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Why, you may take the most gallant sailor, the most intrepid
airman or the most audacious soldier, put them at a table
together—what do you get? The sum of their fears.

—WINSTON CHURCHILL

[T]he two contenders met, with all their troops, on the field
of Camlan to negotiate. Both sides were fully armed and
desperately suspicious that the other side was going to try
some ruse or stratagem. The negotiations were going along
smoothly until one of the knights was stung by an asp and
drew his sword to kill the reptile. The others saw the sword
being drawn and immediately fell upon each other. A tre-
mendous slaughter ensued. The chronicle . . . is quite specific
about the point that the slaughter was excessive chiefly be-

cause the battle took place without preparations and premed-
itation.

—HERMAN KAHN, On Thermonuclear War






PROLOGUE
BROKEN ARROW

“Like the wolf on the fold.” In recounting the Syrian attack on the Israeli-
held Golan Heights at 1400 local time on Saturday, the 6th of October,
1973, most commentators automatically recalled Lord Byron’s famous
line. There is also little doubt that that is precisely what the more literarily
inclined Syrian commanders had in mind when they placed the final
touches on the operations plans that would hurl more tanks and guns at
the Israelis than any of Hitler’s vaunted panzer generals had ever dreamed
of having.

However, the sheep found by the Syrian Army that grim October day
were more like big-horned rams in autumn rut than the more docile kind
found in pastoral verse. Outnumbered by roughly nine to one, the two
Israeli brigades on the Golan were crack units. The 7th Brigade held the
northern Golan and scarcely budged, its defensive network a delicate
balance of rigidity and flexibility. Individual strongpoints held stubbornly,
channeling the Syrian penetrations into rocky defiles where they could be
pinched off and smashed by roving bands of Israeli armor which lay in wait
behind the Purple Line. By the time reinforcements began arriving on the
second day, the situation was still in hand—but barely. By the end of the
fourth day, the Syrian tank army that had fallen upon the 7th lay a
smoking ruin before it.

The Barak (“Thunderbolt”) Brigade held the southern heights and was
less fortunate. Here the terrain was less well suited to the defense, and here
also the Syrians appear to have been more ably led. Within hours the Barak
had been broken into several fragments. Though each piece would later
prove to be as dangerous as a nest of vipers, the Syrian spearheads were
quick to exploit the gaps and race toward their strategic objective, the Sea
of Galilee. The situation that developed over the next thirty-six hours
would prove to be the gravest test of Israeli arms since 1948.



14 / PROLOGUE

Reinforcements began arriving on the second day. These had to be
thrown into the battle area piecemeal—plugging holes, blocking roads,
even rallying units that had broken under the desperate strain of combat
and, for the first time in Israeli history, fled the field before the advancing
Arabs. Only on the third day were the Israelis able to assemble their
armored fist, first enveloping, then smashing the three deep Syrian penetra-
tions. The changeover to offensive operations followed without pause. The
Syrians were hurled back toward their own capital by a wrathful counter-
attack, and surrendered a field littered with burned-out tanks and shattered
men. At the end of this day the troopers of the Barak and the 7th heard
over their unit radio nets a message from Israeli Defense Forces High
Command:

YOU HAVE SAVED THE PEOPLE OF ISRAEL.

And so they had. Yet outside Israel, except for schools in which men
learn the profession of arms, this epic battle is strangely unremembered.
As in the Six Day War of 1967, the more freewheeling operations in the
Sinai were the ones that attracted the excitement and admiration of the
world: bridging the Suez, the Battle of the “Chinese” Farm, the encircle-
ment of the Egyptian 3rd Army—this despite the fearful implications of
the Golan fighting, which was far closer to home. Still, the survivors of
those two brigades knew what they had done, and their officers could revel
in the knowledge that among professional soldiers who know the measure
of skill and courage that such a stand entails, their Battle for the Heights
would be remembered with Thermopylae, Bastogne, and Gloucester Hill.

Each war knows many ironies, however, and the October War was no
exception. As is true of most glorious defensive stands, this one was largely
unnecessary. The Israelis had misread intelligence reports which, had they
been acted on as little as twelve hours earlier, would have enabled them
to execute pre-set plans and pour reserves onto the Heights hours before
the onslaught commenced. Had they done so, there would have been no
heroic stand. There would have been no need for their tankers and infan-
trymen to die in numbers so great that it would be weeks before the true
casualty figures were released to a proud but grievously wounded nation.
Had the information been acted upon, the Syrians would have been massa-
cred before the Purple Line for all their lavish collection of tanks and
guns—and there is little glory in massacres. This failure of intelligence has
never been adequately explained. Did the fabled Mossad fail so utterly to
discern the Arabs’ plans? Or did Israeli political leaders fail to recognize
the warnings they received? These questions received immediate attention
in the world press, of course, most particularly in regard to Egypt’s assault-
crossing of the Suez, which breached the vaunted Bar-Lev Line.

Equally serious but less well appreciated was a more fundamental error
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made years earlier by the usually prescient Israeli general staff. For all its
firepower, the Israeli Army was not heavily outfitted with tube artillery,
particularly by Soviet standards. Instead of heavy concentrations of mobile
field guns, the Israelis chose to depend heavily on large numbers of short-
range mortars, and attack aircraft. This left Israeli gunners on the Heights
outnumbered twelve to one, subject to crushing counter-battery fire, and
unable to provide adequate support to the beleaguered defenders. That
error cost many lives.

As is the case with most grave mistakes, this one was made by intelligent
men, for the very best of reasons. The same attack-fighter that struck the
Golan could rain steel and death on the Suez as little as an hour later. The
IAF was the first modern air force to pay systematic attention to “turn-
around time.” Its ground crewmen were trained to act much like a racing
car’s pit crew, and their speed and skill effectively doubled each plane’s
striking power, making the IAF a profoundly flexible and weighted instru-
ment. And making a Phantom or a Skyhawk appear to be more valuable
than a dozen mobile field guns.

What the Israeli planning officers had failed to take fully into account
was the fact that the Soviets were the ones arming the Arabs, and, in doing
so, would inculcate their clients with their own tactical philosophies. In-
tended to deal with NATO air power always deemed better than their own,
Soviet surface-to-air missile (SAM) designers had always been among the
world’s best. Russian planners saw the coming October War as a splendid
chance to test their newest tactical weapons and doctrine. They did not
spurn it. The Soviets gave their Arab clients a SAM network such as the
North Vietnamese or Warsaw Pact forces of the time dared not dream
about, a nearly solid phalanx of interlocking missile batteries and radar
systems deployed in depth, along with new mobile SAMs that could ad-
vance with the armored spearheads, extending the “bubble” of counter-air
protection under which ground action could continue without interference.
The officers and men who were to operate those systems had been painstak-
ingly trained, many within the Soviet Union with the full benefit of every-
thing the Soviets and Vietnamese had learned of American tactics and
technology, which the Israelis were correctly expected to imitate. Of all the
Arab soldiers in the October War, only these men would achieve their
pre-war objectives. For two days they effectively neutralized the IAF. Had
ground operations gone according to plan, that would have been enough.

And it is here that the story has its proper beginning. The situation on
the Golan Heights was immediately evaluated as serious. The scarce and
confused information coming in from the two stunned brigade staffs led
Israeli High Command to believe that tactical control of the action had
been lost. It seemed that their greatest nightmare had finally occurred: they
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had been caught fatally unready; their northern kibbutzim were vulnera-
ble; their civilians, their children lay in the path of a Syrian armored force
that by all rights could roll down from the Heights with the barest warning.
The initial reaction of the staff operations officers was something close to
panic.

But panic is something that good operations officers also plan for. In the
case of a nation whose enemies’ avowed objective was nothing short of
physical annihilation, there was no defensive measure that could be called
extreme. As early as 1968, the Israelis, like their American and NATO
counterparts, had based their ultimate plan on the nuclear option. At 03:55
hours, local time, on October 7th, just fourteen hours after the actual
fighting began, the alert orders for OPERATION JOSHUA were telexed to the
IAF base outside Beersheba.

Israel did not have many nuclear weapons at the time—and denies
having any to this date. Not that many would be needed, if it came to that.
At Beersheba, in one of the countless underground bomb-storage bunkers,
were twelve quite ordinary-looking objects, indistinguishable from the
many other items designed to be attached to tactical aircraft except for the
silver-red striped labels on their sides. No fins were attached, and there was
nothing unusual in the streamlined shape of the burnished-brown alumi-
num skin, with barely visible seams and a few shackle points. There was
a reason for that. To an unschooled or cursory observer, they might easily
have been mistaken for fuel tanks or napalm canisters, and such objects
hardly merit a second look. But each was a plutonium fission bomb with
a nominal yield of 60 kilotons, quite enough to carve the heart out of a large
city, or to kill thousands of troops in the field, or, with the addition of
cobalt jackets—stored separately but readily attachable to the external
skin—to poison a landscape to all kinds of life for years to come.

On this morning, activity at Beersheba was frantic. Reserve personnel
were still streaming into the base from the previous day’s devotions and
family-visiting all over the small country. Those men on duty had been so
for too long a time for the tricky job of arming aircraft with lethal ord-
nance. Even the newly arriving men had had precious little sleep. One team
of ordnancemen, for security reasons not told the nature of their task, was
arming a flight of A-4 Skyhawk strike-fighters with nuclear weapons under
the eyes of two officers, known as “watchers,” for that was their job, to
keep visual track of everything that had to do with nuclear weapons. The
bombs were wheeled under the centerline hardpoint of each of the four
aircraft, lifted carefully by the hoisting arm, then shackled into place. The
least exhausted of the ground crew might have noticed that the arming
devices and tail fins had not yet been attached to the bombs. If so, they
doubtless concluded that the officer assigned to that task was running



