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THE YOM KIPPUR WAR

Reflections from
the frontline
On the 40th anniversary of
the Yom Kippur War,
Alexandra Roach speaks
to Australians who were in
Israel at the time of the
conflict.
CTOBER 6, 1973. On the
holiest day of the year,
with its citizens weakened from fasting in the
heat, the Jewish State is
caught off guard. It is the beginning
of a 19-day conflict known as the Yom
Kippur War. It will see Israel’s battlereadiness questioned and its confidence battered. We know how it ends:
Israel wins the war. But it will not
emerge unscathed.
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ELWYN Orbach and Des Kahn
felt the impact of the war more
than many. Both men, South
African kibbutzniks from Kibbutz
Yizre’el in Israel’s north-east, fought
on the front lines.
“I was leading a Yom Kippur service on the kibbutz when the army
arrived,” Orbach recalls.
“It all seemed like a big mess. The
army sent buses all around the country to pick people up to go into the
different units.”
As the Egyptian forces advanced
rapidly across the Sinai toward Israel’s
south, Orbach and three other men
were collected and taken to an army
base. “They sorted you into tank
teams: a driver, a gunner, a loader and
a commander. Three other guys from
Yizre’el, including two other South
Africans, Dudi Silbowitz and Neil
Freed, ended up in one tank team and
I was in another,” Orbach says.
Kahn was not on the same bus as
his fellow kibbutzniks. “I was at the
top of Mount Pilatus in Switzerland
when the war broke out,” Kahn
explains. “I didn’t find out what had
happened until I was in Milan two
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Des Kahn working on a kibbutz after
the war.

Zelwyn Orbach (left) and his tank team on the Egyptian side of the Suez Canal towards the end of the Yom Kippur War.

days later. I saw these huge newspaper
headlines screaming, ‘ISRAEL
ATTACK!’ I went to the Israeli consulate and they explained what had
happened. I felt quite guilty I wasn’t
there.”
Unwilling to stay in Europe while
Israel was at war, Kahn drove
overnight to Rome to secure a flight
headed for the Jewish State, where airports had all but completely closed
down.
Arriving in Israel five days after the
war started, Kahn was a driver for
mechanics who fixed artillery. Short
on supplies, the army did not have a
gun or helmet for Kahn; he eventually
inherited those of a dead soldier.
“I wasn’t involved in face-to-face
combat ... [but] I don’t remember
sleeping properly the entire war,” Kahn
recalls.“It was always daylight because
of shellfire and bombs dropping. But
you kept going because you had no
choice. The adrenalin drove you on.”
Orbach, part of the 7th Tank
Battalion, ended up on the front lines.
“Some people were panicked and
some were calm,” Orbach recalls.
“Our tank commander panicked
and ran, so thank God we managed to
get on with it.”
The calm-under-fire Orbach found
himself appointed the new tank commander. “The Arab forces were harder
to spot than in previous wars because
they had these new anti-tank missiles
they could fire from a shoulder
launcher,” Orbach says. “They could
fire on you from a kilometre away.”
At war’s end, Orbach and his crew
were on the other side of the Suez
Canal, having successfully pushed
back Egyptian forces.
“We ended up 101 km outside of
Cairo,” Orbach says. “Then we sat
around in the desert for months while
the politicians made their decisions

about what was to happen next.”
By February 1974, Orbach and
Kahn had returned to Kibbutz
Yizre’el. But, like the rest of Israel, the
kibbutz did not emerge from the conflict unmarked.
UDI Silbowitz, Neil Freed and
their crewmates were killed on
October 18 when an enemy
missile destroyed their tank.
“Had I been one step ahead in that
line sorting the tank teams, I would’ve
been in the same tank,” Orbach says.
“My team was in the same battle.
Mortars were being fired at us and I
remember telling my crew, ‘Don’t
worry! It’s just like the movies!’ It was a
silly thing to say, I suppose, but it made
us all laugh and kept morale up.”
Freed was newly married to Kahn’s
sister, Jenny. The men’s deaths, which
were felt keenly by the close-knit
Yizre’el community, were not confirmed until November 17. “Their
deaths were a freak accident,” Kahn
says. “It was the last week of the war
and Israel was turning the tide. They
just walked into an ambush.”
Kahn himself was nearly killed
when a Syrian tank exploded, sending
shrapnel flying into the truck Kahn
was driving 50 metres away.
A piece of shrapnel embedded
itself in the thick steel plating in the
back on Kahn’s seat, missing him by
less than half a metre.
“Our commander was very foolish
and impatient,” Kahn says.
“The tank was on fire. We should
have waited a few more minutes.”
It is said such foolishness was common during the war. While the IDF is
considered one of the world’s best citizen armies, having seized new territories – including the Sinai Desert –
during the 1967 war, the army was
basking in a feeling of boldness.
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Neil Freed, who was killed in the war, had married Jenny Kahn just before the
conflict began.

“Israel was arrogant after the 1967
war and assumed the Arabs wouldn’t
dare attack again,” Kahn reflects.
“It almost cost us everything.”
HAVE a vivid recollection of the
sirens going off on Yom Kippur,”
Marcia Kresner recalls.
“I was lying down in the afternoon
on Yom Kippur and it was deadly quiet
in Jerusalem. The streets were almost
completely deserted and the siren was
the most surprising thing to hear.”
Kresner’s husband, Bernie, turned
the radio on. Israeli stations were shut
off for the fast but he was able to tune
in to BBC Radio, which was reporting
the build-up of Egyptian and Syrian
troops.
The Kresners were living in a newly
built apartment complex complete
with a custom-built bomb shelter.
They went downstairs to find many of
their neighbours from the older buildings surrounding theirs also vying for a
spot.
“Israel had such a huge sense of
military assurance after the Six-Day
War,” Kresner says.
“There was complete confidence
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and security in the future. Israel was
taken completely by surprise.”
The Kresners were born and raised
in Australia and had embarked upon a
planned six-month stay in Israel a few
months before the war began. It was to
be their first stop on a year-long holiday around the world.
The couple stayed in Jerusalem
throughout the war despite their parents’ offers to send them plane tickets
to come home to Australia.
“We were only temporary residents
so we couldn’t fight, and we felt
absolutely useless,” Kresner says.
“We wanted to contribute and help
in any way we could.”
The couple volunteered at Kibbutz
Ramat Rachel, harvesting. At the end
of each shift, they were given baskets of
apples in gratitude for their help.
“We practically lived on apples during the war!” Kresner laughs. “We
didn’t feel unsafe in Jerusalem and we
weren’t hearing shellfire or air-raid
sirens. But life came to a standstill. The
impact was not material but human
and psychological. There was not a
single person who wasn’t touched by
the war.”

