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ONE


MUNICH, 5 SEPTEMBER 1972


A prank. Zelig Stroch enjoys playing practical jokes on his teammates. This time, Zelig is trying to convince him there is a terrorist attack under way. That is what Shaul Ladany concludes as he is awoken. Dawn is rising on Tuesday, 5 September 1972, the day that will forever change the face of the Olympic Games. Shaul’s legs are stiff and aching from the 50km he put them through on the Sunday, and he is groggy from having stayed up past 3 a.m. going over newspaper articles about the race. While he was busy working with scissors and glue, adding new clippings to his scrapbook, a group of terrorists from the Black September organisation was minutes away from coming through the door to the adjacent unit. At the time, however, it was another unremarkable night in Unit 2, Connollystraße 31, in the Munich Olympic Village. The last action before he turns off the lights is the same as ever: off come the glasses which he wears through every waking moment including during his races, the ones which give him the air of a professor, even mid-stride. The resemblance is serendipitous – Shaul does indeed hold a position at Tel Aviv University – but it confers neither privilege nor advantage in the battle for a podium finish at the Olympic Games. At the age of 36, Ladany is old for an athlete. Or young for a lecturer. A matter of perspective. Two souls sharing the same body. Tired. After the age of 30, fatigue begins to affect you in new ways – racewalking generates it in spades, but for Ladany, this is not the problem. The real weight on his shoulders is the months of training and the weeks at a time spent away from Shoshana, his wife, and their year-old daughter Danit. A few days stand between him and the closing ceremony of the Games, after which there will be more time for them.


But now he finds himself awake earlier than expected, and it quickly becomes clear that this is not a prank. At 4.30 a.m., eight Palestinian fighters broke into Units 1 and 3 and took nine hostages – among them athletes, coaches and support staff – from the Israeli delegation. Two people have already been shot. When Shaul asks his roommates what’s going on, they take him to the window and show him a bloodstain on the asphalt below. The blood belongs to Moshe Weinberg, the first victim. It all seems too much to take in. The night before, Shaul had given his alarm clock to Muni – as Weinberg was known to everyone – so that the wrestling coach could take Mark Slavin to the weigh-in ahead of his bout. Mark, who had moved to Israel from the Soviet Union four months before the Games and is still only 18 years old, is among the hostages. The other victim is the weightlifter Yossef Romano, left to die on the floor of the room where the Israeli hostages are being held.


Shaul and his roommates are unsure exactly who has been taken. Someone heard shots fired in the middle of the night and assumed it was the sound of the somewhat raucous and lively Uruguayan delegation next door. Even now that they know it’s an attack, the inhabitants of Unit 2 are unaware how close the danger lies. They decide to leave via the sliding door at the back which leads to a small courtyard. ‘None of us realise that, by standing out in the open, we are directly in the line of fire of anyone looking out from the second-floor windows,’ Shaul tells me as he remembers back to that harrowing night.


At that moment the terrorists happen to be facing in the other direction, and by crossing the grass behind the building, the group can get to safety. Once more, death brushes past Ladany, as it had in the concentration camp at Bergen-Belsen. The boy who survived the camps has become a man who escapes a terrorist atrocity, with fate determining the drowned and the saved without any discernible design.


In the meantime, the German police are already quizzing Tuvia Sokolsky and Gad Tsabari, the only inhabitants of Units 1 and 3 to make it to safety. Sokolsky escaped while the Palestinian infiltrators fought with Yossef Gutfreund, who used his 1.95 m frame and 133 kg of bulk to block the door. Tsabari managed to free himself when their assailants moved him and his five teammates from Unit 3 to Unit 1. There was a window of a few short yet decisive metres. Running in a zigzag pattern, the flyweight wrestler managed to escape to safety. Weinberg and Romano made a break for it too, but they were mown down by Kalashnikov fire. The massacre had begun.


As news of the assault begins to travel around the world, the survivors are taken to the headquarters of the Organising Committee along with the rest of the Israeli delegation. The athletes speak among themselves, piecing together what they have seen and heard, and attempt to reconstruct the chain of events. Ladany has a theory of his own and passes it on to the German police officers. ‘From the way Tsabari told it, it seemed that the terrorists were trying to take the hostages away from the Olympic Village, but Gad’s escape forced them to rethink their plans. I say this to one of the police officers, and then I repeat it, encouraging him to take action and search for a vehicle with potential accomplices. But he doesn’t seem to think much of my hypothesis. He brushes me off, telling me he’ll pass it on to his superiors.’ In the meantime, Shaul is trying to understand why the terrorists chose to pass over Unit 2, crossing in front of it and moving on. There was no question of them not knowing there were Israelis inside: all the maps of the Olympic Village show that 31 Connollystraße is where the delegations from Israel, Uruguay and Hong Kong can be found. The names of the inhabitants of each unit are written by the door, and names like Weinstein do not leave much room for doubt regarding the nationality of those within. The question remains: Why spare these six athletes? ‘Anyone who came into the village could consult a database with information regarding each and every athlete. The terrorists could easily have discovered that among my roommates were two shooters: perhaps the thought that their room might contain weapons and ammunition put them off.’


Dawn rises over negotiations in Connollystraße. The first deadline set by the terrorists expires at 9 a.m., while the Germans seek to buy time using any means possible. The demands for freeing the hostages are written down and thrown into the street: the lives of the nine survivors will be spared in exchange for the freedom of 234 prisoners incarcerated in Israeli jails, in addition to Andreas Baader and Ulrike Meinhof, leaders of the German Red Army Faction. Negotiating with the terrorists is Anneliese Graes, a 42-year-old police officer who put herself forward as an intermediary. In front of her is an armed group led by a German-speaking man (with a slight French accent) whose face is covered in order to conceal himself.


Black September is a newly formed organisation, but it has already introduced itself to the world through a number of attention-grabbing operations: on 28 November 1971, it claimed responsibility for the assassination of Jordanian prime minister Wasfi Tal in Cairo. Three weeks before the Munich massacre, a bomb concealed within a phonograph machine exploded in the hold of an El Al flight from Rome to Israel. There were no casualties, but Black September was ready to move to the next level.


Those who have barricaded themselves in the housing units of the Israeli delegation are no novices hoping to become martyrs: they have spent a month in a specialist military-style training camp in Libya before flying to Germany. Five of them, including the two leaders, Issa (Luttif Afif) and Tony (Yusuf Nazzal), have lived in Germany for a time, even working in the Olympic Village. These details will only emerge in the subsequent investigations. During the initial hours of negotiations, the German police are unable even to establish the precise number of terrorists, a detail which will become tragically decisive in the failed attempt to free the hostages.


‘I am convinced that the Germans are planning some kind of rescue operation,’ recalls Ladany. ‘There’s a surreal situation within the village: despite the presence of thousands of armed policemen, outside Connollystraße everything seems calm.’ Many athletes carry on with their daily routine as if nothing is happening.


‘I saw a dismaying thing earlier in the day during a trek through Olympic Village,’ The Washington Post journalist Shirley Povich would later write. ‘With two of their colleagues dead and 11 others in the hands of terrorists only a few blocks away . . . rock music blared from transistor radios. Not a ping-pong table was empty. Laughter was heard everywhere.’ For hours afterwards, the Olympics continue as if nothing is happening, until international pressure forces the International Olympic Committee (IOC) to suspend competitions. The US swimmer Mark Spitz, winner of seven gold medals in the pool, hastily convenes a press conference. He is thought to be another potential target on account of his Jewish roots, which means there is a heavy security presence around him. Within a few hours, a decision is taken to transfer him to London.


The scene unfolding in Munich could have come from a film set: there is the circumscribed space within which the action is taking place, and all around it is the outside world, partly curious and partly pretending nothing is happening. On the one hand are snipers disguised as athletes, moving around the rooftops with their weapons. On the other are thousands of genuine athletes, barely even aware of the events taking place a few steps away. The ones who are aware crowd around to catch a glimpse; the others carry on with their daily routines of training and pre-race downtime. In the middle of it all, tragic and almost invisible, are the survivors. ‘I try to call my wife Shoshana, to tell her that I am alive and safe, but for a long time the lines to Israel are busy. My name doesn’t appear on the list of survivors sent out to the media, which means that on the evening news I’m not listed among those who managed to escape.’ Midnight has passed in Germany before husband and wife are finally able to speak. At the same time, a full-scale battle is under way at the Fürstenfeldbruck Air Base. At approximately 10.20 p.m., Ladany watches helplessly as the hostages and terrorists leave the village aboard two helicopters. ‘From the windows of the building we were taken to, we can see them pass in front of us, with their hands tied behind their backs. Zelig Stroch, who’s a shooter, tells me that from our position he could hit a number of terrorists with his rifle.’ The Germans have a different plan, however. They want to move the action away from the village, and to mount their response at Fürstenfeldbruck. And so the Israeli delegation watches, powerless to intervene, as their companions are flown away. This painful sight will later be described by Zvi Zamir – then head of the Mossad, Israel’s secret services, who has been flown to Munich urgently – as ‘after the Holocaust . . . Jews once again walking tied on German land’.


A few hours later, events appear to have reached a happy conclusion. At 11.31 p.m., Reuters sends out the following breaking news: All Israeli hostages have been freed. It is a cruel lie. The report is based on a statement delivered in front of the gates to the air base by a civilian wearing a cap that identifies him as a member of the Olympic staff. The announcement is false, but is later reinforced by the German authorities. In front of the ABC News cameras, the West German government’s spokesperson, Conrad Ahlers, appears relieved: ‘I am delighted to announce that the information we have at the moment is that the police operation has been successful. Naturally, this has cast an unfortunate shadow over the Olympic Games, but if everything goes as we hope . . . it will all be forgotten within a few weeks.’ The headline in the Jerusalem Post the following morning declares: ‘Hostages in Munich Released.’ In Italy, the front page of the Gazzetta dello Sport announces: ‘Salvi gli Israeliani’ – the Israelis have been saved. Tuttosport writes: ‘At the airport, the police opened fire and freed the hostages.’ By the time they reach the newsstands, however, it has already become clear that the real picture is very different to the original report. The Black September attack has ended in the worst way possible: the athletes are all dead, and with them five of the eight terrorists and a German police officer. In the UK, The Times breaks the news with the frontpage headline: ‘Israeli Olympic hostages all killed.’ The Guardian runs with the simple, haunting headline: ‘The tragedy at Munich.’


The night of 5 September leaves scars that the survivors and the families of the victims struggle to forget. Ladany and his teammates stay up to receive updates. ‘At around 2 o’clock in the morning, German radio announces the release of all the hostages, and we celebrate and hug each other. Finally, we can go to sleep in peace. A few hours later, I am awoken by Zelig Stroch’s sobbing, and he tells me, “They’re all dead.”’ The new day is one of mourning, a pain that the IOC seeks to channel through cursory remarks made by the president of the International Olympic Committee, Avery Brundage, in an event held at the Olympic Stadium. In his speech, the former US athlete, whom many referred to as having ‘a discus where his heart should be’ (a reference to his track and field career), dedicates a grand total of 28 words to the Israeli victims: ‘Every civilised person recoiled in horror at the barbarous criminal intrusion of terrorists into the peaceful Olympic precincts. We mourn our Israeli friends, victims of this brutal assault.’ In front of 80,000 people, Brundage draws a parallel between the pain of the massacre that has just taken place and his own personal disappointment at the boycott of Rhodesia, which has been excluded from the Olympic Games as a consequence of its racist policies. He concludes his speech with five famous words: ‘The Games must go on.’


The teammates of the murdered athletes are asked to return to Connollystraße to gather the personal effects of those who are no longer among the living. So Ladany and the others find themselves back in the rooms which still bear signs of the massacre, the bloodstains on the walls. It’s a distressing task that is interrupted by sounds from outside: a male voice is in discussion with the German police officers assigned to protect the surviving Israelis. ‘It’s my friend Alfred Badel. He’s crying, and he grabs me as soon as he sees me. He looks like he’s seen a ghost. That’s how I find out that many people think I died during the assault.’ At first, Shaul Ladany was not listed among the survivors, and around the world people have begun to pay homage to him. At a race in Denmark, the participants are informed that candles will be lit and a minute’s silence observed before the start. One newspaper laments that the Israeli racewalker ‘was unable to escape his fate in Germany a second time’, while the pages of the Süddeutsche Zeitung express sorrow ‘for an interview that will never be finished’.


Yet Shaul Ladany is not only alive, but also determined to ensure his voice is heard. When he is informed of the decision to return the entire delegation to Tel Aviv, he is strongly opposed. ‘Abandoning the Olympics [is] like giving another victory to the terrorists.’ Shaul’s opinion is not sought, but he is not shy about expressing it, and his opportunity comes a few months later when the Zionist Organization of America invites him for a series of lectures in the United States to talk about the events in Munich. ‘For four weeks I toured non-stop across 20 states: newspaper, radio and TV interviews, sometimes giving up to four talks a day in four different cities. The security measures were visible and almost embarrassing: in New Orleans a police car pulled right up to the plane I was travelling on, and two agents came on board and asked where Dr Ladany was. I was made to disembark with them, among the flashing lights of the police car and the stares of the other passengers, who looked at me as if I was a criminal or a witness in some important Mafia trial.’


Ladany speaks, reminds, explains and points an accusatory finger at the failings which condemned his teammates to death. Why was there no increased security around the Israeli team, despite the known threat of attacks? Why were there only five snipers at Fürstenfeldbruck, when there were eight terrorists? Why were the marksmen not equipped with walkie-talkies, making communication impossible during the (failed) rescue attempt? Why did they not have infra-red sights to allow them to aim in the dark? These were questions the families of the victims repeated over and over again for years as part of a protracted legal battle with the German authorities. Nobody wants to accept responsibility for the massacre. For 20 years, the documents and redacted reports by the officials involved were kept hidden, but with some particularly disconcerting pages making it into the public domain. Such as the revelation that the command – located inside the aeroplane designated for the escape from Germany with the hostages – was abandoned a few minutes before the operation was due to begin when the agents realised that a shoot-out within the cabin risked starting a fire. A risk to be avoided, but one that left the plan drawn up by the Germans in pieces, and meant the rescue attempt would have to be improvised. Two hours of battle ended when one of the terrorists threw a grenade into a helicopter and blew it up, the explosion and the flames killing the hostages tied up inside. The remaining hostages were raked with machine-gun fire, turning the mission into a disaster, the death toll compounded by the killing of five terrorists and one police officer.


The three surviving members of Black September (19-year-olds Mohammed Safady and Jamal Al-Gashey, and Jamal’s uncle Adnan Al-Gashey) were freed from incarceration less than two months later on 29 October, in exchange for the safety of the passengers on board a hijacked Lufthansa flight from Damascus to Frankfurt. The fact that the Boeing 727 had taken off from Damascus with only the seven crew members on board remains unusual. The suspicions that this was a planned exchange to prevent additional, more violent terrorist attacks heightened when it was discovered that during its stopover in Beirut, just before the hijacking, only 13 people got on – among them the two hijackers – and all the passengers were male. Eighteen supposed hostages were worth the freedom of Safady and the two members of the Al-Gashey family, who were released from prison and taken to Tripoli via Zagreb. ‘The most disgraceful part of it was seeing these images of those three terrorists receiving a hero’s welcome in Libya, immediately after they are released,’ says Ladany. In the meantime, however, Israel’s prime minister Golda Meir had already launched Operation ‘Wrath of God’ – retold in the Steven Spielberg film Munich – that resulted in the elimination by Mossad of those responsible for the Munich massacre. It was a bloody vendetta which also claimed the lives of innocent victims, such as Ahmed Bouchiki, a Moroccan waiter murdered on the streets of Lillehammer in Norway, in front of his pregnant wife. Israeli agents had mistaken him for Ali Hassan Salameh, one of the brains behind Black September and a personal friend of Yasser Arafat.
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