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Book documents life story of /I secret" Israeli soldier 
Author claims tactical error by Binyamin Netanyahu's younger brother, Yoni, resulted in his death in 1976 Entebbe rescue ... 

Secret Soldier, The True 
Life Story of I srae/'s Great
est Commando, by Muki 
Betser, with Robert 
Rosenberg, New York: 
The Atlantic Monthly 
Press, 1996. pp. 276. 

Review by ED FEUER, 
desker/columnist at The 
Winnipeg Sun. 

is n a~lY is ?nly a r~
I \')\ flectIOn oj the soc 1-
~ VN/. •.•.•..• 

A .. JLety from which it 
springs - be that good or bad 
- whether it be the Canadian 
military with the imbroglios 
we are now seeing or the 
Israel Defence Forces. 

'POST'& NEWS .- . , ~ 

-BOOK' REVIEW .. 

That is the main lesson of 
this book by a fonner com
manderofthe sayerct matkal, 
the "unit ofthc gcneral staff', 
made up of the elite para
troopers who are the tip of 
tile spear of Israel's special 
forces. 

Many of the accomplish
mcnts and failures arc docu
mented in this description of 
Muki Betser's risc through 
the ranks, which includes 
infommtion declassified up 
to the Entebbc raid in July 
1976. Although wc arc not 
spared some obvious self
serving vicws of events, the 
unusual behind-the-scenes 
perspective by tllis native of 
Moshav Nahalal is useful in 
throwing at least some light 
on what are still largely shad
ows. And tllC readcr should 

not be put off by the subti
tle's "greatest commando" 
description. publ isher' s hype 
to which the author likely 
objected, unsuccessfully. 

The successes of the spe
cial forces are well known 
and boost the !Dr's and the 
country's confidence and de
terrence ability. But seen 
from the inside, some of the 
glitter comes off even the 
spectaculars. Entebbe stands 
as the great triumph but we 
also learn about a battle in 
the Yom Kippur War when 
the best of the Israeli para
troopers unexpectedly faced 
Syria's top helicopter-borne 
commandos. It was no con
test in favor of the sayeret 
matkal. NabbingSyrian brass 
in Lebanon to exchange for 
Israeli prisoners was another 
succcss. But when things fail 
such as the attempt to free the 
hostages in the school at 
Maalot in 1972, the effects of 
poor phmning and botched 
communication are tragically 
clear. 

A major theme is the stlUg
gle between anny career pro-
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fcssionals ou t to make a name 
for themselves and reserv
ists with higher considera
tions, the latter represented 
by Betser. And if the opera
tions of the cream-of-the crop 
sayeret matkal are not ex
empt from bureaucratic bat
tics and protektzia, what hap
pens in the rest of the JDF? 

Betser himself is not im
mune on the protekzia front. 
When he wants to ch;mgc his 
unit, he tries to lobby Gen. 
Rafael Eitan, who latcr bc
came chief of staff. Living 
on another moshav, Eitan 
knows Betser's family. 
When Betser wants to "ride 
shotgun" in EI AI's air mar
shal program, he is quickly 
accepted after approaching 
"friends in the security serv
ices." 

In another instance as a 
sayeret matkal commander, 
he has to fight formorc useof 
the special forces, especially 
in Lebanon. He goes above 
thc hcad of the chief of staff 
to then-defence minister 
Shimon Peres. How docs he 
arrange thc mceting? Betser 
is married to a relative of 
Moshe Dayan and he uses 
his connection to this other 
son of Nahalal. 

Hemakesaneloquentplea 

with Peres and makes a bitof 
hcadway. Bu t still, the top 
people prefer the high-tech 
response from the air. 

Betser disputes whether 
that is the best tactic: 

"The terrorist buildup in 
southern Lebanon was (and 
still is) being met with heavy 
use of airpower. Planes could 
miss their target~, hitting in
nocents and undermining our 
moral position, and more of
ten tllan not, the terrorists 
managed to get out of their 
buildings before they wcre 
hit. I believed ... the most 
effective way to challenge 
terrorists was tohitthem face
to-face, surprising them." 

On Entebbe, the secret 
service's rescue of Jewish 
passengers on a passenger 
plane hijacked to Uganda in 
1976, some new details 
emerge. Betser had been in 
Uganda, training that coun
try's soldiers and was one of 
the main planners of the op
eration, whose command was 
given to Yonathan 
Netanyahu. 

It is Betser's contention 
that an order from 
Netanyahu, countermanding 
his own and contrary to plan
ning, was instrumental in los
ing the clUcial clement of 

surprise. 
Betser, from his experi

ence, believed Ugandan sen
tries would allow a VIP can· 
voy pass. Netanyanhu, sit
ting with Betser in the fa
mous Mercedes in front of 
two Land Rovers, disagreed, 
ordering the sentry to be shot 
with silencer-equipped hand
guns. When the Wounded 
Ugandan attempted toretum 
fire, he was shot in a burst of 
unsilcncedritle fire, the prcs
ence of the rescuers was 
known and all hell startcd to 
brcak loose. 

"The entire effort of the 
last week (of intense training 
for the raid) was to deliver us 
to the front doors of the ter
minal in peace and quiet. The 
memory of Maalot raced 
tllfough my mind. We were 
making a mistake, even be
fore we reached the tellni
nal." 

Betser implies strongly 
that had Nctanyahu letthings 
go as planned, the martyrcd 
hero of Entebbe might not 
have been cut down. And 
had that happened, tllC reader 
asks, would his brother. 
Benyamin, not have had tile 
impetus to enter pOlitics? And 
if not, what would that mean 
for Israel today? 

German public buys up book 
examining its role in Holocaust 

BONN (JTA) - Did the 
Gennan public atlarge will
ingly conspire to help Hitler 
c<my out the Holocaust? A 
book that answers this qucs
tion in the affirmative -
American Jewish author 
Daniel Jonah Gnldhagen's 
Hiller's Willing Execution
ers - sold out its first Ger
man edition of 40,000 cop
ies in less than a week and 
prompted a flurry of debate 
here. 

In many bookstores 
across Germany, customers 
lVere confronted by televi
sion crcws asking buyers of 
Goldhagcn's book why they 
lVould purchase a work that 
is so unflattcring toward the 
Gcmlan pcople. Some an
swered that they wanted to 
know what the outside world 
thought ofthcm. Others said 
they want to get a chance to 
develop their own opinions 
about the book, which has 
been the subject of much 
discussion in the German 
media. 

For many Jews in Ger
many, the book's value lies 
in the fact that it tells non
Jcwish Germans that the 
Holocaust did not begin in 
the gas chambers and was 
not perpetrated solely by SS 
officials in the death camps. 
They point to GoJdhagen's 
suggestion that the persecu
tion began in schools, at the 
workplace, in stores, at 
every street comer·-that it 
was committed by millions 
of "simple" Germans from 

DANIEL JONAH 
GOLDHAGEN: Wrote 
controversial book citing 
complicity of ordinary 
Germans in Holocaust. 

evcry walk of life. 
A first wave of largely 

negative criticisms surfaced 
hcre and in the United States 
immediately after 
Goldhagen 's book was pub
lished in America. Many 
Gennan commentators sug
gested at the time that 
Golclhagcn was merely re
peating the "collective gllilt" 
thesis, which is seen here as 
very unfair ancl even dan
gerous. Others criticized the 
book's research methods. 
With the German edition 
now hitting the market, a 
new, intensified wave of 
public debate is under way, 
with almost daily newspa
per articles as well as radio 
and television commentar
ICS. 

TIle German weekly Die 
Zeit drew a lot of criticism 
for publishing excerpts of 

the book in advance of pub
lication. But other publica
tions soon picked up the 
story. Another weekly 
ncwsmagazine, Ocr 
Spiegel, devoted a 20-page 
cover story to Goldhagcn's 
book. De,. Spiegel roundly 
attacked Goldhagen' s the
sis, finding it absurd to be
lieve that every GClman who 
lived during the Third Reich 
was intoxicated with anti
Semitism and was thcrcfore 
guilty of complicity ingeno
cide. 

Some commcntators here 
angrily suggested that the 
book was not even worth 
discussing, because it failed 
to satisfy even the lowest 
acadcmic standards of re
search. But Hans 
Mommsen, a leading Ger
man scholar of the Holo
caust, did not agree. "We 
have to discuss the issues 
raised by Goldhagen be
cause they are on the minds 
of so many people, even 
though the author has clcarly 
failed to prove his thesis sci
entifically," he said. 

Other scholars suggested 
that the book found such a 
fertile ground for debate be
cause it came just a year 
after Germany and the world 
marked the 50th anniver
sary of the end of World 
War I!. 

For many here, this was 
an opportunity to put an end 
to what they viewed as an 
excessive occupation with 
the Holocaust. 
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Doctor Isadore Wolch with Doctor Jacob Hollenberg of 
Winnipeg (at right) last April, the only brother still alive. 
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Manitoba Lodge No. 1616 Five Jewish doctorsJrom WinnipegJounded a medical dynasty 
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Sports Lodge 
By DOCTOR ISADORE 
WOLCH 

D octor Isadore 
Wolch, a past 
president of the 

lewish Historical Society of 
Western Canada, lectured 
May 14, 1996 at a meeting 
of the society at the YMHA 
lewish Community Centre. 
His topic was the 
Hollenberg brothers, a 
medical dynasty from Win
nipeg. Following is an ed
ited version of what Wolch. 
a retired dental surgeon, 
had to say ... 

In all the annals of medi
cal history, there has never 
been, nor is there likely to 
be, a family comparable to 
the Hollenbergs. The Mayo 
brothers of Rochester are 
legendary, but there were 
only two brothers who 
started their clinic. Further
morc, the descendants ofthe 
Hollenberg brothers have 
distinguished thcmsclves by 
amassing 22 medical de
grees, a Rhodes Scholarship, 
a dean of medicine of two 
different universities, a head 
of a dcpartment of medi-

Moses and Sarah Hollenberg, parents of five doctors. 
Sbe kept their student medals in a box. 

cine, as well as professors, 
lecturers and researchers 
across Canada and the U.S. 

Fouroutofthe five broth
ers were gold medal win
ners on graduation at the 
Manitoba Medical College. 
Joseph won five golds, a 
clean sweep. Jacob could 
not quite match his older 
brothers, but won two 
bronze medals - one in 
anatomy and onc in physi
ology. Hc also received the 
Doctorlan Goldberg Award 

for meritorious services at 
the Misericordia Hospital in 
1987, as well as two Isbister 
Scholarships in medicine. 

MOTHER WAS 
DRIVING FORCE 

Their mother was the 
main driving force in cn
couraging the boys to strivc 
fordistinction in theirmedi
cal cducation. She kept a 
box in which she saved all 
the medals they won. There 
was an incentive to add to 
her collection because it 

would have been embarrass
ing not to win a medal at 
exam time. Their father, 
who was on the board of the 
original Rosh Pina Syna
gogue, loved to quote good 
old-fashioned philosophy. 
One of his memorable 
quotes was - "Boys, the best 
time to collect is when the 
tears of gratitude arc in your 
patients's eyes." Of course, 
this was well bcfore we had 
government health insur-
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