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Military Entrepreneurs and Special Forces

Unit 101 was established because the prime minister and the IDF hierarchy headed by the chief of staff, faced with a demoralized postwar army, decided that even if very small, a truly effective combat unit could achieve morale-raising tactical victories that would in turn allow more victories, with widening effects across the army. But the other top-tier IDF special operations units resemble today’s start-ups: they originated in the initiative of an individual officer who had identified a significant capability not adequately provided by any existing IDF force, but which could be provided with the right concept, training, and structure. Obviously, it would take an original mind to get that far, but to actually create the missing combat unit another thing was required that does not easily combine with a lively intellect: sheer persistence. Even though IDF headquarters were very small by world standards, they were large enough to resist new and untested ideas that claimed already scarce resources. Those who had that rare combination of originality and dogged persistence became the “founders.” 
The first, as we have seen, was the serial innovator and future naval chief Yohai Ben-Nun, who founded the IDF’s Shayetet 13 naval commandos, personally determining their doctrine, choosing their equipment, and defining their instruction program in every detail, with himself chief instructor at first. But perhaps the most successful IDF military entrepreneur was the later Brigadier-General Avrham Arnan, founder of Unit 269 later Sayeret Matkal, (reconnaissance of the General Staff) often known simply as “the unit” (Hayehida), designed for intelligence-gathering ground actions behind enemy lines (sometimes so far behind that they end up in another country entirely) under the direct command of the IDF Intelligence Branch. Later, more specialized units were started for such operations as hostage-rescue, but until then as the IDF’s only elite “commando” unit (once 101 was dissolved), the Sayeret Matkal did it all, from hostage rescue to long-range strikes. 
When IDF headquarters were first established on the classic model, the General Staff included a “G-2” intelligence section to study enemy capabilities and enemy intentions. It received generic information from foreign ministry diplomats, too generic mostly, as well as from press sources, the reports of border patrols and observation posts, and a very small Unit 154 that sent agents in disguise across the border, i.e. “covert” agents that looked like locals, mostly Arabs, as opposed to “clandestine” intruders hiding in nature and at night. 
Techniques to tap into enemy telegraph and telephone lines date back to 1914, and the IDF did have simple listening devices it could plant on wires in enemy territory. One such in Syrian territory could intercept military communications quite reliably, but now and then a team had to sneak across the border to replace the batteries. In December 1954 a mixed team of five soldiers crossed the border to reach a device deep in Syrian territory, but it was ambushed by a larger force and surrendered. The Israelis were held in separate cells for three weeks and severely tortured. One (Uri Ilan) committed suicide, leaving behind a note that would later become famous: “I did not betray.” The senior man, sergeant Meir Yakobi, decided to emulate Samson by leading his Syrian captors to the concealed device to then activate its self-destruction charge and kill them and himself, but heavy rains had incapacitated the electrical trigger.[endnoteRef:1] In March 1956, after 15 months of captivity the four survivors were released in exchange for 35 captured Syrian soldiers. [1:  Judy Baumel. "Uri Ilan's Will," Iyunim Be'Tkumot Israel, Ben Gurion University, Vol. 15, (2005), 209-238. (H)] 

What was learned from that failure was that clandestine operations entailing the risk of capture and interrogation could not be left to ordinary infantrymen, however brave and capable. That was the simple starting point of a young major serving in Unit 154: Avraham Arnan, a former Palmach platoon commander—one of the few who had become professional officers instead of joining the majority in civilian life who served only when recalled for reserve duties.[endnoteRef:2]  [2:  Lior Brichta and Eyal Ben-Ari, Organizational Entrepreneurship and Special Forces: The Israeli Helicopter Squadron and the General Staff Reconnaissance Unit (Matkal) [publication source?]; Lior Brichta and Eyal Ben-Ari in Jessica Glicken Turnley, Kobi Michael, Eyal Ben-Ari, ed., “Special Operations Forces in the 21st Century: Perspectives from the Social Sciences” (Abingdon, UK: Routledge, Cass Military Studies 2017), and, by idem, "Organizational Entrepreneurship and Special Force The Israel Helicopter Unit (Rolling Sword) and the General Staff Reconnaissance Unit (Matkal)" in "Special Operations Forces around the World: A Social Scientific Agenda" Kinneret Academic College (June 14-16, 2015).] 

Because Arnan’s experience was that Unit 154’s Arab agents were not very productive – they were mostly rural folk with little access—he advocated their replacement by ultra-trained soldiers who might also be good infantrymen or good commandos for assaults, but who would be selected and trained to serve as deep-penetration scouts, skilled in clandestine (hidden, not disguised) infiltration, and technically expert handlers of advanced listening devices and varied sensors.[endnoteRef:3] More ambitious operations would follow, but in the first instance the unit Arnan envisioned was to carry out short incursions into hostile countries to gather immediate and accessible intelligence. That seems modest enough, but Arnan had to persist mightily to turn his ideas into reality. The IDF General Staff just had no time for him, focused as it was on raising large combat forces for the large war it feared was coming, which was in fact imminent. [3:  Avner Shor, Crossing Borders: Sayeret Matkal and its Founder Avraham Arnan, (Modi'in, Israel: Kineret Zamor Bitan Dvir Publishing, 2008), 76-77. (H)] 

It was only after victory in the 1956 Sinai Campaign, with senior officers more relaxed, that Arnan started building his force by recruiting some fellow veterans from the Palmach’s “Arab unit” of Arabic-speaking Jews who looked like Arabs, such as Iraqi and Yemenite Jews. Actually, Arnan’s clandestine unit was itself built in clandestine fashion because Arnan used Unit 154 facilities without any explicit authorization from superior officers.[endnoteRef:4] That ensured both the cheerful informality of Unit 101 and also its acute logistic shortcomings – with more equipment “organized,” i.e., pilfered, than properly issued.[endnoteRef:5] [4:  Shor, Crossing Borders, 90-92. [needs Hebrew translit. title] See also Amnon Jackont, Meir Amit – The Man and the Mossad (Tel Aviv: Yediot Books Publishing, 2012), 94. (H)]  [5:  Lior Brichta, Razi Efron, & Pinhas Yehezkeally, Unit 101: An Island on the Verge of Chaos, (Be'er Sheva: DNA T.E.C.I., 2012). (H)] 

Without any official permission from the Head of the Intelligence Corps or the IDF Chief of Staff, Arnan nevertheless proceeded to look for recruits with suitable personalities and skills across the army. He would then rely on sheer effrontery and his mysterious Unit 154 credentials to obtain their reassignment to his own nameless unit. For training, he moved his chosen men through existing paratrooper and other courses, before bringing them back to his unit within the Intelligence Corps, in spite of the intense skepticism of the commanding officer, the quietly thoughtful, indeed scholarly, Major General Yehoshafat Harkabi. It was Harkabi’s skepticism—a great virtue in an intelligence chief—that saved the unit, as that skepticism extended to his own negative view of Arnan’s project, which he therefore did not stop.
Arnan persisted on his own until a mid-1958 General Staff decision finally authorized his clandestine effort to organize a superior clandestine force, but only on a tiny scale bound to be inadequate. This Unit 269 was placed directly under the head of the Intelligence Corps, a clear token of importance, but its authorized strength was only 14 in all.[endnoteRef:6] They were much too few to build up different sub-units of any effective force, but Arnan was advised by that earlier military entrepreneur Ariel Sharon to “first say yes” and then to push for more billets until he reached his own target number.[endnoteRef:7] Arnan finally began to organize the unit he had dreamed of, which was to be “totally different from what existed before it, a unit that did not follow any route previously trodden, and that would be able to think and implement in a way no one has thought about before.”[endnoteRef:8] That claim to originality would be validated by future operations, but in one respect Arnan was perfectly conventional: his men had to be perfectionists when it came to the different skills needed, including highly accurate shooting as riflemen, snipers, machine-gunners, and also with handguns. Those very basic skills saved the day on more than one occasion.  [6:  Shor, Crossing Borders, 97-101. [needs Hebrew translit. title]]  [7:  Brichta, Efron, and Yehezkeally, 22-23; Shor, Crossing Borders, 102-103. [needs Hebrew translit. title]]  [8:  Shor, Crossing Borders, 106-107. [needs Hebrew translit. title]] 

Though he actually wanted to build something quite different, Arnan thought it useful to claim the legacy of Unit 101, and therefore tried to persuade its veterans to join him; his most valued recruit was the legendary Meir Har-Zion.[endnoteRef:9] The ploy worked, and the best recruits soon wanted to join the excitingly secretive “269,” which could finally grow because the commando-minded IDF Chief-of-Staff Moshe Dayan became actively interested in Arnan’s enterprise and gave him leave to expand it.[endnoteRef:10] Arnan would go around military bases looking for the “right stuff,” trusting his intuition rather than records or tests, and acting with a great sense of urgency, with good reason: Dayan’s tenure was coming to an end.[endnoteRef:11] [9:  Shor, Crossing Borders, 121-123. [needs Hebrew translit. title]]  [10:  Shor, Crossing Borders, 108-118. [needs Hebrew translit. title]See also: Zonder, 24. [Zonder needs full citation]]  [11:  Shor, Crossing Borders, 118-119. [needs Hebrew translit. title]] 

Dayan’s successor as chief of staff, Haim Laskov, was a British Army veteran.[endnoteRef:12] In contrast to the impetuous rule-breaker Dayan, who had personally led daring raids behind enemy lines in 1941 and again in 1948, Laskov had risen to the rank of major in the British army by meeting its standards in disciplined skills and orderly procedures. Predictably, he believed that the IDF needed more discipline across the board rather than more 101 daredevilry. Acting as the entrepreneur he was, Arnan maneuvered for Laskov’s favor by exaggerating the influence of the British desert-raiding Special Air Service started in 1941 by David Stirling on his own actually very different unit, even adopting its “who dares wins” motto.[endnoteRef:13] While Laskov was not entirely convinced, he did not try to stop Arnan’s gathering of men, equipment, and facilities. Always a canny political operator, Arnan housed his unit not too far from the IDF’s general headquarters in the heart of Tel Aviv, giving him easy access to top officers and allowing him to invite passing ministers to drop in to view the exacting and exciting training of his men – even Prime Minister David Ben-Gurion was an interested visitor. [12:  Haim Laskov, who had served in the Jewish Brigade in WWII, rose to CoS in 1958 after Dayan.]  [13:  Shor, Crossing Borders, 112. [needs Hebrew translit. title] See also: Uri Yarom, Renaninm Wing (Tel Aviv: Ministry of Defense, 2001), 224. (H). [Is Renaninm in title correct?]] 

As his unit grew, Arnan needed more funds, which the Intelligence Corps could not provide from its tight budget; its research unit was housed in an ex-British Army corrugated steel hut as late as 1970. Arnan became an institutional fundraiser by lobbying ID generals, including future chief of staff David Elazar, but it was not enough, so his men became adept thieves of equipment and supplies issued to other units in other camps.[endnoteRef:14] This “requisitioning” became an attribute of the unit during its early years and was even viewed as good training for it required planning, stealth, and quick execution.[endnoteRef:15] Arnan’s constant pressure to field test his unit eventually resulted in its selection for a first operational mission in early 1959.[endnoteRef:16] The task was to infiltrate the Syrian-held Golan Heights to install intelligence gear. The mission was a success, and Arnan immediately secured another mission in Jordan that was also a success. The IDF’s top officers were concerned about the freewheeling style of Arnan’s men but pleased with its results.[endnoteRef:17] [14:  Hanoch Bartov, Dado, 48 years and 20 days (Tel Aviv: Sifriyat Ma'ariv, 1978), 77. (H)]  [15:  “Requisitioning” see Uri Ben-Ari, Move Move! End: Armored Corps the Struggle on the Way, (Tel Aviv: Ministry of Defense Press, 1998). (H) Shor, Crossing Borders, 114-116. [needs Hebrew translit. title] See also Zonder, 24-25.]  [16:  Yigal Sheffy, Early Warning Countdown (Tel Aviv: Ma'arachot, 2008), 71. (H). ]  [17:  Shor, Crossing Borders, 131. [needs Hebrew translit. title]] 

A charismatic personality, Arnan evoked something of a personality cult around him that raised the morale of his men while doing nothing to enhance their respect for IDF rules, which their commander was himself outmaneuvering.[endnoteRef:18] What finally convinced the General Staff to suppress its doubts and embrace Arnan’s unit was the “Rotem Affair,” which erupted on February 20, 1960. The IDF was utterly surprised by the sudden entry of one Egyptian armored division and three infantry brigades into the Sinai. That was an abrupt, inherently very dangerous shift in the balance of military power on Israel’s most important front, which Intelligence had failed to predict in spite of all the preparations it must have required and did not even monitor in real time. (By then the Egyptian army was receiving sound Soviet training on how to move large, armored forces in stealthy fashion by detailed preparations followed by very fast drive outs). It was only four days after Egyptian armored columns arrived in Jebel Libni on the central Sinai axis leading to Israeli lines that GHQ found out, and that by mere chance: a two-division force had penetrated to face Israel’s Negev border before the IDF could mobilize its reserve forces to hold them.  [18:  Shor, Crossing Borders, 135. [needs Hebrew translit. title]] 

As it happened, the newly arrived Egyptian forces withdrew without incident but the impact on the IDF’s generals was both immediate and lasting, validating Arnan’s strongest argument for his unit.[endnoteRef:19] Things changed for the better under a new chief of IDF Intelligence appointed 1962, MG Meir Amit, who increasingly relied on the unit to gather intelligence, at first only near Israel’s borders, but later also deep in enemy territory.[endnoteRef:20] As successes increased, Arnan hosted parties for his unit to which senior officers were also invited, including his commanding officer, Amit.[endnoteRef:21] [19:  Ofer Drori, “Operations Halutz and Shrakrak,” (H) at: http://www.gvura.org/343185-.
Yosef Castel, My Life–Yoske Castel (Yoske Castel, 2010), 88-89. (H)]  [20:  Amos Gilboa, Mr. Intelligence – Arale Yariv – Head of Aman, (Tel Aviv: Miskal Yediot Books, 2013), 111-115. (H) See also Shor, Crossing Borders, 181-186. [needs Hebrew translit. title]]  [21:  Shor, Crossing Borders, 203. [needs Hebrew translit. title] See also Gilboa, Mr. Intelligence, 111.] 

Because the unit’s long-distance penetrations increased in both frequency and depth, reaching points very far from Israeli territory, Arnan reached out to Uri Yarom, the commander of the IDF’s first helicopter squadron 124.[endnoteRef:22] At that point, helicopters were seen as marginal by the fighter pilots in charge of the air force, because they had no defined combat role, only rescue and such.[endnoteRef:23] It was only in 1956 that two S-55s were bought from the US, despite opposition from the fighter jocks who would rather have bought one more Mirage; they reached the air force a few months before the 1956 war.[endnoteRef:24] In his autobiography, Yarom wrote that the air force disliked helicopters because they were viewed just like camels, only useful to move people about—but camels whose maintenance was especially expensive.[endnoteRef:25]  [22:  Brichta and Ben-Ari, "Organizational Entrepreneurship."]  [23:  Yizhak Shteigmann. "The Introduction Helicopters into the Israeli Air Force 1948-1958," Cathedra for the History of Eretz Israel and Its Yishuv, Vol. 53, 1989, 131-148. ]  [24:  Meir Amitai, Up to 124 - The Revolving Sword Squadron, (Tel Aviv, Israel: Zamora Bitan Publishing, 1990), 24-25. (H)]  [25:  Yarom, Renaninm Wing, 153. [needs Hebrew translit. title]] 

As for the ground officers, they much preferred fixed-wing transports (like the ageless DC-3/Dakotas) that could drop paratroopers in much bigger numbers, much farther, rather faster, and far more cheaply. But Yarom viewed the helicopter as a “Trojan horse” that could join the battle by circling round to land troops in the less defended, even undefended, enemy rear. Arnan wanted to find a way to send his men in deep-penetration missions to distant targets and pick them out again, ruling out parachuting, and he landed on the helicopter as his solution. He started joint training with Yarom’s unit 124 that culminated in a series of exercises that in turn lead to the formulation of a joint combat doctrine.[endnoteRef:26] [26:  Brichta and Ben-Ari, "Organizational Entrepreneurship."219.] 

By 1962 ambitious deep-penetration missions were underway, for which pilots had to master new skills such as navigation on completely dark nights, landing in unfamiliar terrain, and avoiding radar detection by ultra-low flying.[endnoteRef:27] In 1963 and into 1964 repeated operations demonstrated mature capabilities: Arnan’s men were landed by helicopters deep into Egyptian territory and picked up again several hours later, after planting devices to tap Egyptian military communications. By then it was becoming clear that the helicopter plus commando combination could generate powerful synergies even for large-scale combat operations (as in the 1967 battle of Abu Agheila, when Egyptian artillery batteries were attacked by helicopter-borne paratroopers) essentially because helicopters could evade radar detection by flying very low; their noise, though loud overhead, did not actually travel very far. With this modus operandi, commandos gathered much intelligence on Arab air bases for the Moked operation at the outset of 1967 Six Day War. [27:  Shor, Crossing Borders, 212. [needs Hebrew translit. title]] 

Arnan left his unit’s command in 1964 to serve in intelligence headquarters, receiving promotion to the rank of brigadier general, a very high rank in the star-poor IDF.[endnoteRef:28] Under its formal name Sayeret Matkal (“reconnaissance [unit] of the General Staff”) Arnan’s creation continued to perform its intelligence role, often far from Israel’s borders, while acquiring new roles, including counterinsurgency in response to the post-1967 upsurge. It would receive much more publicity than it ever wanted after Operation “Isotope” conducted in full view of press cameras at Israel’s central airport (then Lod, now Ben Gurion): the rescue of the 90 passengers and ten crewmen of the airplane Sabena 571 from Vienna to Tel Aviv that was seized on May 8, 1972, by four hijackers who demanded the release of 315 prisoners, threatening to blow up the aircraft.  [28:  Shor, Crossing Borders, 215. [needs Hebrew translit. title] In 1967 Arnan established a non-profit, Amutat Misdar Dorshei Hatov, the "order of those who want to do good," which recruits unit veterans for social work. ] 

With no specific training for such a rescue, but with advice from former unit members turned air marshals for El Al flights (a widely copied Israeli innovation), 16 Sayeret Matkal, men including future prime minister Benjamin Netanyahu, under the command of another future prime minister, Ehud Barak, approached in white technician overalls, ostensibly to repair the plane. They stormed the aircraft, relying on their excellent handgun skills, killing two hijackers and capturing the other two, with three passengers wounded, including one who died of her injuries (Netanyahu was also shot through his arm by a unit member).[endnoteRef:29]  [29:  Amir Oren. “Who Gave the Order,” Ha’aretz, April 8, 2012. Also, Avner Shor, Team Itamar: Sayeret Matkal, the People, the Operations, the Atmosphere (Jerusalem, Israel: Keter Publishing, 2003), 65-72. Also available in Zonder, 67.] 

Much more spectacular was another commando-type action, the April 9-10, 1973, Operation Aviv Ne'urim (Spring of Youth), the assassination of three PLO chiefs in Beirut in retaliation for the massacre of Israeli athletes at the 1972 Munich Summer Olympics, in which they were personally implicated: Muhammad Youssef al-Najjar of “Black September,” directly responsible for the massacre; Kamal Adwan, chief of operations; and Kamal Nasser, PLO leader and spokesman.
Under commander Ehud Barak, who was disguised as a woman for the occasion (he had practiced walking in full disguise in Tel Aviv), Sayeret Matkal men arrived by boat at a Lebanese beach whence Mossad agents in three rented cars drove them to the two adjacent luxury apartment houses where the PLO chiefs lived. Three teams broke into the apartments and killed the targets, while three others led by Barak remained outside to fight off any PLO reinforcements or Lebanese gendarmes. With their highly accurate shooting, Barak and his men fought them off, killing a dozen before all returned to the cars that took them to the beach for a motorboat trip to patrol boats waiting offshore. On the same day, 14 paratroopers lead by Amnon Lipkin-Shahak, future chief of staff, attacked the Beirut headquarters of the Popular Front for the Liberation of Palestine, taking on more than ninety armed militants, and losing two of their own. Concurrently, other Fatah facilities in Lebanon were attacked by naval commandos.
The high point of the unit’s international fame, however, was the July 4, 1976, rescue of 100 passengers and the 12 Air France crewmembers who had volunteered to remain with them who were held by seven hijackers and some one hundred Ugandan troops in an old terminal of Entebbe airport. Within a wider military operation of a total of one hundred Israelis under a brigadier-general, the actual rescue in the terminal was executed by 29 members of the unit under its commander, Yonatan Netanyahu. They killed the hijackers and their Ugandan cohorts, with three hostages killed in the crossfire and ten wounded. Netanyahu was the only Israeli combatant killed.
The Entebbe operation was necessarily public and was further publicized by both feature films and documentaries, with Netanyahu himself memorialized by an institute in his name, but the Sayeret Matkal was born and remains a unit for secret operations that are never revealed let alone publicized. So, it is only because of incidental revelations by other parties that anything at all is known of their operations, such as the 2017 penetration into a headquarters of the Islamic State of Iraq and the Levant (ISIS) that revealed the design of new laptop bombs that could pass airport inspection; only unconfirmed reports connect the unit to Israel’s fairly spectacular operations in Iran. 
By contrast the unit’s failures are well known, including a 2018 undercover operation in Gaza that triggered wider fighting, before that a weapons test mishap with fatalities, and going further back the tragic failure of a hostage rescue on Israeli soil. On May 15, 1974, three gunmen of the Democratic Front for the Liberation of Palestine attacked a van, killing two Israeli Arab women while injuring a third, and then entered an apartment building in the town of Ma’alot on the Lebanon border, where they killed a couple and their four-year-old son before entering the local school. Rushed into action, a Sayeret Matkal team attempted an improvised rescue, but 22 children were killed, and more were injured. That failure resulted in the establishment of a specialized police unit for hostage situations within Israeli territory, the Yechida Mishtartit Meyuchedet, “Special Police Unit,” known by its Hebrew acronym Yamam, manned by career police professionals. 
[bookmark: _Hlk76130157]Against a few failures, there were many successes, and Arnan’s creation remains the country’s premier commando unit, consistently attracting the best and brightest who are also the fittest. Serving for at least five years but often longer before starting higher education let alone civilian careers does not seem to impede subsequent advancement: unit veterans include three prime ministers and more ministers, heads of the Mossad and the Shin Bet security service, and famous entrepreneurs, including Daniel Mark Lewin, the mathematician cofounder of Akamai Technologies, killed on September 11, 2001, aboard American Airlines Flight 11, reportedly the day’s first victim, stabbed by one of the hijackers probably while trying to resist them. 
Moshe Betzer and Unit 5101
Moshe Betzer, better known as Muki, acquired a legendary reputation within the Sayeret Matkal not least for his jovial serenity under extreme pressure. He rose to its deputy commander before leaving the unit to establish his own Sayeret Shaldag unit 5101, “Kingfisher,” after the hunting bird with exceptional eyesight. Following the 1973 war with its heavy losses to Soviet surface-to-air missiles, the air force was urgently pursuing every possible solution to the missile threat, and Betzer had one of his own: a unit that would reach deep behind enemy lines to attack missile batteries, radar installations, and forward headquarters with its own tactical missiles as well as the usual small arms.[endnoteRef:30] [30:  Betzer served in the IDF 1964-1986, starting in the Paratrooper Brigade before moving to the Sayeret Matkal. Muki Betzer, Secret Warrior (Jerusalem: Keter Books Ltd., year?) 365-345.] 

Betzer’s personal reputation endowed him with greater authority than his lieutenant-colonel rank. He was allowed to take over a company of Sayaret Mtakal reservists to start his own special unit on an experimental basis. Like Sharon and Arnan before him, he asked for a lot, took what he got, and waited for opportunities to get more. In combat Betzer had done wonders with ordinary small arms but for his Shaldag he wanted to add new lightweight tactical missiles, laser designators for air force bombs, and whatever else technology could offer–the commando with nerves of steel was also a techie. That was no handicap, but the techie also wanted to become a weapons developer of sorts to equip his unit with a new missile, and that took real money. Salvation came from an inveterate infantryman, Major-General Yekutiel “Kuti” Adam, head of Operation Branch and later deputy chief of the general staff, who supported Betzer and secured initial funding for his unit and his guided-weapon ideas.[endnoteRef:31] In 1976, after two years of hard work, the unit was officially approved by Lieutenant-General Mordechai, chief of the general staff, after watching a new style missile drill, but it was still placed under Sayeret Matkal's command. [31:  Adam was the highest-ranking IDF officer ever killed in combat, on June 10, 1982, near Damour south of Beirut, when sheltering from artillery fire in an uncleared building. 
Betzer, Secret Warrior, 345-365.] 

Betzer’s decisive opportunity arrived in February 1977, when the 12-victory fighter ace Col. Yiftach Spector, a highly original, first-class mind in both science and literature became the chief of air operations.[endnoteRef:32] A longtime advocate of a dedicated air force commando unit, as soon as Spector heard about Shaldag he wanted to fund it–and the air force had (and has) much more money per capita than the ground forces. But that would mean a formal transfer to the air force, which suited Betzer’s operational concept well enough but not his ongoing need for Sayeret Matkal reserve personnel.  [32:  After retirement, he inspired research on automatic target recognition, published the prize-winning novel Loud and Clear (Rishon Le'Tzion, Israel: Miskal Yediot Ahronot, 2008) and became a peace activist. ] 

Spector did not want a “green” (ground forces) unit under “blue” (air force) command.[endnoteRef:33] His very first dialogue with Betzer records an encounter between two radically different mentalities that nevertheless found a compromise:  [33:  Iftach Spector, 288 ff. [needs full citation]] 

Betzer: "Instead of a futile struggle with the entire IDF command, let's start with a reserve battalion of Matkal graduates, to train them for air special-operations missions." 
Spector: "Do we have any reservists from Matkal available?" 
Betzer: "Yes we do." 
Spector: "And who will be the founder of the unit?"
Betzer: "I will."
Spector: "Who will lead it?" 
Betzer: "I will."
Spector: "I have an issue with Matkal. Their missions are based on long, detailed planning. They strive for high certainty and therefore deal with every minor detail. [But air operations are launched at a moment’s notice] ...I need soldiers who can receive a mission in the morning, plan it by noon and board the choppers to fight that night." 
Betzer: "They will do that"
Spector: "I need them always available, under my direct command, they need to wear a blue beret (the IAF beret)." 
Betzer: "A blue beret? Not yet. We will do it gradually. First the greens will get used to the idea and in due time they will succumb to it. We will do everything gradually, first we will get the approval from [Deputy Chief of Staff Rafael Eitan] Raful for the unit as such. Then we will house it on an air base."[endnoteRef:34] [34:  Major-General Rafael (“Raful”) Eitan was deputy chief of general staff, becoming chief in 1978, serving until 1983. Spector, 290-291. ] 

Shortly after that Betzer presented his new battalion idea to the IDF Deputy Chief Eitan, with Spector the next speaker. When Spector waxed enthusiastic – too much so evidently—about all it could do for the air force, Eitan refused, agreeing to detach it from the Intelligence Corps but only to put it under the Infantry and Paratroopers Corps, whose able chief Brigadier-General Uri Simchoni already knew about the new battalion, which he ardently supported. Betzer still feared that separation from the Sayeret Matkal would hurt his new battalion, whose personnel was still composed exclusively of Sayeret Matkal reservists, but Eitan assured him that all Sayeret Matkal personnel of all ranks would be assigned to his unit as soon as each left active service. 
Eitan kept his promise and added to it by allowing the new battalion to compete for regular service conscripts as well, thereby transforming Shaldag from a reserve force to an active-duty unit.[endnoteRef:35] That put Shaldag in the sharp competition to recruit the best of the brightest from the conscript intake. Again Eitan helped out: after speaking with his son Yoram, a flight instructor, he instructed the air force to send every dismissed pilot-course cadet to be interviewed by Betzer.  [35:  Ibid, 287-289. [ibid reference to what? we need author, short title]] 

Betzer’s first training course was similar to Sayeret Matkal’s, including in its extra-long duration of 22 months and its emphasis on autonomous navigation, but the course soon started deviating because the recruits were invited to offer their own ideas about training methods, tactics, and required trainings. As of 2021, Shaldag’s training track lasts one year and eight months, while the extra service obligation in addition to the 32 months of compulsory service all amounts to 64 months, eight years during which all members also go through officer school and study to complete a university degree. 
At the end of each exercise soldiers were asked to provide their suggestions; if they related to equipment, the unit’s own Weapon and Equipment Development Section, a particular concern of Betzer’s, would endeavor to come up with working products that met the need. The developers were civilians on reserve recall but finding their tasks very exciting, most served for some 50 days instead of the obligatory 30, with commanders, both officers and senior NCOs, doing as much as 80 days. 
Betzer followed Arnan's example in making sure the chief of staff along with some of his staff officers would be present when he was ready to demonstrate the unit’s latest addition to its capabilities, often obtained by combining some new homemade equipment with tailor-made tactics to accomplish a priority operational task. It was a way to update the General Staff and obtain funding for Shaldag’s progress.[endnoteRef:36] Though it was called “The Battalion for Air Force Tasks,” the unit long remained officially part of the ground forces, until its fifth commander decided that it would elevate Shaldag’s status to be the Air Force commando unit, just as Sayeret Matkal was for the ground forces and Shayetet 13 was for the navy. He got his way in the mid-1980s.[endnoteRef:37]  [36:  Ibid, 358. [ibid reference to what?]]  [37:  Avichai Becker, "Testosterone Bomb,” Ha'aretz, August 13, 1999. (H)] 

As compared to the Navy’s Shayetet 13 and the Sayeret Matkal, with its celebrated spectaculars, Shaldag has had very little public exposure, and its veterans have not authored books or articles or granted interviews. Aside from a successful raid on an operational headquarters in the live context of the Israeli counterattack against Hezbollah that started on April 11, 1996, the best known Shaldag action was its large-scale role in “Operation Solomon” of May 24, 1999, when hundreds of Shaldag regulars and recalled reservists flew to Addis Ababa to evacuate Jews endangered by the bloody civil war underway.[endnoteRef:38] In 36 hours, with Shaldag protecting the entire airport, its road access, and flight operations, air shuttles evacuated more than 14,000 Jews from Ethiopia to Israel.[endnoteRef:39] Another known operation occurred during the Second Lebanon War of 2006 when some 200 Shaldag and Sayeret Matkal commandos went deep into Hezbollah country to reach Baalbek for "Operation Sharp and Smooth" on the night of August 1.[endnoteRef:40] Their targets were large weapons caches uncovered by Israeli intelligence. Nineteen Hezbollah fighters were killed, with no known Israeli casualties.  [38:  Revealed by BG (Ret.) Gal Hirsh the unit commander. Hirsh and Shaldag were decorated. Gal Hirsh, War Story – Love Story (Tel Aviv: Miskal Yedioth Ahronoth and Chemed Books, 2009), 113-123. (H) ]  [39:  Shai Levy, "The Air Commando: the major operations of the Shaldag Unit," Mako, November 7, 2012. (H) at: https://www.mako.co.il/pzm-magazine/army-stories/Article-2e8e84ed23ada31006.htm]  [40:  See Ofer Shelach and Yoav Limor, Captives in Lebanon (Tel Aviv: Miskal Yedioth Ahronoth and Chemed Books, 2009), 249-250. (H) ] 

While the Baalbek operation remains wrapped in obscurity, the September 6, 2007, destruction of the North Korean-supplied nuclear reactor complex at Al Kibar a.k.a. Dair Alzour in the Deir ez-Zor region of Syria by Israeli F-16s and F-15s is well documented. What remains obscure is Shaldag‘s role, because press reports to that effect refer to the use of laser designators by its men to guide air-launched missiles to their targets—an obsolete technique, while others refer to “damage assessment,” indeed important to determine if a follow-up strike was called for, but hardly to be performed on the ground given multispectral overhead photography.[endnoteRef:41]  [41:  Yossi Melman and Dan Raviv, "The Attack on the Syrian Nuclear Reactor: The Untold Story," Ha’aretz, August 3, 2012. (H) ] 

In spite of the secrecy, it is clear that Betzer’s dream of a different but equally effective commando battalion to complement the Sayeret Matkal has been accomplished, and it is remarkable that after so many years each unit still retains the founder’s imprint, with the unit of intelligence officer Arnan still focused on clever new ways of collecting intelligence, while the unit of techie Betzer is still the one that uses new weapons in new ways, and even new weapon concepts, not least to carry out operations a long way from Israel. 
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