the way. His mind, even as he spun one ribald story after another, was busy with another matter. It filled with suspicion. And the later it got, the more the ceremony appeared to be unexpectedly delayed, the stronger his conviction grew.


Yossi, he decided with an immense satisfaction, wasn’t going to go through with it! He was going to call the wedding off. Walk away with a shrug and a helpless grin, and Yossi, being Yossi, would get away with it.


Yanosh had reason for his suspicions. It wasn’t that long ago that the two of them, full of wine and mischief, had spent the night on the beach at Caesarea entwined with two El Al stewardesses, the cool waves lapping them like another set of tongues. And there was the evening in the Sinai, not that long ago either if his memory wasn’t playing tricks, when, with the turret of their tanks wide open to the desert stars, they made the best they could of the confined space below with two energetic young female lieutenants. There was little chance, Yanosh told himself, that Yossi would give up their extravagant life, a soldier’s rightful spoils, for the shackles of marriage. Even one as brilliant as this one.


When Yanosh heard a commotion, an excited building rumble of voices coming from the path by the house, he knew with sly certainty that he had guessed right. In his mind he could already see Nati’s father, the old Palmachnik full of weary resignation as he went off to one last hopeless battle, heading to the veranda to make an embarrassed announcement to the guests.


But Yanosh was wrong. When he turned toward the buzz of noise, in its midst was not Friedman, but another old soldier. It was a face so immediately identifiable that it could serve as an icon for the state. Moshe Dayan, the celebrity minister of defense, his bald dome of a head held high, the massive forehead sliced on the diagonal by the chord of his pirate’s black eye patch, walked stiffly through the adoring crowd. To everyone who hurried over to shake his outstretched hand, he announced, “Golda wanted to come, too. She insisted I give her regrets.”


 


Now that Dayan had arrived, the wedding could begin. Yossi, in his open-necked dress uniform, and Nati, in a long, slim white toga, a garland of wildflowers in her dark hair, stood side by side under the marriage canopy. Yanosh held one of the poles raising this symbolic tent above the couple. Shmuli grasped another. And Dayan, a new groom himself, marrying his second wife just days before his fifty-eighth birthday three months earlier, stood nearby.


“Blessed art thou, O Lord our God, King of the Universe, who hast created joy and gladness, bridegroom and bride, mirth and exultation, pleasure and delight, love, brotherhood, peace and fellowship,” the rabbi chanted as he began the last of the seven blessings. “Soon may there be heard in the cities of Judah and in the streets of Jerusalem the voice of joy and gladness….”


When the rabbi concluded, Yossi, as centuries of tradition dictate, brought his heel down sharply on a shard of glass. The smashing of the glass commemorated the destruction of Jerusalem and the holy Temples, first by the Babylonians in 586 B. C., and then by the Romans in A. D. 70.


As the jubilant guests shouted out mazel tovs to the new bride and groom, how were they to know that within weeks the cities of Judah and Jerusalem would wail with tears, not “joy and gladness.” Or that the Third Temple, their hard-won state, would be in danger of destruction. And that many of them, the sword of the nation, would be fighting for their lives, if not already dead.
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London/14 August 1973


One invited guest never made it to the wedding. In all the tumult, with all the crowd of well-wishers, his absence went unnoticed.


Still, his ties to both families were old, and affecting. He had stolen guns from British army camps scattered across the Mandate territory with Nati’s father in the Palmach days. Then he had fought alongside Yossi’s father, quite possibly with those very Bren guns, in the battle for Jerusalem during the War of Independence. When peace came, his wife was one of Michael Ben Hanan’s algebra students.


Yet two days before the wedding, a cable arrived at an office in Herzliyya, north of Tel Aviv. The patient, it read in part, would be in for a checkup. The next morning he boarded the El Al flight to London. His travel documents identified him with an alias—he used work names on a one-time basis whenever he left the country—and listed his occupation vaguely as “commerce.” But the slight, rumpled, balding grandfather sitting in the business class seat was a major general. His name was Zvi Zamir. He was head of Israel’s Institute for Intelligence and Special Operations. Or, as it is more commonly called, the Mossad. And the “patient” he hurried to see was the most valuable spy he ran.


 


Foreign agents, the Mossad teaches its talent spotters, are usually recruited to spy against their own countries by any of three inducements. The three Ks, they are called in the Midrasha, the agency’s hillside training academy: kesef, or money; kavod, respect; and kussit, which, in its crude, slang way, comes down to sex. The tempting prizes are dangled, the greedy turncoat bites, and a mutually beneficial relationship begins.


But what sets off alarm bells in the Mossad, or any intelligence agency for that matter, is the “walk-in”—the volunteer who comes unsummoned to your door bearing gifts. Even more suspicious is the walk-in who insists he’s betraying his country for none of the usual base, and therefore easily understandable, reasons. If he’s not a “double”—that is, an enemy agent assigned to spread disinformation—then he is much too unpredictable, an embarrassment waiting to happen. Inevitably he’ll get burned, and so will the operation.


Yet the In-Law, as the Mossad’s prize agent became known to the prime minister and the half dozen other top government officials who regularly received copies of the debriefings, began his operational life as a walk-in. And despite the efforts of several of the agency’s psychological profilers, the In-Law’s true motivation was never definitively identified. He was the exception to all the cautious rules. In the end all that mattered was the material he offered. No spy in the history of Israel ever delivered such intelligence. The yield, raved the head of Aman, Israel’s Military Intelligence agency, was “raw documents, one miraculous one after another”—straight from Egypt’s secret files.


The In-Law made his initial contact in the spring of 1969, as the sporadic skirmishes between the Israeli and Egyptian forces along the Suez Canal settled into a War of Attrition. Like a genie, he simply appeared offering the Mossad a seemingly unlimited number of wishes. He was, a hastily convened council of Mossad wise men debated, either too good to be true, or truly a whole lot better than good: manna from Heaven. But even the skeptics had to admire the planning that went into his approach to Israel.


 


He was sick, and he was scared. A sharp pain throbbed in his stomach. He could not sleep, he complained nightly to his wife. And to the people he worked with—ministers, cabinet members, even Gamal Abdel Nasser during their regular conferences at the president’s home in Giza—he tentatively shared his large, building fear. Cancer, he worried out loud. The word, once spoken, lay there ominously. It brought an anxious, sympathetic pause to every conversation. No one, no matter how much power he wielded, was immune.


He visited the best doctors in Cairo, but their diagnoses were inconclusive. Yet all the while the pain continued unabated; and, he confided gravely to anyone who would listen, his fears grew, too. After nearly eight months of sharing his anxiety, he applied to the National Intelligence Service (NIS) for a visa to visit London. He explained to the NIS, which routinely reviews the foreign travel requests of all high government officials, that he needed to consult with a medical
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