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To the victims of October 7, 2023. May all their memories be a blessing.





Meir Dagan’s Timeline




	1945

	Born, Kherson, Ukraine




	1950

	Made aliyah (emigrated) to Israel with his parents and older brother




	1963

	Conscripted into the Israel Defense Forces (IDF)




	1967

	Fought as an officer in the Sinai Desert during the 1967 Six-Day War




	1970–72

	Created and commanded the Grenade Reconnaissance Unit, an undercover special operations counterterrorist unit in the Gaza Strip




	1973

	Fought in the 1973 Yom Kippur War as part of a special operations task force for the reserve division that crossed the Suez Canal into Egypt




	1974

	Transferred to the Armored Corps as a company and then battalion commander




	1980

	Named commander of the South Lebanon Region unit




	1982

	Promoted to the rank of colonel and given command of the 188th “Barak” Armored Brigade and fought in Lebanon during the 1982 Operation Peace for Galilee war




	1982

	Promoted to the rank of brigadier general and served as commander for the newly formed Lebanon Liaison Unit, which ran special forces and intelligence operations against Palestinian and Iranian-backed terrorist groups




	1985

	Named commander of the 36th Armored Division




	1987

	Appointed the chief of staff’s advisor for terrorism affairs




	1991

	Appointed the head of the Operations Brigade in the IDF General Staff




	1993

	Appointed the assistant head of Operations IDF




	1995

	Retired from active military duty




	1996

	Appointed the head of the Prime Minister’s Counterterrorism Bureau




	1996–99

	In the reserves, commanding officer of the Northern Corps




	2001

	Served as chief pollster for Ariel Sharon’s election campaign




	2002

	Appointed as the head of the Mossad




	2011

	Ended his two terms as Mossad director




	2015

	Delivered the “We Deserve Better Speech” in Tel Aviv




	2016

	Succumbed to liver cancer at the age of seventy-one
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A Note to the Reader

Like many non-native-born Israelis, Meir Dagan adopted a Hebrew surname, changing it from Huberman to Dagan while he was a captain in the army and determined to make a career in the military. When the Jewish state was born in 1948, many newcomers opted to Hebraicize their names to fit in, appear more Israeli, and shed any connection to the lands where their families had perished in the gas chambers of Eastern Europe or fled the pogroms of the Arab Diaspora in Damascus, Tripoli, Aden, and Baghdad. Forging a new identity was both psychologically refreshing and an act of defiance that the new Jewish spirit would not be broken.

Mostly, though, the new immigrants wanted to emulate the Sabra, the name adopted by native-born Israelis who worked the land and built the foundation of the new country. The Sabras were named after the edible desert cactus growing in Israel that had a hard and prickly exterior but was sweet on the inside. The Sabra was unapologetic—strong, unflinching, and stubbornly determined. The Sabras were in control, and for those who had survived the camps or the long trek across the Middle East, assimilating with a Hebrew last name was a career booster.

To avoid confusion, I will limit the use of the surname Huberman as much as possible and refer to the tenth head of the Mossad simply as Meir or his Hebraicized name Dagan in the post-1973 chapters.

In the world that existed before the Hamas invasion of southern Israel on October 7, 2023, news of this book was greeted with great excitement inside some of the capitals of the Arab nations. Throughout his career, Meir Dagan had been an honored guest inside the intelligence headquarters and palaces of the Middle East. Those who had worked with him and those who knew him as a trusted friend wanted to go on the record and share their views about this remarkable soldier, spy chief, and statesman. But the Hamas attack against Israel changed everything. Although these spies and royals privately wished that Israel would teach Hamas a lesson and wipe it off the face of the earth, publicly the message had to be one of solidarity with the Palestinian people. Relations between Israel and the Arab world—on every level—became frosty. Many officials who worked with Dagan and admired his capabilities could no longer have their quotes about an Israeli spy chief featured in a book. To protect the anonymity of those who still wanted their reflections of Dagan known, I have used pseudonyms when and where applicable.

This same format has been applied to certain retired members of Israel’s intelligence community who wanted to be quoted on the record. After lifetimes of working in the shadows, these veterans headed for careers in the private sector after retiring from active duty. However, some, especially those who consulted throughout the Middle East, returned to the shadows following October 7. Others, wary of the coordinated campaign in the international courts, the media, and social media platforms targeting Israeli officials past and present as “war criminals” for the conflict to eradicate Hamas in Gaza, preferred not to be named, even though they are years out of the game. As a result, and to protect their identities, when applicable, quotes will be attributed to pseudonyms or used anonymously. A lot of information about the Mossad was made public after October 7 and especially following the assassination of Hamas leader Ismail Haniyeh on July 31, 2024, and the exploding beepers and walkie-talkies in the hands—and on the chests—of Hezbollah operatives on September 17 and 18, 2024. But a lot still must stay in the vault, even details about events that transpired decades earlier.

Although Meir Dagan died in 2016, subsequent events have underscored his dedication to the preservation of the Jewish state and confirmed his prescience in matters of intelligence and special operations as a measure to safeguard Israel from the permanent threats the country faces.





INTRODUCTION The World View from the Head of Mossad’s Office


Leadership is the ability to move people above and beyond normal circumstances, especially in those cases where people are afraid or unsure of themselves

—Meir Dagan, April 2009, from a speech to graduates of a command course at Mossad headquarters



When a newly appointed Mossad director enters headquarters on his first day at work, he gazes out of his office window and tries to figure out how to steer a safe course for Israel through the crosshairs of a dangerous world. Being the head of the Mossad demands making daily life-and-death command decisions. Israel’s very security hangs in the balance of actions taken or not, intelligence assessed correctly, and the collateral damage of information processed errantly. The pressures of the job are unfathomable.

The head of the Mossad must balance the operational necessity of decisive action with the tempered mandates of patience and restraint. He is an administrator who manages a large and often bureaucratic organization. The director must also be a general who navigates a treacherous battlefield with a secret army posted to locations—many fraught with danger—around the world. The Mossad chief represents Israel to other members of the global intelligence fraternity so that he can address critical issues of tactical and strategic interests that are of common concern in friendly and not-so-friendly capitals around the world. The Mossad director is Israel’s national emissary in talks about war, peace, and all the dangerous gray areas in between.

The most sensitive topics, urgent matters of national security and strategic requirements, are discussed at Mossad headquarters near Tel Aviv, but any plans must be authorized inside the prime minister’s office in Jerusalem. The director must know how to sell complex missions to the prime minister, often those involving significant risk and potential fallout that are critical to the safeguarding of the nation, and he must argue against politically motivated plans that place Israel’s national security at risk. The position of Mossad director is a balancing act of imperatives and opportunities. It has been called the most difficult job in all of Israel.

Meir Dagan dreamed his entire life of sitting in the director’s chair. Few men in Israel’s history were more suited for the position. He was born in the ashes of the Holocaust, in what is today Ukraine. His parents were burdened by the loss of suffering in the Second World War, and it instilled in their youngest son the importance of strength and survival, and the need for a Jewish homeland as an insurance policy against any other attempts to exterminate his people. Dagan became a career soldier and was known as a special operations and counterterrorism specialist.

Throughout his thirty-two years in uniform, he fought in three conventional wars and countless counterterrorist campaigns. The scars on his body were landmarks of the battles he fought. His mind always thought twelve steps forward. For a man who fought the enemy at point-blank range, he possessed an unrivaled comprehension of the global strategic reality. His boundless imagination created new tactics and strategies in the fight against terrorism and Israel’s enemies who sought nuclear weapons.

On the conventional battlefield, Dagan was blessed with an extra helping of natural daring and courage. Leadership was in his DNA, and he developed a distinctive brand of command that would carry him up the ranks and eventually earn him the rank of general. Dagan viewed his rank as a great responsibility and an honor. He was not just a soldier. He possessed an insatiable fascination with the world around him that he satisfied through painting and sculpting, listening to classical music, and travel. Dagan had a voracious appetite for constant adventure and learning, and he believed that he could learn from everyone—from the president of the United States to the workers who cooked and cleaned at Mossad headquarters.

Dagan entered office as Israel’s spy chief a year after the 9/11 attacks and two years into the second intifada, a Palestinian suicide bombing war against Israel’s cities that would leave over one thousand dead. The world changed in 2001, following the al-Qaeda attacks against the United States, and the Mossad would have to change with it. He was the perfect choice to lead Israel’s foreign espionage at this dangerous crossroads of history.

The new world order demanded that the Mossad no longer rest on the laurels of its past exploits. It had to be more dynamic, intuitive, and devious than its enemies. Its actions needed to be decisive. Dagan reinvigorated the service with a newfound appreciation of the pricelessness of intelligence as an actionable commodity, and he instilled a decisive way of thinking so that Israel’s spies did not react to disaster, but rather did everything in their power and their bag of dirty tricks to preempt, forewarn, and punish before the fact. Under Dagan’s leadership, the Mossad would no longer be a service provider to A’man, the Israeli military intelligence directorate and the nation’s largest espionage force. The Mossad would become the service. After he took the elevator to his new office at Mossad HQ, Dagan’s first order of the day was that the agency would not only gather intelligence on the threats facing Israel but would also act decisively to stop them. He used a lifetime of lessons learned as a warrior and special operator to turn the Mossad into an instrument of power and a weapon of strategic diplomacy.

Under Dagan, new tactics, like covert financial warfare, became part of the Mossad’s arsenal. Old tactics, such as targeted killings, became new core strategies. Enemies of Israel who posed a threat to the country and the Jewish people were justifiable targets. Although Israel was a high-tech country, called Startup Nation, and enjoyed a First World standard of living and liberal beliefs, the country was a part of the world that had the explosive potential for savage retribution, where vengeance was always preemptive, even if it sometimes gave the outward appearance of being purely punitive, and violence was always a measure of last resort.

Israel spoke to its friends—and especially its rivals and enemies—through its spymasters. Jordan’s King Hussein called the practice “clandestine diplomacy,”1 and Dagan, like his predecessors and successors, placed enormous emphasis on developing nurturing friendships across the Arab and Islamic worlds. These nations—those that had diplomatic ties to Israel, like Egypt and Jordan, and those that did not at the time, like Morocco and the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia—welcomed the Mossad director inside their palaces and headquarters to talk of peace and to prevent war.2 Dagan was not only respected in these circles, but he was also revered. Al-Ahram, the influential Egyptian newspaper founded in 1876, called him “Superman.” In other circles, he was known as the “King of the Shadows.” His behind-the-scenes work in the Arab world laid the foundation for the peace treaties that would ultimately be known as the Abraham Accords. The spy chiefs from these nations understood that the Middle East was best served by forming a common barrier against the nefarious aspirations that emanated from Iran and its proxies.

The Iranians created Hezbollah shortly after the Khomeini-led revolution and Israel’s 1982 military adventure in Lebanon, as an expansionist extension of the Islamic Republic’s war against the West, which serendipitously produced a Shiite Crescent across from the Persian Gulf to the Mediterranean. Hamas, an offshoot of Egypt’s Sunni Muslim Brotherhood, and the Islamic Jihad were opportunistic pawns that Tehran could use to attack Israel—a relatively inexpensive and risk-free way for Tehran to fight the Jewish state to the last dying Palestinian. Dagan understood that Hamas and Hezbollah did not pose existential threats to the Jewish state. But an Iran on the march, especially one equipped with nuclear weapons, did.

Prime ministers lost sleep worrying about yesterday’s polls and tomorrow’s primaries. Generals and spy chiefs lay awake at night worrying about long-term threats. During his time in office, and until his death, Dagan was outspoken in his belief that Israel did not have the means to unilaterally and permanently destroy Iran’s nuclear aspirations. He understood military overreach and the disastrous implications that a foolhardy gesture of first-strike bravado would entail for Israel. Dagan also knew that Israel had a trump card in stopping Iran: its ultra-strategic relationship with the United States. Solidifying the intelligence ties between the CIA and Mossad was a strategic goal for all heads of Israel’s intelligence agency, but it was imperative for Dagan. Years of cooperation and mutual interests had forged a de facto operational alliance between the two nations, where the two services worked together to settle old scores and prevent nuclear thresholds from being crossed, but Dagan used his years in office to nurture, strengthen, and expand them beyond what had been thought possible. The bonds were too important to be left solely in the hands of elected officials.

Four CIA directors viewed Dagan as a respected military man, a wise counsel, and a full-fledged partner. He was but one of a handful of foreign intelligence chiefs to be an honored guest inside the White House. President George W. Bush considered him a trusted friend and wrote that he was the most impressive world leader he had ever met face-to-face.3

Dagan would have been relieved that the pillars of the countries’ relationship stood unflinching and strong the day after what transpired on October 7, when the United States provided Israel with a needed military buffer against Iran and its surrogates. But he would have been shattered by the fact that both the Shin Bet, Israel’s internal security agency, and A’man, the IDF’s Military Intelligence Branch, had received the Hamas playbook for invading Israel, code-named Jericho Wall, two years before the October 7 attack and done nothing with the information.4 Operational intelligence, according to Dagan, was a precious commodity that cost lives and national resources to acquire and was never to be wasted. That responsibility came with the burden of accountability. Israel’s intelligence services, Dagan believed and preached to anyone who would listen, were the guardrails of Israel’s democracy and the country’s very survival. They could never be caught by surprise, by what the 9/11 Commission called a “failure of imagination.”5

It was easy, perhaps, for modern and democratic Israel, one protected by the IDF and its intelligence services, and bolstered by a European standard of living and high-tech innovations, to forget that it was situated in a Middle East populated by the likes of al-Qaeda, Hamas, ISIS, and Hezbollah. But that memory lapse was one of the factors that had allowed the horrible day of October 7 to transpire—a day that shattered one of the foundations that made Israel an exceptional nation, a nation that existed to protect Jewish lives—those who were third-generation Israeli, those whose parents came from Arab and European lands, and those who still lived in the Diaspora—from the savagery that had befallen the Jewish people for centuries. Protecting Israel’s citizens from harm was the most important mission of the country’s elected leaders and its security heads.



The man who leads the Mossad must be laser-focused on the present with one eye always looking ahead at what the future could bring. But Dagan’s vision was directed by somewhere in the past, and to him, his mandate and the responsibilities it carried were very personal. Every morning when he entered his office and at night before he went home, Dagan looked at a black-and-white photograph of SS officers laughing at his maternal grandfather moments before he was executed in Nazi-occupied Poland. Every visiting head of a service, including those from Arab nations, along with Mossad officers and agents about to be sent overseas on missions vital to the safeguarding of the Jewish state, looked at that photograph as well, as a narrative tool that Dagan used to speak of the importance of the possible sacrifice that Israel’s warriors in the shadows would have to make to ensure that Jews would never again be systematically targeted for annihilation. That was his sworn life’s calling. Meir Dagan wore that responsibility as a badge of honor. It is what defined his life as a soldier and a spy chief. He realized the inescapable symbolism of being the first and last head of Israeli intelligence who had been born inside the ashes of Hitler’s Europe.

John Le Carré once wrote that the intelligence services are the only real expression of a nation’s character. Le Carré was Meir Dagan’s favorite novelist,6 and he believed that these sentiments held enormous importance. The character of Israel’s espionage services—and Dagan himself—were defined by the Jewish history and the battles Israel has been forced to fight to not only survive but also thrive in the face of relentless threat and adversity. The ethos of this responsibility required that Israel’s foreign intelligence agency be more innovative, daring, and audacious than its enemies, in defense of the Jewish state and the Jewish people around the world. Every chief of Israel’s national intelligence service has shared that daunting responsibility.

Thirteen men have led Ha’Mossad Le’Modi’in U-La-Tafkidim Meyuchadim, the Institute for Intelligence and Special Tasks, between the spy agency’s creation in 1949 and the Hamas terror attack of October 7. Meir Dagan, who led the organization from 2002 to 2011, was the most remarkable and impactful. His actions, leadership, and special brand of defiant chutzpah left a mark on the service he led, and the Middle East in which it operated, that would last for years to come.





PROLOGUE Away from the Office One Sunny Fall Day

Under normal circumstances during the early-morning hours of an autumn weekday, the twelve-mile drive from the luxurious apartments in northern Tel Aviv to Ben Gurion International Airport should take less than a half hour. But nothing was normal when the armored blue BMW sedan ferrying Mossad director Meir Dagan raced toward the VIP terminal in the darkness before the first light of that warm autumn dawn. Dagan, a career soldier, was used to starting the day hours before sunrise. An aide and a bodyguard held on for dear life while R.,I his trusted driver, displayed his Le Mans skills as the vehicle maneuvered across the highway at top speed. Dagan caressed his pipe as he read some files in the backseat, unfazed by the acceleration. The car reached the tarmac in only ten minutes. Dagan nodded a glance of approval at his driver and then checked his watch to await the motorcade of his travel partner. The Mossad director religiously believed that twenty minutes early was on time. It had been drilled into him during thirty-two years of military service. He never kept others waiting and detested when others did it to him, especially the prime minister. Benjamin Netanyahu was always late.

It was routine for the head of the Mossad to travel overseas in secret, incognito, or even in disguise. But the prime minister’s schedule was a matter of public record, and whenever and wherever the prime minister went, he was accompanied by a phalanx of reporters. But not this morning. The press had been given a cover story that Netanyahu was visiting a secret army unit in the south, to throw them off his trail, and he left the official residence on Balfour Street traveling incognito with a smaller-than-usual security package of armed agents from Unit 730, the Shin Bet’s dignitary protection force. The prime minister made it to the tarmac with no fanfare. Both Dagan and Netanyahu boarded a private jet—a loaner from a well-to-do-Israeli businessman—with a small contingent of armed men. This trip was not on the official schedule. It was a mission of high-stakes covert diplomacy.

The Mossad director traveled with an aide. Netanyahu brought Uzi Arad, a former high-ranking Mossad official and his trusted national security advisor, and Major General Meir Kalifi, his military secretary.1 Only a handful of security men were on board the flight. The aircraft had been swept for listening devices or anything else that could be used to compromise the passengers. For security reasons, the pilot was only told of the flight path—one cleared with the intelligence services of several friendly nations—shortly before the flight was cleared for takeoff. The day’s new sun had risen when the jet raced into the sky. There were plenty of water bottles and snacks stashed on board. It would take approximately three hours for the plane to reach Russia and make its final approach to a military airfield near the Black Sea port city of Sochi. Russian president Vladimir Putin was waiting in Bocharov Ruchey, his palatial summer residence, along with representatives from his intelligence services. Officers from Russia’s SVR, the country’s foreign intelligence service, monitored the flight’s progression.

Shortly after being elected to office in February 2009, Netanyahu had taken several day trips with his security inner circle. Most were to nearby destinations—Amman, Cairo, or elsewhere in the Arab world—and undertaken far from the prying eyes of the media.2 But the meeting with Putin was different. It was a high-stakes huddle concerning an Israeli national security imperative: controlling Iran’s aggressive nuclear ambitions. Dagan and Netanyahu wanted to keep the meeting secret. Still, they also knew that America’s intelligence agencies monitored Putin’s whereabouts around the clock and that news of the secret trip would reach Barack Obama in the PDB, the President’s Daily Briefing. That was intentional, as well.

Dagan had spent seven years working closely with President George W. Bush, his National Security Council, and the CIA. The American president adored the scrappy Israeli spy chief. Dagan enjoyed an unprecedented relationship with Bush. “How many heads of a foreign espionage service that is not part of the Five EyesII are invited to the White House?” a former Mossad division chief would reflect.3 Israel had known what to expect from its growing operational and intelligence-sharing alliance with the United States during the Bush years, but Obama was an unknown equation who had given signals that America would not be an unconditional strategic friend to the Jewish state.

Netanyahu’s first meeting with Obama, in May 2009, when both were just elected as heads of state, was a disaster. Obama disciplined the Israeli prime minister about settlements and the stalled peace treaty. A month later, the American president selected Egypt as the first destination of his global travels and the launch of his foreign policy agenda. The opening sentence of Obama’s speech at Cairo University was “I’ve come here to Cairo to seek a new beginning between the United States and Muslims around the world.”4 “Muslims around the world” covered the Palestinian issue. It meant an American attempt at a reproachment with the Islamic Republic of Iran. Containing—if not deterring—Iran from its nuclear ambitions through covert actions and economic isolation had been the primary objective of Dagan’s Mossad.

Putin’s summer palace was straight out of the luxurious holdings of Peter the Great, or the lair belonging to a James Bond villain. The grounds were meticulously maintained, and flora was common in the warm weather of Sochi. A brownish-gray clay roof complemented the building’s pale stone exterior. The Black Sea could be seen from the main entrance. Marble buffed to a mirror shine guided visitors into the main parlor and off to rooms decorated with light blue carpets and chandeliers adorned with prisms made of the finest Czech crystals. Paintings depicting Russian military glory hung on the walls. This was not the home of a former KGB agent who’d spent his formative years in Eastern Europe. It was the residence of a czar.

A motorcade from Putin’s FSB security detail rushed the Israelis toward the residence. The convoy was low-key by Russian standards; the secret police had hours earlier, for precaution, cleared the route of any traffic. Under normal circumstances, a platoon of the Russian Presidential Regiment would have been standing at attention in their dress uniforms, polished SKS assault rifles and sabers at the ready. Photographers would have been on alert to document the arrival. But this meeting never happened. There would be no official mention of it anywhere.

The Russian president, who waited for no one, looked forward to seeing Dagan. He respected world leaders, but it was understood that he admired the Israeli spy chief. The Mossad director in Putin’s eyes was a warrior and a no-nonsense shadow warfare professional. Netanyahu did not share the Russian president’s sentiments. The prime minister had inherited a Mossad director who had served two previous Israeli leaders and was nearing the end of his second term. Netanyahu did not like anyone who had previously worked for someone else.5 He, as it has been said, viewed Dagan as boorish. But Dagan always chuckled when he was looked upon that way based on his outward appearance and mannerisms, joking that “he only looked simple.”

Yet Dagan had an infectious personality with a strong sense of humor. Part of his charm was that he projected a sense of being someone who had emerged from a hardscrabble existence out of defiant dedication, as an act of spite and mission; someone who confidently thrived for all the right reasons. Dagan tethered his everyman first impression to the computer-like analytical mind of an unrivaled strategic savant.

Putin, the politician, understood the lies that world leaders were compelled to tell their public and foreign counterparts at clandestine summits such as this one in Sochi that fall day in 2009. The former intelligence officer knew all too well about the strategic implication that those lies could conceal or create, enhancing his appreciation of Dagan’s position and presence. Netanyahu would never admit it, but he was jealous that being the gatekeeper of vital aspects of Israel’s national security made Dagan in many ways the most important man in Israel. Netanyahu hated walking in anyone’s shadow. Dagan understood the military chain of command and the respect that came with protocol and higher office and realized that he was in Sochi to support his prime minister and advance the security needs of the State of Israel. But Putin understood Dagan’s world better than Netanyahu’s, and the two men, one a former KGB spy and the other a spymaster, had a natural rapport. “Putin trusted Dagan,” one of the Israeli spy chief’s deputies explained. “Politicians could lie, it was part of their game, but those in the intelligence business knew who could be counted on. Dagan’s word was good as gold. And the Russian president knew it.”6

Nurturing diplomatic relations with Putin was an Israeli national necessity—for mutual interests, but also because of conflicting regional objectives. In fighting the Chechen offshoots of al-Qaeda, Russia was a frontline state in the war against Islamic fundamentalism, but Moscow was also the primary patron and protector of Syria, a narco-terrorist police state that had tried two years earlier to go hot with a North Korean nuclear reactor that the Mossad and the Israeli Air Force took out. Syria was also a gateway for Iranian intelligence and proxy operations against Israel in Lebanon and around the world. Putin’s espionage services knew all the actors in the Middle East, and they exerted influence on everyone—Hezbollah, Hamas, the Islamic Jihad—the good, the bad, and the ugly. It was in Israel’s strategic interest to keep Putin as a sometimes friend and an acknowledged adversary. The spies were the ones who maintained the communications.

Russia was a major arms supplier to Iran and, more importantly, the principal source of reliable military spare parts that the Islamic Republic needed to maintain aging Soviet-era missile systems Tehran had purchased from North Korea, Libya, and just about any black-market source eager to skirt Western sanctions and Israeli and American intelligence. Putin’s spies knew a lot of what was going on inside the Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps and the nuclear facilities conducting the research and development needed to turn Iran into a nuclear power.

The Israeli mission to Sochi was an effort for the two most important men in Israel to explain to Putin that Jerusalem’s position on Iran acquiring nuclear capabilities would not change because of the new American administration. Netanyahu and Dagan wanted to hear if Putin could provide any new insight into what was happening; the two were certain that the Russian president and his security advisors at the meeting wanted a glimmer of any tidbits of intelligence that the Israelis thought it wise to share. Such meetings were always exercises of give and take, a “you show me yours and I’ll show you mine” of carefully chosen diplo-speak and high-stakes brinksmanship. The Israelis respected Putin but knew he would probably be unhelpful and possibly even duplicitous.

Details of what was discussed behind closed doors inside the eavesdropping-proof presidential study in Bocharov Ruchey, like the meeting itself, have never been made public, but Iran was the primary topic on the prime minister’s agenda.7 It is believed that the meeting, an exchange of positions and intelligence, lasted over two hours—a long time for a conference between two heads of state and their intelligence chiefs. Trusted interpreters made sure that nothing was lost in translation.

The meeting ended with handshakes. An honor guard escorted the Israeli contingent to their awaiting armored vehicles and the quick race back to the tarmac. The private jet was cleared for immediate takeoff. The Israelis did not utter a word until Russian airspace was far behind them.

The aircraft touched down at Ben Gurion International Airport as the day’s sunlight headed west over the Mediterranean Sea. Netanyahu was reunited with his protective package and driven to the Aquarium, as the glass-enclosed prime minister’s office in Jerusalem was known. A news reporter had gotten wind of the secret trip to Sochi, and staffers would need to quash the story on national security grounds. Israel had a vibrant free press, but reports were subject to military censorship.

The Mossad director got into his awaiting armored car, lit his pipe, and ordered his driver to take him back to headquarters. His deputies and division heads waited in the conference room. They knew it would be a long night at the office and had instructed the kitchen that they could expect to work well into the evening. What had been discussed in Sochi mattered.

Dagan demanded that any sit-down with him, whether in his office on a Friday morning to talk about personal matters or around a conference table with the heads of all the operational branches, be predicated on the concept of an open forum of ideas. Dagan hated people who went along for the sake of going along. He despised yes-men. When he briefed his deputies about what had been discussed with Putin, he demanded a plan of action.

The pillar of Dagan’s espionage doctrine during his time at the Mossad was simple: not a shekel would be spent on air travel, no expenditure of manpower and resources would be invested, and no lives would be risked in the tradecraft of operations in targeted countries unless it would produce actionable intelligence. If the by-product of covert action was not likely to lead to something tangible that advanced Israel’s national security and the Mossad’s role in achieving that goal, he would not authorize the effort. Meir Dagan’s clandestine universe centered around the endgame.

The meetings at headquarters often lasted well past midnight. Plans were discussed. The merits and risks of possible action were debated. Some of the most fantastic and awe-inspiring operations in the history of the Mossad were conceived in Dagan’s office late at night while he smoked one of the endless number of pipes on his desk and drank a cup of dark tea talking to a deputy who sat across from him exploring the envelope of what was operationally feasible, in a room engulfed by the fragrance and cloud of pipe smoke. Wild ideas were tossed back and forth between Dagan and those he admired and trusted most. The building was often empty, just two men talking when both were too tired to head home. “This was when we were most creative, and the boldest in our thoughts, in figuring out ways to deal with the people and the powers that threatened Israel,” a former branch chief remembered with a smile, “this was when history was made, the kind that in most cases can never be published.”8

Some of the ideas tossed around as dawn’s first sunlight neared would play out weeks or months later. Others, the nucleus of outside-the-box fantastic notions, would play out in Beirut, Damascus, and Tehran many years later.

The shadow war to stop Israel’s enemies from posing an existential threat to the Jewish state was an around-the-clock effort, but the meetings were also forums for an open and sometimes painfully frank sharing of ideas. There were enormous risks—to lives and national interests—in every operational blueprint and mission conceived in that room, and Dagan wanted everyone’s thoughts and apprehensions vocalized—especially his own. As he often said, “Anyone who doesn’t cast doubt is not suited to be in the intelligence profession.”9


	I. Identity withheld for security reasons.

	II. The Five Eyes is an Anglosphere espionage service alliance formed between the United States and Great Britain following the end of the Second World War but later expanded to include Canada, Australia, and New Zealand. The arrangement was top secret for years (only officially acknowledged in 2005) and remains the world’s most important—and effective—intelligence-sharing arrangement.







BOOK ONE SOLDIER





CHAPTER 1 Proof of Life

On the morning of January 30, 1945, a twenty-five-year-old Polish woman named Mina Huberman was admitted to the maternity ward of a hospital in the Ukrainian city of Kherson, a major port on the Dnieper River liberated months earlier by the Red Army. She was malnourished and in labor. Hours later, a nurse emerged to deliver the good news to her husband Shmuel that a large and healthy son had been born into the world. The proud parents named their child Meir, Hebrew for “one who shines.” Contrary to the story either mistakenly repeated or conveniently manufactured, the young baby who would come to be known as Meir Dagan was not born on a train in the smoldering ruins of eastern Ukraine in the closing days of the Second World War.1

Meir’s birth—and the fact that Shmuel and Mina were even alive—was a true miracle considering that they had escaped Hitler’s Final Solution after five years of hard labor in a desolate Soviet work camp. Shmuel and Mina were Polish Jews from Łuków, located sixty miles southwest of Warsaw and north of Lublin. Łuków was nothing more than a shtetl, a small island of Jewish faith, life, and cohesive community. At one point in the early twentieth century, three-quarters of the Jews on the Continent lived in a shtetl, often at the mercy of Czarist pogroms and greedy Polish landlords.

Life inside the shtetl was simple and poor. It was centered around the dream of family success and community survival and anchored by the spiritual bonds of the Jewish faith. The synagogue was the foundation of the community, and the rabbis were their pillars. Prayers—and any official acts of worship—were always conducted in Hebrew, as were religious studies, the anchor of the shtetl. Young boys were schooled in a cheder, the Hebrew word for room, where a primary curriculum of religious studies was often taught in the rabbi’s home or an extension of the synagogue. Girls were educated at home by their mothers. Yiddish, a German amalgamation of Hebrew, Aramaic, and Slavic languages, was the glue that connected most Jews throughout Europe. It was spoken, read, and used in literature and comedy, by peasants in the shtetl, as well as among the more assimilated Jews of Eastern Europe who lived in cities like Warsaw and Krakow, and those who managed to escape the misery and poverty and seek freedom from persecution in the United States.

The Jews of Poland, even those who could trace their family trees hundreds of years ago, were outsiders, unwelcome and despised. Antisemitism was the currency of day-to-day life in the postwar remnants of the Czarist Russian empire, and Zionism, the yearning for a Jewish homeland, had become a twentieth-century hope against the hatred and violence that those in Łuków and hundreds of similar communities had endured for centuries. The return to Zion, the reunification of the Jewish people and their ancestral home, and the creation of a paradise mosaic of redemption, return, and faith, became a small glimmer of hope for some who no longer wanted to be targeted as second-class citizens in the land of their birth. Der Judenstaat, Theodor Herzl’s manifesto and the blueprint for modern Zionism, was a bestseller in Yiddish. It was the book of choice for young and rebellious men and women who demanded a better—and safer—future.

Nineteen-year-old Shmuel Huberman was one of those rebels. The young man was short and stocky, handsome with dark eyes and an ample supply of charisma. He was a community leader of the local chapter of the Hashomer Ha’Tzair, or the Young Guard, a socialist-Zionist organization, and he dreamed of one day building a new secular nation in the ancient homeland of the Jewish people in what was British Mandate Palestine. He was also madly in love with sixteen-year-old Mina Slushni, a pretty and petite girl with raven-colored hair, who was known for her contagious smile. Her parents were merchants and very observant; an uncle was a noble rabbi, and the family was highly revered for their strict adherence to the Torah. Mina’s parents objected strongly to Shmuel, only strengthening the young people’s attraction.

The two teenagers defied their parents and committed an unthinkable crime in the close-minded world of the Łuków shtetel—they traveled to a nearby town, found a rabbi, and eloped.2 They were outcasts for three years, until the birth of their son Eliezer led the families to reconcile. And then the Germans invaded Poland.

The Wehrmacht, with the SS in tow, seized Łuków on September 19, 1939—eighteen days after invading Poland and launching the Second World War. There were no legitimate targets near the town, but the Luftwaffe had bombed it around the clock. Jewish homes and businesses were set ablaze from the moment the Germans marched in. Men were beaten; some were placed against a wall and shot. German forces rounded up hundreds of Jewish women, imprisoned them inside a synagogue, and locked the doors. Mina Huberman was one of the women inside, hearing machine gun fire in the distance, clutching her young son and fearing that the Germans would set the building on fire. The rumors of atrocities against Jewish women spread quickly during the first few weeks of the war. The Germans eventually unshackled the doors to the synagogue and allowed the terrified captives to flee. The soldiers laughed as the women and their children escaped, but they ran into a Łuków that was engulfed in flames. Thick, black, acrid smoke filled the town’s air as the wooden buildings burned.

There was one glimmer of hope, though. The Soviet Union had invaded Poland on September 17, a by-product of the secret Molotov-Ribbentrop Pact that dictated the German-Soviet split of Eastern Europe. In some Polish towns, the Wehrmacht and the Red Army paraded together to celebrate their victorious conquest, and in early October, the Germans in Łuków were temporarily replaced by a contingent from the Red Army. The Soviet soldiers who marched into the town found a smoldering ruin.

The Russians were no strangers to the Poles. Many Jews feared the Russians even more than the Wehrmacht—sentiments reinforced by years of pogroms, rapes, and murder under the czars. The panic was exacerbated the day after the Soviets entered Łuków when a young officer let it be known that he wanted all the Jews in town to gather in the main synagogue. A captain from the NKVD, the Soviet secret police, addressed them. He banged on the bimah, the wooden stand from which the rabbi gave his sermons on Saturday mornings, trying to get everyone’s attention. To everyone’s surprise, the Soviet officer introduced himself as a Jew and addressed the gathered in flawless Yiddish.3 “Listen, people,” he shouted. “If you want to save yourselves and your families, leave Łuków and come with us. We offer you hard work and difficult conditions, but you will live. You must all listen to me. I am offering you salvation.”4

Virtually all of Mina’s family opted to remain in Poland. But she and Shmuel, along with Shmuel’s sister Lola, their mother, her second husband Leib Shulstein, and two of their children were more pragmatic and accepted the Soviet’s offer. Shmuel and Mina went home and crammed what would fit into a leather suitcase; most of the space was reserved for Eli’s clothes, for hot and cold weather. Shmuel left with just the clothes on his back and one prized possession: a tattered copy of Theodor Herzl’s book.5

At just after dawn the following morning, under the watchful eyes of a Red Army battalion, eight members of the Huberman family, along with a few hundred other Jewish men, women, and children from Łuków, boarded a Soviet troop train that would take them east. The journey covered over fifteen hundred miles and took several days to complete. They crossed endless plains and railroad towns toward Moscow, before diverting northward toward the Ural Mountains and the Komi Republic. Conditions on the transport were Spartan. Sanitation was abysmal, and the food was sparse. What would await them at their final destination—a labor camp in the middle of an endless forest—was much worse. The Russian winter was approaching.

For the next five indescribable years, the Huberman family endured the backbreaking work of cutting down trees, clearing land, and paving roads in Soviet labor camps, and the anguish of trying to stay alive. The Russians did not exterminate the Jews they rescued from the Nazis; they did not discriminate against anyone in the camp because all were viewed with contempt and suspected of being criminals trying to sabotage the war effort. The NKVD were cruel slave masters, and anyone caught not working or fulfilling their assignment often paid with their lives. They did not tolerate disobedience, complaining, or any individuality that interfered with the twelve daily hours of hard labor. Work was life. It meant food and shelter.

Everyone capable of labor worked, no exceptions. The elderly and sick worked in the bakery or some administrative capacity. The children in the camp were looked after by the old and the young alike. Eli Huberman’s babysitter was herself a child. The Soviets also allowed families to remain together. Dozens shared a crowded hut. In the cold of winter, everyone huddled around a wood-burning brick and mortar stove in the center of the hut. In the summer, the heat was suffocating. Great effort was made to celebrate the Jewish festivals, despite the NKVD’s attempts to dissuade the sentimentality of religion and promote communist ideology.

Life was frighteningly uncertain in the camps. Following Hitler’s invasion of the Soviet Union in June 1941, the Jews in the labor camps feared that the Nazis would make it to the Urals. They feared for their lives.

Somehow, remarkably, the workers at the camp managed to keep an approximation of normalcy throughout the day-long work in the forests and mills. Romances flourished. Shmuel’s sister Lola met Izak, a young medical professional, and the two fell in love and wed. Babies were even born in the captivity of the forced labor camp, but women and newborns often died, succumbing to the lack of medical care, hygiene, and nutrition. The elderly also became statistics, markers in a prison camp graveyard.

In October 1944, five years into their seemingly endless exile, Mina learned she was five months pregnant. She had thought that her swollen stomach was the result of malnutrition. Half-starved on rations, her body decimated by hard work in the water with logs, and sharing what food she had with her growing son had altered her menstrual cycle6 and sense of what was happening with her body. She feared having to give birth in the Urals, but the Soviets, wanting their forced labor force to keep up with the Red Army’s advances, loaded the two hundred fifty inmates of the work camp onto a train and transported them sixteen hundred miles south toward Kherson. Eight members of the Huberman family moved from a desolate barracks into a two-bedroom apartment. The apartment even came with an icebox, indoor plumbing, and a radiator for heating; it was like having a suite at the Ritz.7 For the first time in what seemed like forever, the family believed they would survive the ordeal. They intended to return to Poland.



In August 1945, in an agreement between Stalin and the newly installed Communist government in Warsaw, people who were forced to flee in 1939 and after would be allowed to return to their homes. The Huberman family trekked back to Łuków hoping to find anyone who might still be alive. News of what the Nazis had done to the Jews of Europe became horrifyingly real when the family reached Kherson. For the first two years of the war, the arrest and murder of Jews were haphazard—random shootings, sexual assaults and rapes, and other acts of utter inhumanity. In May 1941, twelve thousand Jews were herded into the Łuków Ghetto. Virtually all were sent to Treblinka, northeast of Warsaw, where close to a million Jews were slaughtered in industrialized extermination. The ghetto was dismantled later that year. Shmuel and Mina learned that they were two of only one hundred fifty Jews from Łuków to survive the Holocaust.

Well over three hundred members of the combined Huberman, Slushni, and Shulstein family would perish in the Holocaust. Mina’s father, Ber, who had been convinced that the Germans were too sophisticated and too cultured to wish the Jews of Europe harm, was beaten and mocked by the SS before being murdered in a purge of one of the many ghettos the Nazis established in Poland to implement their Final Solution. A German propaganda photographer captured the moment, shortly before he was executed, when SS troopers made Ber sit on top of another Jewish prisoner as if he were straddling a horse, seconds before he was shot and killed. That image, published later in a historical account of the elimination of European Jewry, would have an enormous impact on Meir in his later life.

The Polish government allowed the Huberman family back into Poland but only if they moved to Dzierżoniów, formerly Reichenbach, in Lower Silesia, five hundred fifty miles from the shtetl.8 Ostensibly, the move was to repopulate former areas of Germany now ceded to Warsaw. Still, the Communist government feared that the return of the surviving Jews, eager to reclaim properties that had been stolen from them by Catholic neighbors and party bosses, would result in violence. Right-wing nationalist anticommunists targeted the Jews as agents of the Bolsheviks. The Communists mistrusted the Jews as agents of capitalism. What happened to the Jews of Poland during and after the Second World War was one of the most blatantly orchestrated mass property thefts in history. It is said that the Holocaust ended in Europe in 1945 but ended in Poland in 1948. Years after the end of the Second World War, Jews stuck in transit in their former homes were victims of pogroms, murder, and theft.

Shmuel went back to work at Hashomer Ha’Tzair, organizing survivors so that they could begin their journey to the Middle East and work for the creation of a Jewish state in British Mandate Palestine. He also worked for the American Jewish Joint Distribution Committee. Formed in 1914, the JDC was created to help Jews starving in the no-man’s-land of the First World War Eastern European battlefields. The organization tried to rescue Jews from Hitler’s Europe before and during the Second World War as well; it is believed that from 1939 to 1944, the JDC brought over eighty thousand Jews from Nazi-occupied Europe to safety.

Following the establishment of the State of Israel on May 15, 1948, the Huberman family realized that their time in Poland was fleeting. The Communist government in Warsaw was firmly in the Soviet bloc, and the Soviets, Shmuel learned, would soon close Poland’s borders to Jewish migration.



Italian ports did a brisk business handling maritime traffic, registered and the other kind, that smuggled Jews into Palestine before the Second World War and immediately after that. Although Mussolini’s regime was aligned in lockstep with Hitler, the Italian fascists had a more transactional view of the plight of German and Austrian Jews seeking refuge from the oncoming storm. The Haganah, Israel’s pre-independence army, hired vessels to breach the British blockade and rescue as many Jews as possible. Those networks were reestablished following the end of the war in Europe when the dire need to ferry the survivors of the Holocaust to the future Jewish homeland became a political matter in the international discussions over Palestine. Following the establishment of the State of Israel, the clandestine traffic became legitimate and commercial. The brisk business continued, though the emergence of El Al, the Israeli national airline, provided the quicker, though far more expensive, form of travel.

The SS Caserta was one of the mainstays of the route. The twenty-year-old converted freighter and now passenger steamer hit ports across the seas and sailed Jews from Europe and Arab lands to a new home in Israel. The journey between Italy and Israel took between five and seven days, though the travel time was often longer, when the ship called on ports in Arab North Africa where Jews were waiting. In April 1949, with three hundred Czech survivors, the Caserta traveled from Naples to Tripoli, to collect another four hundred Libyan Jews.9 In January 1950, Shmuel and his family boarded the SS Caserta in Brindisi after a long trek through Central Europe. They carried only a few belongings and the harsh memories they were determined to leave behind.

The SS Caserta was barely seaworthy. The ship smelled of an overheated engine. It almost capsized once in tumultuous seas.10

The coast of Israel came into view on a windswept winter morning five days after the Caserta set sail. The outline of Mount Carmel jutted up into the gray sky, as did the cranes and freighters clustered in the Haifa port. The ship’s passengers crowded the main deck to see for themselves. The pious removed prayer books from their coat pockets and prayed. Not Mina. Although she came from religious stock, the horrors of the Holocaust had knocked all the faith out of her tiny frame. “How could God, if there is a God, allow one million children to be murdered?” she told her boys repeatedly as they grew up, Eli Huberman would later reflect; the boys never prepared for or celebrated their bar mitzvahs.11

Prayer could no longer be an excuse used as armor to protect the Jewish people, Mina would instruct her sons. It was a lesson Eli would always remember and one that Meir would never forget.





CHAPTER 2 Newcomers

The new Jewish state was a far cry from the land of milk and honey following independence. The country was a chaotic mess undergoing the painful transformation from concept to new nation; recovering from a war of independence, in which 10 percent of the population had been killed in the fighting, while at the same time building a new nation that was to be populated by a sea of incoming Jews from all over the world. An astounding 638,597 new immigrants flooded the country after the last British soldiers left and the new nation of Israel was declared.1 In the thirty-six months that followed the establishment of the country, Israel’s population doubled.

The newcomers arrived from all over the world. Displaced persons who had survived the death camps, Jews from the Arab Diaspora who had been forced to uproot centuries of coexistence with their Muslim neighbors to start fresh in the new nation, as well as freed prisoners who had been held in British internment facilities for trying to break through the Royal Navy’s blockade. Jews who spoke a Tower of Babel of languages multiplied by more dialects than could be counted soon had to learn modern Hebrew and become full-fledged citizens of the new nation. They were light-skinned and dark-skinned. Some were highly educated, graduates of the finest universities of prewar Europe, and others were being introduced to the twentieth century for the first time, leaving an untouched existence in countries like Libya and Yemen for what was a new world. There were children born on their way to Israel, and octogenarians whose last wish on earth was to set foot in the ancient Jewish homeland turned modern sanctuary before they died. It was a true Kibbutz Galuyot, the gathering of exiles that Moses had promised the Israelites in Deuteronomy 30:1−5: “Even if you are exiled to the ends of the world, from there the Lord your God will gather you, and from there he will bring you back.”

The undertaking was Herculean in scope and biblical in symbolism, and seemingly beyond the capabilities of the new nation. Israel, barely able to feed itself, let alone care for the immigrants who continued to flood the nation’s harbors and airports, was impoverished and overwhelmed by reconstructing roads and infrastructure that had to be built, repaired, or rerouted.

New immigrants who had the necessary means could rent apartments or buy land, but few emerged from Europe or the Arab world with money. The agricultural settlements, the collective farms, offered a home and a job for some, but working the harsh land, often along the frontier where Arab terrorists frequently carried out cross-border raids, was not suitable for everyone.

The Israeli government’s solution was the construction of temporary housing camps throughout the country known as Ma’abarot, the Hebrew word for transition camp. The temporary cities were bare and often dismal. Housing consisted of tents, sometimes wooden barracks, shared restrooms and showers. They were muddy, desolate, and designed to be a first step in building a nation of immigrants, refugees, and survivors, who could assume a national identity, gain fluency in a shared language, and become solid citizens who could contribute to the birth and growth of a nation.



Shmuel, Mina, and their two boys were first sent to an absorption camp near the Crusader port city of Atlit, just south of Haifa, and then to a transitional camp near Sarafand, an abandoned British military base near Lod, a primarily Arab city and home to the country’s main international airport. The family was assigned an elongated abandoned brick British barracks with a corrugated tin roof that they shared with other families. A dozen languages were spoken inside the rickety building. Married couples argued, babies cried, and the elderly cursed and complained. Families had no privacy. Towels and bedsheets hung on rope lines created the illusion of being separated from the other families occupying the barracks. Still, it was hard to achieve any sense of escape when snoring, farting, and belching created a nightly soundtrack to the squalid conditions.

Shmuel had been certain that his work on behalf of the Zionist youth both before and after the war would warrant special treatment upon his arrival in Israel. But there were no marching bands to greet him in Haifa when the SS Caserta docked, and he was not rewarded with accommodations more suitable for a man of his prominence in the ma’abara. He felt betrayed and abandoned. The fledgling state, like all new countries with waves of immigration, was a nation of protektzia—where who you knew was rewarded with a special sort of status that should have been a dividend for hard work, courage, and accomplishment. It was bad to be the perennial outsider, the last newcomer in a land of newcomers, and forced to work twice as hard for half the credit and the chance to fit in. This anger would sour Shmuel’s outlook on the world; the indignation would follow him for the rest of his life.2 He would impart this lesson of embitterment on his sons—Meir, then six years old, took it to heart.

Shmuel and Mina slept on army cots that the British Army had left behind. The boys had to share one bed. Eli and Meir occupied themselves with the other children, though both shared a voracious appetite for reading. The older brother loved the sciences, and Meir enjoyed books about history and adventure. Eli was more cautious and reserved in personality, and Meir was the adventurer who showed few signs of fear, often wandering off to explore the far reaches of the camp. But the two boys were inseparable, with Eli tagging along to wherever his brother ventured. Meir was heartbroken when Eli was sent to live with his uncle and grandparents in a suburb of Tel Aviv so that he could attend a proper elementary school.

But the ma’abara was temporary. With government subsidies eliminating the need for a sizeable down payment, Shmuel and Mina bought a small one-bedroom apartment in Bat Yam, a hardscrabble suburb that hugged the Mediterranean shoreline directly south of Tel Aviv. The ground-floor apartment was barely big enough for two people, let alone a family of four. The parents slept in the bedroom and the boys shared a small sofa. Somehow, everyone managed. Everyone in Bat Yam got by. No one traveled abroad on holiday. People did not own cars. The homes were not wired for telephone service; the wait for a private line could extend for decades. Children played in the street, turning empty lots of sand and debris into soccer pitches. Neighbors came over to share a coffee without knocking. Everyone was in the same boat. It created a sense of camaraderie among the neighbors.

Shmuel eventually opened a laundromat. Mina worked there as well; Eli would help out after school. Later, Mina worked as a cashier in a supermarket chain. The salaries were meager but just enough to get by, and in 1954 they upgraded to a larger home—a one-bedroom third-floor apartment at 38 IndependenceI Boulevard in the center of Bat Yam. The building was on a wide, tree-lined avenue less than half a mile from the Mediterranean shoreline, but the apartment was far from spacious. The kitchen was minuscule, and the apartment had only one shower and toilet. The boys did not have rooms of their own and did their schoolwork in the living room. They would also sleep on the same L-shaped sofa well into their twenties when both were soldiers.

No one in the neighborhood had much money. When a child had a few spare coins in their pocket, perhaps a small gift from grandparents, and went to the corner kiosk for a cold grapefruit drink, the other kids followed jealously. Most of the children in the Amidar neighborhood in Bat Yam were immigrants or the children of immigrants; most of the kids in the neighborhood were either born in the remnants of Hitler’s Europe, or their parents had somehow survived the Holocaust. Meir was dark complexioned and was often mistaken for a newcomer from Morocco or Iraq.

Amidar was a place where learning how to fight earned social status. The children took after their parents; the kids fought in the street. Meir learned he could take on someone twice his size. His nickname in the neighborhood was Pancho, after the famed Mexican bandit. He was fearless and always willing to take risks, someone who learned to cut corners and throw a punch when needed.

More wary Eli looked out for his younger sibling. They got into trouble together, sometimes sneaking into a Tel Aviv cinema to watch the film of the day—often a Hollywood retread screened years after it had been shown in the United States or Europe. Few kids in the Bat Yam neighborhood had the money to see a movie, so sneaking in was a common practice and an escape from the entertainment-light existence. The boys liked cowboy films, and Meir liked thrilling movies about war and intrigue,3 but their favorite movie was Johnny Belinda, the acclaimed 1948 film starring Jane Wyman as a deaf-mute and Lew Ayres as the doctor who tries to teach her.

Eli was studious with an aptitude for the sciences. He was disciplined and organized. Meir was rambunctious and an explorer prone to disappearing—sometimes on expeditions around the neighborhood and then other times on treks across the country. His rambunctious spirit was fueled by a children’s book series called Hasamba by Yigal Mossinson. Hasamba, the Hebrew acronym for Havurat Sod Muhlat Be’Hehlet, or The Absolutely Absolute Secret Group followed the heroic adventures of a group of Tel Aviv children who helped the underground Haganah fight the British. Other books in the series had storylines involving the Israeli military and its security services. “Meir tried to organize his friends to emulate the Hasamba gang in the dunes around Bat Yam,” Eli remembered.4 He envisioned himself going out on secret missions even at a very young age.

Meir had a devilish sense of humor that sometimes exceeded his young age, and unlike his older brother, he absorbed knowledge at his own pace and found school boring. He was a shovav, the Hebrew word for one who is perpetually naughty, and could not help but get into trouble. He was often ordered to go to the principal’s office because of his behavior and then sent home. He was so disruptive, legend had it, that teachers entered the classroom, yelled at Huberman to leave the room, and then only started teaching once he was out the door. Still, his parents made him take accordion lessons, and he practiced at home. If he liked to do something, he did it faithfully. He could not tolerate being bored. Meir loved to read, just like his brother. His reading level surpassed his age, and the small Bat Yam apartment was always full of books borrowed from the nearby library, taken from school, or used paperbacks purchased for a few agorot, the Israeli version of the penny. There were books beneath his pillow and under the couch. Even books that he had read before were cherished and read once again. Meir liberated magazines from the trash and tried to read newspaper headlines from newsstands rather than in the afternoon edition. Television was a decade away, so most Israelis—including preteen Meir—received the news from the radio. At the top of every hour, a national news broadcast interrupted all programming with updated headlines about the precarious security situation along Israel’s frontiers.

In 1954 and 1955, new stories of Arab guerrillas crossing the frontiers to attack the kibbutzim and moshavimII around the Egyptian-occupied Gaza Strip and near the border with Jordan were always the lead headlines in the country’s newspapers, followed by accounts of Israeli retaliatory commando raids. The accounts of daring nighttime action by Israel’s brave soldiers captivated ten-year-old Meir’s imagination. Although the Israel Defense Forces were tight-lipped about their military exploits, the name of one man somehow always made it into the broadcast: Major Ariel “Arik” Sharon.

Meir grew up in awe of the Palmach, Israel’s pre-independence commandos, and he read tales of their battlefield exploits and dreamed of being a hero like them. In his eyes, Ariel Sharon was the personification of this new breed of warrior. He was a Sabra, and embodied a fearless arrogance that the immigrants admired—a new breed of Jew. In August 1953, after a bloody summer of terrorist attacks, Lieutenant General Moshe Dayan, the Israel Defense Forces chief of staff, ordered Sharon to assemble a special operations retaliatory unit that could use daring and decisive strikes deep behind enemy lines to persuade Arab guerrillas, known as the fedayeen, to stop launching raids against Israeli border settlements. The force, known as Unit 101, was made up of men who had reputations of being rogues and adventurers—textbook cases of square pegs in round holes whose imaginations and capabilities exceeded the norms of conventional military thinking. Unit 101 was a closed club: acceptance was by invitation only, and only fifty men made the cut. They were allowed to wear unofficial uniforms; they carried weapons, such as German MP40s and American Thompson submachine guns, that were untraceable. The unit was meant to be completely deniable.

But Unit 101 made headlines. Their punitive raids were designed to be preemptive—to instill such destruction in areas that the fedayeen used to launch












	I. The Hebrew name for the boulevard is Ha’Atzma’ut. The neighborhood is now populated with immigrants from the former Soviet Union and Ethiopia, and the building where the Huberman family lived still stands.

	II. A kibbutz and a moshav are both types of agricultural settlements that emphasize collective labor. A kibbutz is based on socialist principles, rigidly organized, and highly bureaucratic. A moshav is, for the most part, a collective community that promotes private and individual ownership of land and property. In the early days of Israeli independence, the citizen farmers—tough, physically fit, and regimented to be unemotional in their thinking—took a leading role in the ranks of the IDF.
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