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    AUTHOR’S NOTE




    Reporters who try to uncover espionage enter a journalistic hall of mirrors, where you can only see what you already know, or what other people want you to see. In such investigations, answers can only be found when you ask the right questions, and very few facts are verifiable.




    Discovering precisely what Ben Zygier did, dealing with agencies whose raison d’être is to deceive, has not been easy. I spoke to national security sources in Australia and Israel, and to members of Ben’s family and his friends. I also accessed the court records that were first sought by Israel’s Ha’aretz newspaper, among others, and relied on works on the Mossad by journalists in Israel. This book represents my best effort to explain what happened. My research suggests that much of what has been published previously about Ben has not been accurate. Over the coming years, more accounts of his life may be produced and they may verify what I have been told, though they could also prove me wrong.




    There are many people in Israel and Australia who would vehemently oppose the publication of this book. I know that any further publicity about Ben’s life will especially pain his family and friends, and I am truly sorry I have added to that, but there are vitally important questions about Ben’s story that are still unanswered. I have changed the names of some of the people whose lives were intertwined with Ben’s, including those of his wife and his eldest daughter. And I have chosen to not divulge certain details to protect the identities of some people who spoke with me for this book. But Ben’s story is already public, and the portrayal of him as either a zealot or a traitor is not only wrong, it covers up the lack of transparency and simple care displayed by the governments of Australia and Israel. Ben’s fate ended up affecting the relationship between the two countries, and it also affected perceptions of Australia’s Jewish community. And as intelligence agencies play a crucial role in both societies, they also need scrutiny. I have devoted my professional life to the principles of transparency, and to the revelation of facts that could help to ensure governments and their agencies are as open as they can be with the people they serve, and it is in this vein that I have written this book.




    While grappling for solid truths about Ben’s life, I kept in mind the motto of the agency for which he worked. The Mossad’s full name is Ha Mossad le Modi’in ule Tafkidim Meyuh.adim. Its direct translation is ‘the Institute for Intelligence and Special Operations’, which is usually shortened to ‘the Institute’. But translating its motto is not as simple, and that reflects much about the organisation’s true nature. The motto ‘Where there is no counsel, the people fall, but where there are many counsellors there is safety’ is taken from the Book of Proverbs. In the King James Bible, the Hebrew word takhbulot is the basis for the words ‘counsel’ and ‘counsellors’. But in modern spoken Hebrew, takhbulot is understood to mean something very different—ploys or a batch of tricks. Even in the Bible, takhbulot is not always translated as ‘counsel’. For example, in the phrase ‘for by takhbulot thou shalt make thy war’, it is often interpreted as ‘ruses’.1




    This suggests another way to translate the Mossad’s motto: ‘Without ruses, Israel would fall, but when there is plenty of misinformation, Israel finds salvation.’ This motto is worth remembering when trying to work out how much of what has been said about Ben Zygier’s life is verifiable and how much is speculation.


  




  

    A DARK DAY




    ‘This is Ayalon prison … Listen! He hanged himself. We need an ambulance!’ These are the first words uttered by the guard of the mystery prisoner when he calls the paramedics. The warden has just walked into cell 15 and found the man hanging immobile in his shower. As he calls for an ambulance, other prison guards remove the wet sheet that is twisted around the prisoner’s neck and tied to the window in the bathroom/shower area at the back of his cell. ‘I don’t have details,’ the warden insists over the phone. ‘I’ll tell the medic to get back to you.’1 It is 8.20 p.m. on Wednesday 15 December 2010. For the entire ten months that the inmate has been with them, the guards in the Israeli prison have not known his name, what he has been charged with, or that he used to work for Israel as a spy.




    The wardens soon realise their attempts to resuscitate the prisoner are futile. His body is cool and there is no pulse. Even to their untrained eyes, it looks like he has been dead for some time. It should not be easy to kill yourself inside one of the most watched solitary cells in Israel, a cell with three cameras trained on it. But these are only useful if the images they broadcast are crisp and clean, and such images are only as reliable as the guards who watch them. The cameras have needed replacing for months, and on this night their blurry images were not being watched.




    Ayalon prison, Israel’s biggest, is a rambling collection of imposing sheds covered in corrugated iron, faceless multistorey buildings, massive brick walls and forbidding fences. Lengths of razor wire are coiled lazily on top of each other; they drip off parapets and climb up the guard towers like metal ivy. The medical base sits just a few hundred metres away, its ambulances parked behind a low metal fence. Within minutes of the guard’s call the paramedics are inside the prison’s reinforced brick and metal walls, but they’re bewildered by the lack of information. The paramedics are not told the prisoner’s name; they’re not shown a photo of him; they’re not told his birthdate; they’re not given other basic details like next of kin. The guards refer to the man only as Prisoner X, or ploni, the Hebrew equivalent of John Doe. The paramedics are confused by this but are told to carry on. ‘The jail doesn’t give us any details about this man, nothing, not his ID number, nothing at all,’ one ambulance officer complains on the night. ‘This is a crazy cell. I’ve never seen anything like this, cameras everywhere.’2




    Before the body is moved from the cell, the ambulance officers are ordered out and the guards are instructed to leave their supervision room next door. Plain-clothes intelligence officers swoop into the cell to ensure the mystery prisoner has left no last-minute communication that may reveal why he has been held in such tight security. They find nothing.




    As the prisoner’s body is wheeled on a trolley to the outer reaches of the jail, the guards and ambulance officers finally learn his name. At first they’re told that it is Ben Alon, but minutes later the surname is changed to Zygier. Ben had been born into the Zygier family in suburban Melbourne. But four years before his death, he and his wife Haya had chosen a new surname—Alon—to signify the beginning of their married life in Israel.




    To the guards, Ben was a mystery. But even to those who did know him, he presented contradictions. ‘He had some dark days,’ one of his friends told me. ‘And who knows, maybe you wake up one day and you just don’t see an exit.’




    ‹ ›




    At 11 a.m. on the day of Ben’s death, his wife Haya presents herself at the entrance to Ayalon with their five-month-old daughter on her hip. They endure the security ritual that has become depressingly familiar over this remarkably horrible year of Haya’s life. Her ordeal began with Ben’s arrest at the end of January and continues with the burden of security officials trailing her to and from their home in one of Israel’s nicer commuter suburbs, near Tel Aviv. Haya fears that every call she makes is listened to, and she knows she is closely observed whenever she visits her husband.




    Ten minutes after their arrival, a junior intelligence officer shows Haya and her baby into Ben’s cell. Haya and her husband begin to talk, but after a while the conversation deteriorates into an argument. Her news is devastating: she is leaving him. The pressure of his imprisonment, the allegations against him and the need to keep her turmoil hidden have all taken their toll. Ben has eagerly anticipated another visit from the daughter he is only ever to see inside his cell—and he is not prepared for Haya’s demand for a divorce. Instead, with winter approaching, he’s written a list of clothes he wants Haya to bring on her next visit.




    After nearly an hour, with Ben edgy, upset and in tears, Haya and her daughter leave the cell. It is only after she’s left that Ben remembers the list. But the junior intelligence officer refuses to call Haya back and give the note to her—it is a breach of the rules. Ben’s response is immediate and furious: he rips the note to pieces to make clear his anger. Haya hears her husband’s howls of anguish. She wants to try to calm him down. It is an indication of how strictly Ben’s life is regulated that it takes an ‘exceptional’ bending of the rules for Haya to be given permission to re-enter the cell. When she leaves for a second time just a few minutes later, she too is crying.




    Ben is far from calm after seeing Haya, but the guards and the social worker assigned to look after him decide he is no more upset than normal. He is often in tears after family visits.




    Within an hour, Ben calls his mother Louise in Melbourne. They have always been close and speak regularly. When Ben was younger they were ‘on the phone to each other several times a day’, says one close observer of the family. Even while living in Israel, first as a member of its army, then as a lawyer in Tel Aviv and later while working as a spy in Europe, Ben always kept in touch with his mother. Since he has been in jail, Louise has travelled regularly from Australia to visit and help with his lawyers.




    Louise is distraught after Ben’s phone call. Sometime after 2 p.m., she sends an email to her son’s lawyer, Moshe Mazur, one of the few people who knows the details of Ben’s supposed crimes (he has yet to disclose them). She writes that she is worried because Haya is leaving Ben. She fears he will try to kill himself with an overdose of sleeping pills. Clearly alarmed by what he has read, in the middle of the afternoon the lawyer makes an unusual phone call to the prison: when he is told Ben is asleep, Mazur demands he be woken up. Ben soon calls him and they speak for nearly an hour. The prison guards do not record Mazur’s concerns, nor his call with Ben, so there is no direct record of the prisoner’s mood after he has spoken with his lawyer.




    ‹ ›




    Guards in towers are watching over the perimeter of the prison, scanning its surroundings. These include new apartment blocks, a rundown shopping centre and a massive telecommunications building bristling with antennae. Some of the towers have cameras trained over the adjacent roads, and the pictures they record are fed back to the prison’s command centre, where four guards watch TV screens on a big desk. More images are projected onto additional screens higher up on the wall in front of the guards, which they can see by lifting their heads. The guards can scan images from hundreds of cameras around the high-security facility, including those inside cell 15. But the technology is faulty, providing fuzzy images when the lights in the cells are on and even less-clear pictures at night when the lights are switched off.




    It is the responsibility of a lowly ranked master sergeant to use the cameras to check on Ben every half-hour. He is meant to monitor the images from the guardroom adjacent to cell 15. At 5.52 p.m., the master sergeant makes a note in a logbook that the prisoner is calm and then he leaves the guardroom. The man is straying from routine, but there are no written orders regarding what the guards must do with this mystery prisoner.




    On this night, the master sergeant makes three crucial mistakes. His first is to leave the guardroom after noting Ben’s calmness—he is supposed to stay there until 10 p.m. each night. The second is that when he heads to the command centre, he forgets to take with him the logbook in which he records his half-hourly checks on the prisoner. He later says that despite the lack of evidence in the logbook, he continued to check on Ben via the cameras.




    The third mistake would have been apparent after Ben entered the bathroom. If the master sergeant had been watching the remote camera feeds in the command centre, he would not have been able to see Ben’s final moments. The camera that gave a view of the shower could only be watched from the guardroom because its link to the command centre was broken. For some months, the guards had known that while the cell’s other two cameras could be watched remotely, they could only observe Ben’s bathroom when they were next door to his cell.




    The master sergeant later records a devastating admission: ‘Had the guardroom been manned at the time of the event and before it, and had the cameras been in order, I would surely have noticed Zygier’s preparations for his suicide, and prevented it.’




    ‹ ›




    At 6.05 p.m., watched by the cameras in his cell, Ben turns off the light and then puts a chair next to his bed. On the chair he places a sheet that he has torn into two pieces. Fidgeting in bed, he must know that what he is contemplating will devastate his parents and leave his children without a father. Clearly he is desperate. He has spent ten months in Israel’s maximum-security jail. He was distressed to miss the birth of his second daughter five months earlier, and in November he had been absent from his elder daughter’s birthday. Ben gets up and turns on his small TV. But he appears agitated and cannot keep calm. He turns the TV off within minutes and lies in bed.




    At 6.54 p.m., Ben again gets up off his bed and turns on the TV, then goes into the bathroom cubicle. His cell is mostly dark, but some of the glare from the TV spills into the bathroom through the translucent door. The cameras are designed to pick up movement in the dark using a poorly functioning infra-red lamp, so the images of the inside of the shower cubicle are dim but discernible to a close observer. For more than twenty minutes, the camera tape shows Ben standing in the shower cubicle.




    ‹ ›




    At 8 p.m. in the command centre, for some reason he has never shared, the master sergeant decides something is not quite right. He sends a more junior warden to check on Prisoner X. Thirteen minutes later, after an unhurried walk, the junior warden enters the empty guardroom and presses the button on the intercom to communicate with Ben. There is no response from the prisoner. The junior guard doesn’t enter the cell. Instead, he calls the master sergeant on his radio and asks him to come and check on the prisoner himself.




    The master sergeant reaches the guardroom six minutes later, switches on the cell’s light and steps inside. He immediately looks through the transparent door at the back of the cell that leads to the bathroom. Prisoner X is slumped in the shower stall, his chest visible but unmoving—Ben’s limp body is being kept upright by the sheet coiled around his neck.




    A family friend asks me later, ‘He thought he was under CCTV. Did he realise he would succeed?’ It is a common thought among Ben’s friends, who believe he may have overestimated just how closely he was being watched.




    ‹ ›




    Because Ben’s jailing was a highly protected state secret, during his incarceration he had been discouraged from talking to the guards. His social workers and psychiatrists knew a little more about his case, but those conversations were limited too, because by court order Ben could not discuss the charges against him. He could speak about them only with his lawyer, but when he did, he did not broach his inner turmoil. His conversations were similar to the walks he would take in the small yard next door to his cell. He could walk as much as he wanted to, but he was confined to pacing alone behind high metal walls, never seeing another prisoner. Kept under what one of the country’s senior judges later described as ‘the utmost level of secrecy’, he was rarely able to speak openly.




    In the last ten months of his life, there had been many warning signs of Ben’s failing mental health, and at least one instance of self-harm. Over that period, Ben had been examined by four psychiatrists and two doctors. This is a typical example of their terse summaries: ‘Mental state: abnormal findings, depression, deteriorated mood, has trouble sleeping, wakes up early, poor appetite, dispirited, tearfulness.’ His guards later said that they saw Ben deteriorate physically: ‘He became just a pair of eyes … he barely ate.’




    Many who knew Ben speak of a history of mental health problems before he went into prison, including a troubled relationship with eating, denying himself food on occasion. There were a number of deaths that had deeply affected him. At the end of 1995, while on holiday in Egypt, he had befriended a couple who a short time later died in a car accident. And two years later, dozens of his army friends died in one of the worst chopper crashes in Israel’s military history. In the years before his arrest, he visited a psychiatrist and was diagnosed with an anxiety disorder. In the month before his death, he told the prison psychiatrist that he’d twice tried to kill himself several years previously. Ben’s parents and wife knew these things, yet it seems that the Mossad either hadn’t uncovered his mental fragility or had decided it was a factor that could be successfully managed.




    Despite the tragedy that befell Ben, many of the men who were in his life have asked themselves whether they too would have joined Israel’s elite intelligence service if they’d had the chance. ‘He lived the dream in one sense,’ says a family friend. Like Ben, many Jewish boys are brought up on stories of the exploits of Israel’s soldiers and spies. It’s common for thirteen-year-old boys to receive as bar mitzvah presents books about the heroic soldiers who fought in the Six-Day War in June 1967, and thrilling tales of Mossad spies as the protectors and avenging angels of a defiant nation.




    One of Ben’s friends told me, ‘Who knows what you or I would do? You get offered a chance to be 007 or Harrison Ford, and when an opportunity comes, you take it.’


  




  

    BOY




    The Ben I Knew




    When I first met Ben he was a blue-eyed boy in primary school in Melbourne, with curly hair and an easygoing but mischievous smile. It was 1987, and for two hours every Sunday afternoon, he and his friends were my responsibility as I made my first, faltering high-schooler attempts to be a youth leader. Ben, meanwhile, had his first taste of the boredom and the exhilaration that is part of a unique Jewish subculture.




    I have a photo of Ben from this time, sitting on the ground, his head leaning heavily on his hand as he looks quizzically over his shoulder at the camera. It is the same smile and blue eyes that stare out from the photo of Ben flashed around the world’s media two years after his death, when the identity of Prisoner X was finally made public. This young boy in my photo is crouching over a black plastic bag, which must be part of some long-forgotten game played on an idle afternoon.




    I remember Ben distinctly as a cheeky, warm, quietly spoken boy who would only get loud when he was sparked by his friends. As a teenager, I could not have understood what the passage of time would bring. The longer the kids were in youth movements, the more serious and ideological they became. By Year 12 most were committed to a year in Israel after school and then another few years back in Australia, leading kids just as I had mentored Ben. Few of us ended up living in Israel, and even fewer of us ended up in the Israeli army for anything more than the bare minimum of national service. I could never have imagined that one of the friendly kids in my care would one day make the significant decision to go and live in Israel and end up working as a spy.




    Ben spent a few years with our Zionist youth movement, which was called Netzer. We met each week in the leafy grounds of a grand old colonial mansion in Armadale. In the 1970s the building had become The King David School, and it was here that Ben also came during the week for his regular schooling. Through Melbourne’s wet winters and scalding summers, Ben was one of the twenty or thirty kids who came every weekend to our youth group. They didn’t know that our lacklustre, poorly planned games were the last remnants of a fiery intellectual and political ferment that had bounced out of late nineteenth-century Europe. Back then, Zionist youth movements were part of the beginning of the Jewish brand of nationalism. Nearly a hundred years later in Australia, for most of us, Zionist movements were just a bit of fun on a weekend afternoon.




    Youth-movement kids are different from the rest of the Jewish community, though. As they progress through high school they become more ideological, more interested in social justice and more likely to be passionate about politics in Australia, as well as in Israel. Few of the people who spent substantial time in movements came out with anything other than a idealistic view of a way the world should be remade, but not everyone who felt like that at the time ended up taking action in the real world, like working in politics, or moving to Israel.




    Lazing under the bough of a tree in the grounds of King David, my biggest challenge was fighting to keep kids like Ben and his friends more focused on Jewish history than on a water bomb fight or the other games they’d rather be playing. My fellow Netzer madrichim (youth leaders) and I had to come up with fun, casual activities, art projects and discussions that we could lace with the odd educational strand of Jewish content, such as Israeli history. I remember playing a game where two teams were each given three tennis balls and then had to steal each other’s balls—one side took on the identity of heroic Jewish pioneers setting up ‘illegal’ farms in 1930s Palestine, while the other side was filled with ‘baddies’, British soldiers who were trying to stop the settlers.




    Each session began with the singing of the Israeli national anthem. Netzer’s quiet, amiable Jewish liberalism was entwined with the belief that we should all consciously make a decision to go and live in Israel. That is what Zionism was supposed to mean. As a sixteen-year-old I knew this was rarely acted on, but I was happy to teach the accepted ideology. In hindsight, the ideology wasn’t nearly as important to me as the idea of deliberately and provocatively self-empowering kids. The joy I’d experienced in coming into my own sense of who I was, under the care of people just a few years older than me, was something I wanted to pass on to kids like Ben.




    On paper, organising weekly administrative meetings, helping out at a synagogue and meeting kids from other youth movements can look mundane. But to me, it was those kids who only went to regular school who were missing out. I was the one who was finding out what life was really all about. Each weekday at school felt like a life lived in black and white, whereas on the weekends—and sometimes on weeknights—the world was revealed to me in glorious technicolour. Netzer may have met in the drab grounds of a school and within the bland walls of a synagogue storage room, but at those get-togethers, political and personal passions seemed to bleed into one another. It was one of the best times of my life.




    Describing a youth movement as a community group doesn’t capture the ideologically soaked euphoria that can make it so intoxicating. Netzer was a place where making friends, meeting girls and boys, was actively encouraged; where exuberance, creativity and being opinionated made up the default personality; where a sense of social responsibility and ethical behaviour blended seamlessly with the worst excesses of teenage behaviour. That typical teenage feeling that the world really can be a better place was supercharged by the knowledge that people just like me, doing just what I was doing, had helped create the State of Israel forty years before.




    As we get older, decades of our lives can be reduced to bare flashes of memory. I need to look at my photo albums to remember much more of Netzer than slices of summer and winter camps, meetings and day-long philosophical battles. At the time, it felt like some sacred flame of ideology that was passed from high school student to shy primary school kid. The more mundane reality I remember was one of arcane arguments over the relative merits of paper plates or kosher meat.




    For children from the comfortable suburbs of Melbourne, as most of us were, our youth movement could be eye-opening. Young people were taught by their peers, so rebellion was an invigorating concept, not a dull lesson. Also, the belief that young Jewish people could ‘change the world’ came with the fierce ideological edge that this was only possible if you lived in Israel. Most of the children were not swayed by this message—they got bored and drifted away. But some, like Ben and me, for some unfathomable reason, stayed for years. We were part of the regular world around us, but we deliberately, sometimes provocatively, marked ourselves as being apart from it. Being committed, being part of a youth movement, necessarily meant priding ourselves on being different.




    Belonging




    In the early 1900s in the provincial towns of Poland, many Jews felt confined by the rigid rural existence their ancestors had lived for hundreds of years. It was the same in the sophisticated cities of Germany, where Jews feared that the adoption of a more secular identity wouldn’t protect them from a resurgent anti-Semitism. At the same time, many European countries were experiencing a surge of nationalism. Jewish nationalism seemed like a natural response, emerging at the same time as the new scouting movements in Germany and Britain. Zionist youth movements were a way for younger Jews to engage with the broader mood sweeping the continent, the feeling that Europe was on the cusp of nationalist upheaval.




    In rural Poland, my grandparents were part of a youth movement called Gordonia, named after the revered left-wing Jewish philosopher called A.D. Gordon. Amid the political discussions, Gordonia was both intensely practical and ideological. It taught young Jews how to build fences and plough fields while encouraging them to discuss the political philosophy that should underpin a new Jewish state. Such youth movements were also part of the informal network that helped Jews travel by ship to newly acquired plots of land in what was then called Palestine. In 1913, the vibrant cultural and political life of Europe’s Jewish communities nurtured the emergence of yet another socialist group, Hashomer Hatzair. One hundred years later, one of its most famous graduates, Ben Zygier, would be revealed as a former Mossad spy.




    For many Jews around the world, Zionism reached its high-water mark between the establishment of the State of Israel in 1948 and the Six-Day War in 1967. Zionism after this time was seen as a lesser creed. By the late 1980s, insults like ‘armchair Zionist’ were commonly tossed around during heated arguments, and talk of a ‘post-Zionist’ age was firmly rejected. But faded though it was, this Zionism was my path to a more intense political awareness. However, it inevitably made me more aware of the nuances and passions of politics, movements such as Zionism are not about abstract ideology. They’re about personal action and change within small communities. It was a small step from the casual curriculum of a youth movement to the significant political activism of a life in Israel.




    Even without the added edge of the 1960s counterculture, the youth movement we experienced in the 1980s was still a heady, almost aphrodisiacal mix of history and self-awareness. The fusion of intensely forged friendships and ever-present ideology could not be disentangled from the normal teenage experience of personal and intellectual discovery. I have vivid, emotional memories of animated late-night conversations about the precise path to a life lived to its full potential, preferably in Israel. The intense sense of belonging, being part of something ‘important’ and ‘significant’, was experienced within a wild and rollicking group of exuberant extroverts, witty jokers and bright thinkers. At its best it was, as a friend once said to me, ‘like rocket fuel for the soul’. The sweaty communal climax came with Israeli singing and dancing on a Friday night. We’d gleefully turn to each other and joke that we didn’t need alcohol because we were ‘high on Zionism’. That ecstasy would be the spark for Ben’s later decision to live in Israel.




    His Father’s Footsteps




    Parents would drop off their children at Netzer in the school holidays for a week away from home, bags stuffed with warm clothes and lollies to be eaten by torchlight. As the children greeted each other excitedly next to a hired bus, the other youth leaders and I would reassure the parents about the welfare of their offspring. We’d spend the bus trip itself scribbling out a plan for the days ahead.




    Through such excursions and other activities, movements like Netzer gave Jewish kids something to do, with the added hope that they might also pick up something about Judaism or Israel, a culture the children and their parents might otherwise have ignored. But the experience was different for Ben. A passion for Israel and responsibility to community were familiar themes in his family.




    Both of his parents played central roles in Melbourne’s tight-knit Jewish community. Ben’s mother Louise was a significant volunteer and fundraiser for the Jewish Museum. She was seen as a steady hand, someone who’d put all her energy into a task. She was also a person with deep friendships in the Jewish community, forged over many years. Louise was always willing to give advice, though only when asked. She would share her experiences and vulnerabilities in the belief that being honest about your own weaknesses was a strength.




    Ben’s father Geoff was a self-made businessman whose personal journey was founded in belief. He was brought up in a regular, non-observant Jewish household. In his younger days, Geoff was a bit of a rebel—a ‘long-haired hippy’, says someone who knew him well. But with the birth of Ben in 1976 and a daughter four years later, Geoff became interested in the practices of an observant Jew. He began to develop a passion for the discipline dictated by the orthodox rules of Judaism. Geoff became what is known in Hebrew as baal teshuvah, which means ‘master of the return’. This describes secular Jews who become very observant, far more interested in their religion than they were previously. It took many years, but over time, Geoff even lost the interest in rock and roll that he had shared with his brother. Willy Zygier had found fame as the musical and personal partner of singer-songwriter Deborah Conway. Willy had musical talent, so his passion became his profession. But that wasn’t the path chosen by Geoff. He ran the family business manufacturing breakfast cereal and other foods.




    When Ben and his sister were children, Geoff’s devotion created some tension in the family home. ‘I think Louise found it difficult, and it was not in sympathy with how she felt about Judaism,’ a family friend tells me. It’s not unheard of in Jewish families for one member to become fastidiously more observant than everyone else in the household. In terms of keeping kosher, that can mean buying special food and using separate crockery and kitchen utensils for foods containing either milk or meat. It’s a logistical exercise as much as a belief. ‘I don’t know if she believed or not,’ says the friend. ‘She was tolerant of it, but she found it hard.’




    His discipline led to Geoff wearing a skullcap and the ritual fringes beneath his shirt known as tzitzit. He became shomrei Shabbat, which translates as ‘guarding the Sabbath’. It meant that on Friday night and for most of Saturday, he consciously avoided anything that may be construed as work. ‘It was not just shomrei Shabbat,’ continues the friend. ‘It was much deeper than that, and he changed—Geoff really changed.’




    Importantly, Geoff’s devotion to his religion and his community was an example for Ben to follow. Geoff sold the family business and in subsequent years he held important positions in the Jewish community, including roles at the Executive Council for Australian Jewry and the Jewish Community Council of Victoria. Running either organisation was like herding cats. Judaism is not a naturally hierarchical religion and the community is endlessly splintering into a variety of synagogues, affiliations and organisations—hence the cliché that when you put two Jews into the same room, you automatically get three opinions and four synagogues.




    Keeping the community focused, and speaking with the one voice, was a triumph of Geoff ’s diplomacy and perseverance. He was warm and engaging, and he had a gift for talking that he passed on to his son—he could find something to say to anyone. This was perhaps one reason why Ben would later be thought of as suited to intelligence work.




    But it wasn’t just Geoff’s accomplishments in his community that provided a template for Ben. In Geoff Zygier’s world view, every person’s actions were a reflection and product of personal belief, and those actions would be assessed and weighed by God. It was an approach he wrote about in community newsletters:




    

      As always Torah [Bible] teaches us a major lesson: every mitzvah [commandment] must be performed even if inconsequential in our eyes because we don’t know what is important to G-d,1 or what the part may add to the whole. So when we undertake what some may consider trivial tasks, on occasion even chores, it must be remembered their importance is inestimable.


    




    He was speaking on behalf of his community, but it was a sentiment familiar to those who knew him. Sometimes it could be a liberating view, but at other times it was a heavy burden, the constant testing of whether someone’s actions adequately expressed their beliefs. However, it neatly dovetailed with the world view of a Zionist youth movement: leaders led by example.




    None of Ben’s close friends explicitly say it, but many imply that his Zionism was his way of emulating his father. Many see his devotion to Israel as a mirror image of his father’s religious commitment. Going to live in Israel, following through on an ideology that many only talked about—these were familiar concepts to Ben.




    Geoff also believed that what each Jew did as an individual reflected on the entire Jewish community. In 2006, when his son was working for Israeli intelligence in Europe, Geoff wrote in a community newsletter some prophetic words: ‘Many believe that individual Jews constitute a corpus. Each Jew’s success (or failure for that matter) reflects on all of us.’
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