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"Little by little, I see that I've been dragging around a huge, padlocked backpack for 

25 years - I've always told everyone, even myself, `Don't worry. It's not heavy.' All of 

a sudden I realize, belatedly, that it is ...Now that this has finally dawned on me, I've 

come here to drop it and leave. But you say I can't just put it down and go. I have to 

open it, take out my stuff, crush the clods and grind them down, removing them 

particle by particle."  

That is how Menachem Ansbacher describes his post-traumatic stress syndrome and 

the therapy he received for it. For me, these words are sufficient to want to shake his 

hand. He describes so well what he feels, what I feel, what perhaps thousands have 

felt for years and years - a description far better than the psychological explanation in 

the footnotes. But Menachem's book contains more, so much more.  

Avner, a friend of mine from our kibbutz pioneering days, was sitting in a bunker on 

the bank of the Suez Canal on October 6, 1973. When the Egyptians began to cross 

the canal in Zodiac rubber dinghies, Avner cocked his machine gun, cooled the barrel 

with water from his canteen, took aim and fired until his ammunition ran out. Of the 

17 soldiers who were in the bunker, four were killed, and everyone else, except for 

Avner, was wounded.  

The Egyptians climbed onto the roof of the bunker. The ammo ran out. The food ran 

out. The water ran out. Avner was left wearing only his pants. The rest of his clothing 

had been used to bind wounds. But what the soldiers needed most of all was an order 

to surrender.  

When an Egyptian officer shouted to them in French to give themselves up, Avner 

asked his injured commander for instructions. "Do what you like," came the reply. 

"Just make sure we don't get killed." Avner crawled to the entrance of the bunker and 

asked in French if the Egyptians would abide by the Geneva Conventions. "I 

promise," said the officer. "I swear on my mother's eyes." They kept their promise. 

They even gave Avner an Egyptian army jacket.  

This had two outcomes. The light color of the jacket stood out among the hundreds of 

Israeli POWs filmed by the Egyptians and shown on their news broadcasts. That was 

how the family and we at Kibbutz Revadim found out that Avner had been captured. 

But in Egypt, they thought he had taken the jacket from a dead soldier as a souvenir, 

and they took revenge on him.  



After their release, the Israeli POWs were interrogated in Zikhron Yaakov. Avner, 

ashamed and humiliated, did not tell me about the interrogation until a few years ago. 

The irony is that he chose to do it at an Independence Day party, after we had had too 

much to drink. The Defense Ministry recognized him as a victim of posttraumatic 

stress disorder (PTSD) last year.  

In the October 2003 issue of the army veterans magazine Halochem, Yaakov Revah 

writes about being questioned after nine months in an Egyptian jail. He finds that 

nothing has changed in the last 25 years. "We had the distinct feeling we were being 

treated like traitors," he writes. "Abba Kovner wrote in the newsletter of the Givati 

Brigade that we put up no resistance, that Kibbutz Nitzanim surrendered without a 

fight. There is a lot of resemblance between Nitzanim and the boys manning the 

strongholds in 1973. In both cases, the commanders were looking for a way to cover 

their asses. It's easier to badmouth someone else and call us traitors. It took 25 years 

for me to be recognized as a disabled veteran. What I want to know is what about all 

those years I suffered together with my wife and children?"  

Yaakov, my brother, no one will give you back the 25 years you dragged around that 

backpack.  

One of Ansbacher's messages is: Try to salvage the years you have left. Put down 

your pack. Break up the clods and lighten your load, bit by bit.  

Menachem was not taken prisoner. He describes in horrifying terms the days he and 

other soldiers spent at Tel Saki after fighting the Syrians, wounded and fully aware 

that there were Syrians on the roof who could kill them at any moment. I confess: His 

tortured, disjointed account of what happened to him during those 36 impossible 

hours, and especially the portrayal of his feelings, sent chills down my spine and 

brought tears to my eyes on the dark and sleepless night I spent reading his book.  

There is no one who can tell the backpack story better than Menachem. "In those 

days," he writes, "I didn't know enough on the subject. There was no PTSD. It was 

called `shell shock' in those days. It was something people were ashamed of. Shell 

shock was another way of saying `paralyzed by fear.'"  

No one can accuse Menachem or Avner of being paralyzed by fear. No one can say 

that they are traitors or cowards. The myth that PTSD sufferers are fearful, weak and 

unmanly is one that should never have come into the world. Hopefully, "A Fragment 

of the Silver Platter" will make it vanish like a bad dream.  

In English, there is a saying "A man's gotta do what a man's gotta do." But human 

beings have limitations. It is easy for you, for me, for everyone, to see the deficiencies 

of others, and not only in the context of military service. Yitzhak Rabin called the 

yordim - Israelis who leave the country - a "bunch of lily-livered wimps." He called 

the professors who went on strike in the 1990s "parasites."  

I believe that most people, especially in times of crisis, will give their all for 

something that is dear to them. What that "all" is depends less on their efforts than on 

their personal capabilities when some situation or other is dumped on them and they 

are left to fend for themselves. This is as true for soldiers as it is for the jobless. No 



denunciation is ever sufficient. Even when they "fail" in their mission, they are asked 

what they sacrificed in the attempt. But if they do fail, it is worth remembering: To err 

is human, to forgive divine.  

The State of Israel has forgiven in some cases. "Our generation has adopted the image 

of the prickly sabra, the antithesis of the weak, bowed Diaspora Jew," writes 

Menachem. "We even look at the Holocaust from this perspective. We talk about the 

heroism of the partisans and the ghetto uprisings - not about destruction. It is not just 

Holocaust Day anymore. It is Holocaust and Martyrs Remembrance Day, so we aren't 

stuck in a rut with people going like sheep to the slaughter. Today I understand that 

those who marched to the gas chambers with their children were also heroes. But it 

wasn't considered heroism then."  

In those terrible days, the Jews had a mission, too, even if they were not aware of it. 

They were also fragments of the "silver platter" on which the Jewish state was served 

up. I hail from the Diaspora myself - although I never saw myself as weak or bowed 

in the days when I was still 6 feet tall and weighed 100 kilo. But to me it is clear that 

the victims of the Holocaust performed a great service for the Jewish community in 

Palestine. Their mission was successful. The fate of European Jewry changed world 

public opinion and led to the United Nations voting in favor of the establishment of a 

Jewish state in Palestine.  

But the shift in Israeli public opinion portrayed by Menachem took place later, after I 

reached Israel in 1968. Menachem does not explain why the shift took place and why 

it was 20 years late in coming. But it had a purpose.  

In other instances, the State of Israel was more reluctant to forgive. One can see this 

from its policy in giving out medals. Some countries honor their POWs with 

decorations. Others decorate soldiers wounded in combat, like the Purple Heart in the 

United States. To receive a decoration in Israel, you have to do what is expected of 

you. Surrendering, being captured, even being wounded is not enough. For these 

things, you might be recognized as a "disabled war veteran," or "post-traumatic," but 

not as someone who has carried out his mission to the best of his ability. The 

circumstances that produce this "failure" to do one's duty are ignored.  

"An officer's duty," writes Menachem "is to lead his soldiers into battle and return 

victorious with all of them safe and sound. I led my soldiers into battle, but I didn't 

come back victorious and I didn't come back with all of them. Most of them were left 

behind. I see that as a failure."  

I hope from the bottom of my heart that Menachem has changed his mind. Only a 

lunatic would have expected him to stop the Syrian army with a platoon of seven 

soldiers. Only someone deranged would have expected such a thing from Avner, 

Yaakov and their handful of buddies. But the ethos of Sparta, that you either win or 

come back on your shield, is still alive and well in Israel. This ethos has a purpose.  

After my injury, I was awarded a disabled veterans pin, although I must confess I 

have no idea where I put it. I don't need decorations. I know, and everyone I meet 

knows, that I am disabled - pin or no pin. Certainly my wheelchair is evidence 

enough. But many people do ascribe importance to decorations, at least as a token of 



esteem. "We know that you fought and you suffered for our sake, and we care about 

that," Israeli citizens might say. Some of the old-timers at Kibbutz Revadim were 

happy when the state honored them with a War of Independence trophy, although it 

did so in 1981 rather than 30 years earlier. Because they surrendered at the Etzion 

bloc in 1948 and were taken prisoner, no one considered them worthy of the honor 

before that. The same goes for those who died in battle.  

My wife received a pin for six months of service at the Nahal Tsofar outpost on the 

Jordan border, which was hostile at the time. My military discharge booklet states 

"Completed service" - not "Service cut short by double amputation." But times are 

changing.  

Menachem does not explore why PTSD has been perceived as it is, or why that 

perception has changed. He does not address the change in the way Holocaust victims 

are perceived or the new view of heroism. I believe that these changes are politically 

motivated. I cannot say whether they are the outcome of a shift in political goals 

resulting from cultural change (i.e., coming from below), or whether they are a 

government tool to sway public opinion and thereby facilitate the implementation of 

political goals (i.e., coming from above). Perhaps it is mixed.  

The "tough sabra" image has accomplished its mission in that it has taught us and our 

children to go to war and be prepared to sacrifice as much as necessary. By 

legitimizing those who "went like sheep to the slaughter," the occupation of Arab 

territory is justified in two ways. First, a message is sent that we could become 

victims again, and there is justification for a national effort to annex territories that 

will create a "Greater Israel" and provide "strategic depth." Second, this possibility is 

so horrible that it legitimizes setting aside basic humanitarian concerns in suppressing 

those who rebel against the occupation.  

Perceiving the victim of PTSD as someone "paralyzed by fear" was a denial of the 

natural impact of war on soldiers. It allowed Israel to shirk responsibility for their fate 

and justified continuing to send soldiers into an unending war. My hope is that these 

changes have sprung up from below. Because a shift in how we perceive the heavy 

load placed on our shoulders by war, as illustrated so well in Menachem's book, if not 

a shift in how we perceive the necessity of war, is at least a recognition of the price 

we must pay for it. Hopefully, this message will reach the government.  

 


