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Epigraph

Only an iron wall of Jewish force can guarantee the security of the Jewish settlement in the Land of Israel.

—FROM ZE’EV JABOTINSKY, “THE IRON WALL” (1923)
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Introduction The Ultimate Incentive

Modern wars no longer end in absolute victory or abject surrender, yet the state of Israel must win any conflict it enters. That, in a single sentence, sums up the complexities of the Middle East, a place of contradiction and cyclical confrontation that rarely gives peace a chance.

The region’s problems are historical and defy simplistic solutions, yet, for us in Israel, and for the Jewish people, they are framed by an eternal truth and an enduring vision. We have the ultimate incentive to prevail, because our struggle is existential. The Jewish people do not have an option or alternative. We have nowhere else to go but the state of Israel.

We spent more than two thousand years as outcasts, traveling around the world. Our lands were confiscated and conquered by so many enemies, the Assyrians, Babylonians, Persians, Macedonians, Romans, Greeks, Turks, Arabs, Ottomans, and the British. The slaughter of six million Jews in the Second World War was the largest Holocaust, but not the first one. Jews have been consistently slaughtered by their host nations.

Even as we prepared for the formation of our own country we were forced into a war of independence between November 1947 and July 1949, in which more than six thousand Israelis, one percent of the Jewish population, were killed in action. Fighting raged from the Sinai Peninsula to the northern borders with Lebanon and our southernmost city, Eilat.

We are sustained by the spirit of the future and the lessons of the past. Having been threatened continually, we believe the only solution lies in our right of worship and our entitlement to build our own nation, without being subordinate to others. Our patriotism is deep-rooted. Together with our faith, it shapes our collective consciousness.

Antisemitism has surged in an era of disinformation and denial. It is a global scourge, a brutalizing force that feeds off ignorance and manifests itself in scrawled Nazi symbols and the posturing of newly emboldened propagandists, aided by their naïve apologists. Its impact stretches across the world from east to west.

As Jews, we look deeply within ourselves but cannot ignore the bigger picture. Our national home should always be open, not just for us Israelis living in the Jewish nation, but also for the Jewish diaspora. They will have to work hard to build a new life in our country, should they wish to settle here, but they will be valued and protected.

I believe in the continuing relevance of men like Theodor Herzl, the visionary of the Jewish state, Ze’ev Jabotinsky, the founder of the Revisionist Zionist movement, and David Ben‐Gurion, the founding father of modern Israel. Their ideals and philosophies are applicable in a modern context.

Herzl was an Austro-Hungarian Jewish lawyer, writer, and activist who founded modern political Zionism. Confronted by widespread antisemitism in Vienna, he reasoned that Jewish assimilation was impossible. His pamphlet Der Judenstaat, published in 1896, outlined his vision of a Jewish homeland in the Holy Land.

He died tragically young, of a heart condition at the age of forty-four, but his influence and his dream endure. He is specifically referred to in our Declaration of Independence and is officially recognized as “the spiritual father of the Jewish State.” Jabotinsky also did not live to see independence. He died in 1940, aged fifty-nine.

He argued that the only way to a lasting peace was the establishment of a strong Jewish state. This, he reasoned, would have the ultimate effect of moderating Arab leaders, who would be more open to “mutual concessions.” He considered it impossible to eject the Arabs from Palestine, and accepted the concept of two nations in the Holy Land provided it guaranteed a Jewish majority. In practising his ideology, the so-called Iron Wall, the new Israel would strongly protect itself while conducting relations with its neighbors.

Ben-Gurion envisaged the new nation as a dynamic force, drawing on substantial migration from the US and the Soviet Union, but his idealism was hard-edged. He could be blunt, dogmatic, cynical and confrontational. He insisted that Judaism is not merely a religion, but also a nationalistic philosophy. He alienated American Jewry, in particular, with his belief that an authentic Jewish life could be undertaken only in Israel.

Ben-Gurion’s spirit of defiance endures. We are not going to cower under rocket barrages or succumb to terrorist groups like Hamas and Hezbollah. We are ready to fight, because we have to win. In order to maintain a country like ours in the face of historically hostile neighbors, we have to have extreme defensive and offensive capabilities. The force we have created is, and will ever be, exceptionally effective. It simply has to be.

As someone who has devoted a lifetime to the defense of my country, eventually becoming head of the Mossad, our pivotal foreign intelligence agency, following a spell as national security adviser, I take pride in understanding the nature of threats facing us and countering them covertly, powerfully, and preemptively around the globe.

In addition to our intelligence assets, we win because we have QME, a qualitative military edge. Despite the initial disaster of October 7, we have the best technical equipment and the biggest, best-trained army in the region, augmented by brave, experienced reservists, whose recent sacrifices have been profound.

I have a Mossad gene in my body. The job, and espionage, is in my blood. After all, it consumed me for thirty-eight years until my retirement from the organization in June 2021. Self-sufficiency, ingenuity, and emotional intelligence are tested almost to the point of destruction from the earliest days of training.

Tutors want to see how you react to being exposed to uncertainty and tension. They need to know if you can blend into the background. They assess your ability to think clearly in difficult circumstances and completely new surroundings. They challenge you, confront you, do anything they can to disorient or unbalance you.

We learn to insinuate ourselves into the minds of our enemies. We appreciate their thought processes, cultural instincts, and political motivations. We plan assiduously, over the long term, but have the capacity to respond quickly if the need arises. These attributes, strengthened by a sense of daring and ability to think laterally, lead to our greatest successes.

Strategic missions are built with the care and cunning an operative uses in creating and inhabiting a character in a cover story. I must admit I had a quiet smile when, on becoming the first foreign leader to be invited to the White House in President Trump’s second term, our prime minister, Benjamin Netanyahu, presented him with a golden pager.

It was taken as an artful reference to last September’s clandestine operation, in which thousands of pagers and walkie-talkies, lined with explosives, were detonated by an encrypted message that required them to be held by Hezbollah terrorists. The physical and psychological damage this inflicted devastated the terrorist organization and signaled a turning point in the war.

Bringing such a complex, multilayered Mossad mission to a fateful, stunning conclusion more than a decade after its inception reaffirmed Israel’s reputation for exacting ruthless, sophisticated, and devastatingly effective revenge. That aura of strength helps to build unlikely, mutually beneficial relationships.

My insistence on a mission to steal Iran’s entire nuclear archive from a Tehran suburb in 2018 stretched the credulity of my closest colleagues. Yet, thanks to two years of meticulous planning, and the courage and resourcefulness of a handpicked team, it exposed Iran’s lies to the world. They must never be trusted again.

I applauded President Trump’s decision to exit the Iranian nuclear deal in his first term. I continue to have the greatest confidence in his ability to maximize pressure on enemies, most forcibly expressed in his sustained determination to deny Iran the capacity to produce nuclear weapons. The mullahs are exposed as never before; Tehran is economically weak. It has lost many of its allies and much of its influence in the Middle East. It will have to listen to the new mood music in Washington, DC.

Steve Witkoff, the president’s Middle East envoy, wasted no time in establishing a reputation as an assertive, hard-edged mediator. Unwilling to indulge in empty negotiations, or to recycle old arguments, he signaled a fundamental change in tempo and focus.

Everything was predicated on President Trump’s legacy as an unorthodox peacemaker. He wants to establish himself on the pantheon of bold, far-sighted global leaders. His idiosyncratic, unconventional thinking has given a moribund debate on the future of Gaza new impetus and an additional dimension.

I worked with three US presidents and administrations between 2013 and 2021. Relations with President Obama were difficult and challenging for Israel, and though President Biden was a true friend of Israel, his legacy in the region is insubstantial. My experience of working with President Trump is of a man who values leadership and loyalty, which he is prepared to reciprocate.

The teams he assembles around him, especially in the CIA and State Department, are decisive, determined and diligent. Just as I respected and admired the likes of Mike Pompeo and Gina Haspel in his first administration, I have been impressed by such prominent figures as Marco Rubio and Steve Witkoff in the current incarnation.

The president was typically forthright in quickly imposing financial and travel sanctions on officials and their family members who assist in ICC (International Criminal Court) investigations of US citizens or allies. His executive order accused the ICC of engaging “in illegitimate and baseless actions targeting America and our close ally, Israel.”

By also defunding a corrupted organization like UNRWA (the United Nations Relief and Works Agency for Palestine Refugees in the Near East), his administration has signaled its determination to avoid the West’s past mistakes, in offering financial support while the politics of destruction and negativity persist. It invites other Arab nations and the Gulf States to be more proactive.

I firmly believe leaders appreciate you when you are determined about your country’s needs but you understand theirs too. It’s a very simple equation. As far as some leaders are concerned, I don’t agree with their actions, or accept them, but I understand their rationale. That gives me the information I need to make the intellectual leap into his shoes and realize, “Okay. That’s the story here. That’s the strategy.”

I have had to become familiar with many world leaders. Vladimir Putin is one who operates on many levels, occasionally simultaneously. Our working relationship, based on a common background in the intelligence community, was intense but productive. He is a masterly geopolitician, a deeply strategic thinker, and natural leader.

By hosting thirty-six world leaders from nations including China, India, UAE, Egypt, and Iran at a summit of the BRICS group of emerging economies in October 2024, he countered perceptions of Russia’s isolation, underlined the futility of Western sanctions, and aligned himself with the principle of a new world order.

President Trump works quickly and logically. He cuts deals. It was extremely significant that, within a month of his inauguration, he had sent a three-man team to Riyadh for direct talks with their Russian counterparts. The setting for such a meeting, which in the past would traditionally been held somewhere like Europe, signaled huge respect for Saudi Arabia’s political prominence and economic potential.

The identities of the participants, and the Saudi mediators, was revealing. Steve Witkoff was joined by National Security Adviser Mike Waltz and US Secretary of State Marco Rubio, who had already spoken at length to his counterpart, Sergey Lavrov. I know from long personal experience that Russia’s veteran foreign minister is sophisticated, shrewd, and extremely resilient.

He was joined by diplomat Yuri Ushakov, another of President Putin’s most trusted allies. We have worked together a lot. A former ambassador to the United States, he understands the Republican psyche. The presence of Kirill Dmitriev, head of Russia’s Direct Investment Fund, underlined the economic importance of the talks. The hosts, Foreign Minister Prince Faisal bin Farhan and National Security Adviser Musaed al-Aiban, are key aides to Mohammed bin Salman (often called MBS), Saudi Arabia’s crown prince and prime minister.

I have great faith in MBS as a pivotal figure in the region. I have found him to be tough but fair, perceptive and pragmatic. At the age of only forty, he is the de facto ruler of a kingdom with one of the youngest populations in the G20. He has the potential to personify an era-defining shift in emphasis and expectation.

The kingdom has the advantage of being at the crossroads of three continents and at the juncture of developed and emerging markets; he has already been extremely successful in balancing competing geopolitical interests. He is at the vanguard of a new generation of regional leaders.

Sheikh Mohamed bin Zayed Al Nahyan, president of the UAE and the ruler of Abu Dhabi, is another figure of great substance and a remarkable leader. He has made meaningful progress in developing relations with Europe, where attitudes toward the Middle East are fragmented. In particular, he has forged important relationships with major countries in the EU like France and Italy.

We know if Israel wants to be treated as a significant player on the world stage—it does, and it is—it has to have assets to trade. A national security adviser from an Arab nation put it this way: “You know, Yossi, this is the equation. We have the money; you have the bridge and the brains. Let’s join forces and change the region together.” That bridge was formed of information and experience. He was also referring to Israel’s technological expertise. He has never forgotten my help, in advising on things like a cohesive security infrastructure. The significance of such a strategic connection, established across traditional boundaries, cannot be overestimated.

Palestinian terror organizations continue to make the strategic mistake of attempting to apply the terrorism model. We do not communicate our reasoning for war in an effective or persuasive manner, but I am not sure we can ever win over international public opinion.

I am far from alone in rejecting claims of genocide and war crimes backed by compromised organizations like the ICC and ICJ (the International Court of Justice). There is a huge debate within Israel on how best to counter that, but I know the truth. The world must know that truth.

Gaza’s future in its current form is untenable because of Palestinian rejectionism, an intransigence that sustains hatred. Hamas continues to reject Israel’s right to exist. They threaten to repeat and intensify the outrages of October 7.

They broke cover, literally and figuratively, during the grotesque charade of their release of hostages in the initial phase of the ceasefire agreement, where fighters suddenly emerged from behind Gaza’s human shields to perform for the cameras. They may proclaim themselves as winners, but that is incidental to the point of irrelevance.

What did they gain from massacring 2,000 Israeli citizens, and taking 251 men, women, and children hostage? Precisely nothing. More than twenty thousand of their operatives were killed in the resulting fourteen-month conflict, and large parts of the enclave were destroyed. What are they attempting to do, in behaving as if nothing has changed? They continue to deny their people a better life.

President Trump has focused global attention on the central question: how will Gaza be rebuilt? It is clear that no one else has a workable long-term plan for the reconstruction of a war-ravaged area, strewn with unexploded bombs and booby traps. Even without the pestilential presence of Hamas gunmen, Gaza is a death trap.

In the seventeen years since they seized power, Hamas has wrecked its economy, embezzled its aid, and built nothing more than a tunnel system designed with the express ideological intention of turning the strip into a weaponized hellscape dedicated to destruction.

Assessing Gaza’s potential might require a leap of the imagination, but it is considerable. It sits at the crossroads of two ancient trade routes, with breathtaking natural beauty and a stunning Mediterranean beachfront. It has huge offshore reserves of natural gas.

Israel’s past failure to help source sustainable, suitably protected external funding is an enduring regret. Financial support from a source traditionally sympathetic to Hamas, such as Qatar, is likely to be unacceptable to both Israel and the US, but despite the conflict triggered by October 7, the region offers reasons for optimism.

One of my most memorable moments as director of the Mossad was the signing of the Abraham Accords Declaration at the White House in September 2020. Despite subsequent events, the agreement between the United States, Israel, United Arab Emirates, Bahrain, Sudan, and Morocco remains a tangible legacy of President Trump’s first administration, and of the leaders of those countries.

It took a few years of delicate, covert negotiation to bring the accords, and simultaneous peace treaties with the UAE and Bahrain, to a historic conclusion. In addition to Sheikh Mohamed bin Zayed Al Nahyan, the King Hamad bin Isa Al Khalifa of Bahrain, and King Mohammed VI of Morocco were wise and supportive.

Compared to leaders of such distinction, the immediate lack of a moderate Palestinian leader with whom to do business is damning. Despite his promise to remove preferential financial treatment for terrorist prisoners and the families of those terrorists killed on active duty, Mahmoud Abbas, president of the Palestinian Authority, is inarguably yesterday’s man.

His age, eighty-nine, is secondary as a disqualifying issue to his habitual reluctance to negotiate in good faith. The mindset has not changed. Rawhi Fattouh, his reluctantly designated successor is seventy-five; nothing in his background, as a veteran member of Fatah’s old guard, suggests he offers anything different.

The region is likely to remain fluid for the first half of President Trump’s second term, as the implications of the fall of the regime of Bashar al-Assad in Syria become apparent. The early signs are that Ahmed Hussein al-Sharaa, the interim president who led the uprising using his nom de guerre of Abu Mohammad al-Julani, understands what he needs to do to rebuild his shattered, bankrupt country.

His first official foreign visit was to Saudi Arabia, where he performed Umrah in Mecca and received the rare privilege of entering the Kaaba. In addition to spiritual sustenance, he was clearly seeking investment to repair infrastructure and rebuild the economy. He reached out to Türkiye, took the pragmatic precaution of refusing to rule out Russia keeping its strategically important ports, and opened channels of communication with President Putin.

It remains to be seen whether he engages with the new mood created by President Trump, and recognizes the advantages of a cautious yet mutually beneficial relationship with its powerful neighbor Israel. His history as an Al-Qaeda fighter in Iraq warrants caution.

Since our security is strengthened by peace treaties, I hope that the Abraham Accords will be expanded in the months and years to come. A normalization agreement with Saudi Arabia would be a game changer. But, for the avoidance of doubt, domestic public opinion in Israel supports the erasure of Hamas.

This hardened significantly in early February when the first three male hostages were released under the terms of the initial ceasefire deal. Their pale, gaunt condition and evident mental turmoil spoke of the brutality of their treatment in captivity and summoned uniquely painful images of the past.

There is no triumphalism in Israel as the Middle East stands on the verge of far-reaching change. Until every hostage is accounted for the mood will be dark. October 7 is destined to be a sombre Memorial Day. It is a wound that will take many years to heal.

We must never, ever forget the horrors perpetrated on the innocent on that murderous morning, but I strongly believe in the spirit of Israel, the Jewish spirit. It is unique and unquenchable. I am confident my country will flourish in the future, and across many centuries to come.












Chapter 1 The Day the World Changed

Our darkest hour was just before dawn, which broke at 6:29 a.m. in Gaza on October 7, 2023. Several thousand Hamas terrorists broke through the border fence with Israel in multiple locations, forming the first wave of an unprecedented invasion by land, sea, and air. Their intent was murderous, their methods depraved, their impact catastrophic.

I had houseguests on that fateful Saturday, toward the end of our Jewish high holidays. It was Simchat Torah, a time for reading and renewal. A celebration of our culture and deeply held beliefs, the day traditionally stimulates a spirit of gratitude and humility underpinned by a sense of resilience that had never been more appropriate.

Mobile telephones sprang into life simultaneously, with calls, texts, or WhatsApp messages, as the first rays of daylight lightened the sky above my home city of Modi’in, situated approximately halfway between Tel Aviv and Jerusalem.

People were waking up to a world that had changed irrevocably. Sirens were wailing across southern and central Israel, signaling a concerted rocket attack. Something terrible had obviously happened in the south, but details were scarce and rumors were rife. We were in a living nightmare, gripped by an awful sense of foreboding.

The morning was such a blur that I remember few precise details. All I know is that I was constantly making or receiving calls or messages from family, friends, or former colleagues in the security establishment. It was like being in an echo chamber. Did you see that report? Have you heard this? What is going on? How many terrorists are in our territory? What do they want?

I had an elevated level of access, because of my security status, but all across the country similar scenes and conversations were being enacted. The nation suffered vicariously through news outlets, which in the beginning of the conflict were the best, but an imperfect, source of intelligence and information. It was a torrent of bad news without context or confirmation.

As a former national security adviser, and director of the Mossad, Israel’s primary foreign intelligence agency, I had a shrewd idea of the nature of the discussions being held at the highest level between the prime minister, Benjamin Netanyahu, his closest advisers and the heads of the Israeli Defense Forces, Southern Command, and the various domestic, military, and foreign intelligence organs.

I know—I don’t assume—there was a lot of heat, but not a lot of light. I called David Barnea, who succeeded me as head of the Mossad in March 2021, seeking clarity. Our conversation centered on a fundamental problem. So many events were taking place simultaneously no one in the establishment understood, with any degree of certainty, what the big picture looked like.

The few strands of reality that began to emerge as the hours passed, and Bibi Netanyahu’s announcement that we were in a state of war, formed knots in the pit of the stomach. Soldiers and civilians were sacrificed. Entire families were slaughtered or abducted. Gunmen in pickup trucks rampaged from house to house in Israeli communities, seeking victims, regardless of age, sex, innocence, or infirmity. Hundreds of peaceful young people were murdered or kidnapped or fled for their lives in the desert.

I quickly decided my usefulness lay in working on potential solutions to problems that were yet to be fully formed. It was obviously the biggest strategic and operational failure, in military, political, and intelligence terms, since a force led primarily by Egypt and Syria had launched a surprise attack on Yom Kippur, in 1973. I was shocked to the core by the magnitude of events, but not entirely surprised by them.

I learned over many years working in the field, recruiting and operating agents, that anger is both an instructive and destructive emotion that must be rationalized and refined before it can be used positively. But then as now, when we await an official investigation into the reasons for and responses to October 7, it was difficult to contain. I cannot forgive the attitudes and approaches which led to such a disaster.

I use that description advisedly. There was complacency where there should have been coordinated contingency planning, coziness where there should have been wariness, indecisiveness where there should have been urgency. Basic protective principles and practices were either forgotten or ignored by those who should have known better.

Let’s examine those basic principles. We have a saying in intelligence circles that you don’t know what you don’t know, so you have to know everything, or know that you don’t know everything. Intelligence is a nation’s first line of defense. Citizens walk the streets, buy their goods, do their work, organize their lives without consciously considering or understanding what we do, and they have a right to expect us to be effective bodyguards.

I have been involved in, and commanded, thousands of operations that will never be acknowledged. That is not false modesty. I am merely obeying the professional and political conventions of confidentiality. There are details I cannot reveal. It is, or certainly was, my job to protect others, usually when they were unaware of being protected. That involves trusting no one and nothing.

Imagine that someone gives you a lavishly wrapped present they say contains a bar of luxury chocolate. Are you sure? Can you trust your new friend? I’ll take the present, open it, examine it, taste it, and still send it to the laboratory to prove it is, indeed, chocolate. What happens then is between you and your waistline.

As is so often the case, especially in an age where journalists, seized by false certainty, deal in exclamation points rather than question marks, there is a rush to be wise after the event. I do not believe this is something of which I can be accused, since I had, for almost a decade, been raising, at the highest level, my doubts about the quantity and quality of intelligence coming from Gaza.

Those doubts stemmed from my time as national security adviser, specifically during 2014’s Operation Protective Edge, the fifty-one-day round of violence triggered by the kidnapping and murder of three teenage boys, and the IDF’s intensive crackdown on terrorist infrastructure and personnel in the West Bank.

When Hamas retaliated with rocket fire from Gaza, we tried to warn them of the consequences, but they failed to respond. It was my initial experience of problems I raised at the time with Israeli principals and commanders. We did not know enough about the crossing tunnels from Gaza into the state of Israel. We did not do enough to destroy those we found.

That poverty of intelligence was the principal reason that, on being nominated as Mossad director in 2016, I asked Prime Minister Netanyahu to be given responsibility for intelligence operations in Gaza. This was a challenge to the status quo, since the Mossad’s work was traditionally restricted to the negation of Palestinian terrorism abroad.

When Bibi asked why, I avoided challenging the revision of history by the army and Shabak, Israel’s internal security service, that they should have been permitted to crush Hamas instead of accepting the 2014 ceasefire. It would have been pointless political point scoring. Instead of concentrating on their failings, I based my argument on the gradual decline of reliable intelligence since disengagement from Gaza in 2005, an extremely brave but flawed initiative by the then Prime Minister Ariel Sharon.

It was a one-sided deal. Twenty-one Israeli settlements in the Gaza Strip and four Israeli settlements in the West Bank were unilaterally dismantled, and Gaza effectively became a no-go zone for the IDF and Shabak. The gradual deterioration of intelligence sources became acute, because the units tasked with sustaining a flow of information were incapable of doing the job.

Bibi accepted my logic, that only the operational expertise of the Mossad could reverse the trend, but senior colleagues, in the army, in military intelligence, and in the Shabak, did not. They kicked me in the head: “It’s ours. What do you know about it? It can never be your responsibility.” Political realities killed the plan.

And here we are, not knowing enough about Hamas’s plans.

In a fractured, self-protective culture there is a temptation to leak selectively to encourage praise or deflect blame, so as to cover the back of an individual or an institution. A flurry of reports highlighting unheeded warnings and other supposed failures to anticipate the gravity of the threat duly surfaced.

I’ve not seen the documentation alleged to be behind those reports—that is something that requires formal investigation—but I am sure of one thing. Our first line of defense, the flow of reliable intelligence, collapsed totally. The nation was vulnerable because no one had sufficient knowledge of what was happening in Gaza, no matter how many documents are claimed to have been passed across Israeli desks. Whatever reports were read, they were translated wrongly. Very wrongly.

People were living happily less than a thousand meters from the border, cultivating their land, collecting their carrots and avocados, and cutting their flowers each morning. Their cows grazed contentedly and produced plentiful milk. It was a peaceful setting, but their faith that their lives would be protected was tragically misplaced.

I lived by a stark truth, as director of the Mossad. Ignorance and inaction were inexcusable. Knowledge is power. God forbid that I would not know what runners from a particular terrorist group were planning for our embassies abroad, or which missile programs were being developed. I needed to know the military and nuclear capabilities of our enemies.

There are three major factors in intelligence. One involves the method of collection, which includes physical evidence produced by human sources, cyberhacking, and visual surveillance. The second concerns how this information is assessed and analysed, and the third is dependent on human nature. That aspect is super important.

The human race is defined by differences in temperament, character, upbringing, and outlook. For every one of us who feels a little ill but carries on regardless, there is another who heads for the intensive-care unit. For every one of us who ignores a pimple on their back there is another who wants it checked out by a cancer specialist.

Why is that? Same story, different responses by different people. It comes down to the individual, and where national security is concerned, that can be perilous. In my world, if you do not like what you see, hear, or feel, you check it out.

To give a personal example, in 2016 I took the far-reaching decision to steal Iran’s nuclear archive from Tehran. I will go into greater detail about the operation later in the book, but I had many doubters to convince and, with the help of a huge team headed by an elite group of Mossad operatives, many obstacles to overcome.

Lulled into a false sense of security by Iran’s being a signatory to the so-called nuclear deal, people told me I had nothing to worry about. They saw very little risk, but I acted on gut instinct that something was wrong. I had very little hard evidence but sensed they were hiding something. I didn’t have a clue what that was, other than intelligence that suggested a strange sequence of events was underway.

I was bothered by indications that documentation and technical materials to do with the military aspects of Iran’s nuclear program were being collected intensively. I did not know why or, specifically, what was being collected, but I gave orders that we had to bring it home. Thanks to the courage and resourcefulness of our men and women in the field we did so in 2018, after two years of meticulous preparation, and exposed Iran’s lies about its peaceful intent to the world.

There is no eureka moment in intelligence. It doesn’t happen that way. Instinct may say a particular piece of evidence is a game changer, but it is not that simple. You may have a significant intelligence lead, an intriguing visual contact, or even an urgent warning, where someone is telling you, “I’m worried about this, this, and this,” but the information has to be consolidated.

That means throwing it into the blender, where, in times of conflict, commanders or senior officials make their own judgment calls, often from different perspectives. If you go back to the example of the Yom Kippur War, we saw almost everything that was happening in the buildup to the attack, but we convinced ourselves it was nothing, because a critical element, human intelligence, was ignored.

As far as October 7 was concerned, they probably failed to translate the limited intelligence they had in their possession until it was too late. In the immediate aftermath of the attack, there were intense internal discussions about supposed phone calls in the middle of the night between the head of Shabak and military commanders following reports of “disturbing” intelligence from the southern border.

They shared what they saw, but not much was done. Did those conversations happen, as rumor suggests? I don’t know, but ultimately it is of secondary importance. The reality is that they did not raise the alarm. They might have had some information, but not nearly enough. There was a degree of complacency; in other words, the human factor led to—that word again—disaster.

In our professional life we cannot afford to live with doubt. Where there is a doubt, it must be confirmed or eradicated. Let’s say there is a suspicion an operation may be in danger of turning sour. God forbid some of our operatives might be arrested, or worse. It may be a borderline case, a long shot, but it must be checked and cross-checked so we have one-hundred-percent confidence in the security of the mission.

So, what do you do if there is even the slightest question mark over a possible attack? Don’t assume everything will be okay. Go and investigate. You have your privileges, your driver, your secretary, your salary because the country trusts you to do your job, so do what you have to do. If you demonstrate the merest hint of complacency, you do not deserve the honor of your duty to protect your nation at all times and at all costs. You should not be in a position of influence and responsibility.

There are so many questions to answer. Did we know what was coming or didn’t we? Did we know what weapons the enemy were holding? Did we know their missile capabilities? Did we know whether Iran’s proxies would be supported by a nuclear threat? Did we know the extent of what a former Israeli chief of staff called Gaza’s “metro,” the thousand kilometers or so of tunnels beneath the enclave? Did we know the magnitude of those crossing tunnels, toward Israel?

What information did we collect? How reliable was it? How efficiently did we collect it? How well was it assessed? The Gaza Strip covers around 365 square kilometers. A big, complex place to control, but not unmanageable. We have a second, physical line of defense—our army. We know there is a quantifiable enemy on the other side of the border, forty to fifty thousand ruthless, brutal terrorists. They want to eradicate the state of Israel. It is a declared aim of Hamas, an article of faith.

That much we know for sure. So, if we know what they want to do, do we know how they intend to do it? Our borders are guarded according to the intelligence assessment, and that is where the weakness lies. We lived with doubt. I would have insisted on investigating the generals. Show me your sources of human intelligence. How many do you have? What did you know about them? Show me what you do, and I, as a senior intelligence officer, can assess it.

I am not asking them to do my job. I want them to do their job. It is all very well, these generals running around with their smart, powerful weapons, chasing terrorist elements in their armored vehicles, but their duty is to guard the lines. Why was the response to the threat patchy and time-consuming?

There is an element of human nature involved. These people do not have a proper understanding of their mission because they are so tightly knit. They speak almost exclusively to one another. They cover for each other and mix socially. It is all too cozy. No one questions the system. A little modesty would not go amiss because their behavior suggests they think they know it all.

I made a conscious choice to have no close friendships within the Mossad. I had thousands of subordinates. Yes, I could have coffee with staff members, advise or even console them. But I could also shout at them, criticize their work, even fire them if necessary. There was no emotional contagion.

I want to make a clear distinction between the culture that failed to recognize the folly of welcoming families into military camps in the Southern Command, dangerously close to potential conflict zones, and the heroism many individuals showed on that terrible morning of October 7.

Many commanders and soldiers were on holiday at the time of the attack, another indication of a relaxed approach that explains the total collapse of the second line of defense. You are vulnerable if you assume no one will come and try to hit you. You need the imagination to feel a little fear of the unexpected, or the supposedly impossible. You do not have a choice if you are to fulfill your obligations—do everything possible to expect and prepare for the worst, in order to protect the state.

It is a daunting, onerous responsibility. During the war I fell into conversation with a former senior member of the Israeli intelligence community. “I don’t get it,” he said. “How come they were on vacation? How come? In my time I took only a single day off.” I couldn’t resist replying, “What, the whole day?” because when you have the sort of accountability I had, as head of the Mossad, you struggle to sleep and certainly never take a day’s holiday.

I was on the red phone for twenty-four hours a day and had to know what was going on. It was a form of sickness. I told my employees to write everything down. It was not enough to tell me things. I wanted to read their reports. Every Friday night after dinner, about 11:00 p.m. in the winter and from midnight in the summer, I would sit down with a huge pile of files and work my way through them. I wanted to know everything that moved within the Mossad.

By around 4:00 on Saturday morning I was satisfied. I knew I had an advantage over everyone else in the organization, because I had put in the work. I had taken out my insurance. I was able to challenge their assessments, correct their conclusions, interrogate their intelligence. They knew they had to respond to me by Sunday night. Everything comes back to personal attitude, the human factor.

Diligence is a habit, and I spent a lot of time educating my staff about its critical importance. In return, I stressed that the buck stopped with me. I took complete responsibility, because I was the one who sent them out into the field. Though I expected them to make the best of their talents, and if they failed, out of stupidity or reluctance, I would come crashing down on them from a great height, I would take the blame.

I refused to spare myself in such circumstances because the outcome suggested I had obviously not trained them as well as I could have done. If my assessment of their capabilities proved to be damagingly flawed, again, it was down to me. I demand the highest standards, but don’t believe blame should be spread downward. Accountability should accompany authority.

The resignation of the IDF chief of staff, Lieutenant General Herzi Halevi, three days after the implementation of the Gaza ceasefire in January 2025, and that of Major General Yaron Finkelman, head of the Southern Command, was accompanied by an admission that they had failed to protect Israeli citizens. It was an honorable acceptance of the inevitable.

The removal of Defense Minister Yoav Gallant in November 2024 was relatively clean, in a political sense, but the prime minister’s proposed sacking of Ronen Bar, the head of Shabak, our internal security service, because of his “ongoing distrust” in him, was legally messy and socially divisive.

The failures of October 7 were institutionalized—in the IDF, Shabak, and military intelligence. For a long time, the war effort in Gaza was led by the people who were culpable for those failures. There is simply no one else to blame. At least now we have closure and a new clarity and context to our efforts.

As I tell my kids and my subordinates, there is no substitute for the mirror test. Stand in front of it, naked, and tell yourself you are doing your job. You should never be capable of lying to yourself. I have many good friends in the army, but I cannot forgive them for not doing their job. I don’t care if they like that or not, but something was badly wrong in their system.

What, then, makes a good intelligence officer? There are essentially three types. At the risk of restating the obvious, the first are the complacent ones, those who are a danger to themselves and those around them, and must be weeded out. There are also what I call the alarmists, who tell you the enemy are coming in force imminently. If they don’t come today, they will be here tonight or tomorrow. If they don’t come then, they will show up the next day, or the day after that.

The third type, and the best ones, chart a middle course between a measured confidence in their intelligence assessment and a readiness to act quickly and decisively if required. They take pains to read the evidence effectively. They have no interest in covering their asses or flattering anyone higher up the food chain. They certainly won’t be telling me on a daily basis that the enemy is coming. By valuing trust, they inspire trust.

I rationalized my responsibility for operations that involved risk to life for many years in the Mossad. It can be a heavy burden, knowing that, God forbid, operatives could be captured or killed. I insisted if things went wrong, and a mission failed, the liability was mine, and only mine. It was not the fault of those beneath me, in the organizational structure, or above me, in the political hierarchy.

I refused to hide behind prime ministerial approval of operations, to the point where I broke with the tradition of my predecessors and avoided rushing to Jerusalem for an audience before any difficult operational decision. My logic was clear: If the operation was successful, I would be happy for Bibi to share the credit with the people who did the job. He is the country’s defender, its savior. If it was not a success, I accepted the consequences.

As director of the Mossad, I had an unwavering belief in the total independence of decision-making. Commanders’ bravery is something we teach within the organization. By that, I mean taking absolute responsibility for the outcome of any judgment. That responsibility can be split, but it can never be avoided. The buck always stopped with me.

In that sense, sharing information about the nature of the operation, before it was undertaken, was of limited relevance. There was no law requiring me to do so, and, within reason, freedom of thought and action was a practical policy. Some other members of the establishment noticed, voicing their disapproval, but there was no kickback from my ultimate boss.

An understanding was reached, and our relationship was maintained. But, as darkness began to descend on the evening of October 8, as the toxic fog of war swirled and a nation sought guidance and reassurance, I was no longer in office, and that relationship with the prime minister had to be renewed.






Chapter 2 An Opportunity Missed

Dealing with a prime minister is business, not personal, however many moments of high tension you share, or how many times you help to shape national destiny. You are serving the office, rather than the individual, no matter how intimate and important the relationship seems to the outside world.

As director of the Mossad, I was a servant of the state. Similarly, in my two and a half years as national security adviser, I offered counsel to Bibi Netanyahu and the cabinet, but my loyalty was to the nation, and my work was dictated by the magnitude of his position, rather than any personal friendship. The difference in tone is subtle but significant.

I was his subordinate, but I had his trust, just as he had my respect for his reputation as a ruthlessly pragmatic politician. I agreed to extend my time leading the Mossad, only resigning as director twelve days before Naftali Bennett established his administration in June 2021.

I was flattered when Bibi subsequently offered me the job of defense minister, in the government he formed following the 2022 election, but rejected the initiative because I wanted to create a sense of distance from the political process, and I was eager to learn new skills in a commercial environment. The business world was intellectually stimulating, fast-moving and, I have to admit, financially rewarding. I enjoyed the mental agility required in making successful investments.

That did not mean the relationship with Bibi was fractured. He would call me from time to
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