
 

 

Michael Bar-Zohar, Nissim Mishal, Female Warriors of the Mossad: The Women within the Great 

Operations (Tel Aviv: Sifrei Hemed, 2020) 

 

“Liat” is a female Mossad operative, or “warrior”, according to the Israeli parlance. In an interview to 

Michael Bar-Zohar and Nissim Mishal, veteran journalists and espionage authors, she disclosed some 

details from her daily schedule. “For twenty years”, she said, “I’m working in the Mossad… I took 

part in clandestine operations all around the world.” Liat, according to her interviewers, “is a very 

pretty woman, blue-eyed, with curly hair”, but she can “change identities and looks multiple times, 

within minutes.” Every operation lands her in some other place. “The joy begins when I hear the 

loudspeaker summoning my team to the briefing room. I know something is about to happen… In 

the morning I may sip coffee in Tel Aviv, but I don’t know in which city around the world I’ll have my 

supper.” 

 Bar-Zohar and Mishal’s book, Female Warriors of the Mossad: The Women within the Great 

Operations is an attempt to retell the history of Israel’s legendary spy agency through the eyes of its 

women operatives: helpers, case officers, wives “in the know” and even fighters and assassins. After 

the interview with “Liat” in the prologue, we are introduced to a trio of female warriors. On 6 

September 2007, the Israeli Air Force destroyed a Syrian nuclear reactor, seen by the government of 

Ehud Olmert as an existential threat to the Jewish State. In the intelligence gathering phase that 

preceded this raid, a team of Mossad operatives stole precious information from the mobile phone 

of Ibrahim Othman, the director of Syria’s nuclear committee. In the team there were three women. 

“Nina”, posing as a helpless, attractive tourist, tricked Othman by crying in his vicinity, then stealthily 

copied his room key. “Marilyn” seduced him to accompany her to an expensive restaurant, while a 

Mossad team that included “Kira” entered his room, broke the password to his cellphone and copied 

the incriminating material.  

 Nowadays, the Mossad gives a larger role to women than most other intelligence agencies. 

In a public speech in 2019, incumbent Mossad Director Yossi Cohen boasted that 40% of his 

organization’s personnel, and 26% of the commanders, are women. One of them, Aliza Magen, even 

served as deputy director, no.2 in the organization. Using their expertise, connections and access to 

Mossad veterans, Bar-Zohar and Mishal took it upon themselves to tell the story of the female 

warriors of the Mossad from the agency’s inception up to Cohen’s speech in 2019. They begin with 

the first decade of Israel’s existence, when the struggling state needed intelligence on enemy 



 

countries hemming it from all sides. Thus, the opening chapters tell the stories of two glamorous 

Jewish women, Yolanda Harmor and Shula Cohen, who used their beauty, charms and contacts in 

the high societies of Egypt and Lebanon to gather intelligence, abet clandestine operations and 

organize the illegal immigration of Jews to Israel. The book then continues with Marcel Ninio, a 

talented but hapless Jewish-Egyptian woman, who got embroiled in the “Lavon Affair”, one of the 

most disgraceful episodes in Israeli intelligence history. In 1954, Defense Minister Pinhas Lavon and 

Military Intelligence Chief Binyamin Gibli ordered a network of Egyptian Jews to blow bombs in 

Western institutions in Cairo, in order to create an international scandal and delay the withdrawal of 

British troops from the Suez Canal Zone. Marcel Ninio, a highly devoted Zionist, took part in this 

fiasco, and, as the book describes, paid dearly with imprisonment, torture and an enduring sense of 

betrayal. 

 In the 1960s, women typically served the Mossad as auxiliary members in mostly masculine 

teams. As Peter Malkin, a veteran Mossad agent, wrote in his memoirs, the mixed teams had to 

endure sexual tensions, and tended to develop unequal gender hierarchies. In many cases, the 

prejudices of the day forced women operatives into roles of “domestic help” in clandestine safe 

houses. Others were spouses of spies, who took full part in their husbands’ activities. Waltraud 

Neumann, for example, was a German woman who fell in love with Wolfgang Lotz, the Mossad’s ace 

in Egypt, and ended up as his close partner. A few were even able to rise high. The book delves in 

detail into the stories of two of them, Yehudit Nasiyahu and Aliza Magen. Both took part in Nazi 

hunting operations, including the kidnapping of the Nazi criminal Adolf Eichmann, who was 

abducted in Buenos Aires and then tried, convicted and executed in Israel. Nasiyahu and Magen 

participated in many other ops and climbed to unprecedented high ranks within the spy agency. 

Another fascinating story from these years is that of Isabel Pedro, a south-American operative who, 

under the cover of an archeologist, managed to steal the secret plans of the Aswan Dam. 

 The next part of the book takes us to the 1970s and the 1980s, the golden age of Mossad 

clandestine operations in Europe. Mike Harari, the noted leader of “Caesarea” (Mossad Operational 

Department) was a tireless advocate of integrating women in all operational spheres, not only as 

helpers and lone spies, but also as fighters and case officers. “Yael” was a warrior who took part in 

“Spring of Youth”, the combined operation of Mossad and IDF commando against the PLO 

leadership in Beirut. Silvia Raphael, a South African Jew, infiltrated King Hussein’s palace as a 

photographer, and took part in assassination operations against members of the terror organization 

“Black September”. Erica Chambers played a leading role in the assassination of Ali Hasan Salame, 

the operations officer of Black September, and even pulled the trigger of the bomb herself.   



 

The last chapters (in my opinion the most interesting ones) expose the role of women in 

some hitherto undisclosed operations in Tehran and elsewhere. Disappointingly for UAE readers, the 

assassination of Mahmoud Al-Mabhuh in Dubai is mentioned only briefly. Then, the last chapter 

delves into the routine of female operatives within the organization. Bar Zohar and Mishal strongly 

argue that female operatives are not required to use their sexuality to lure targets, though they are 

“allowed” to do so. The famous “Cindy”, who tempted the Israeli nuclear whistleblower Mordechai 

Vanunu with a “honey trap”, later demanded and won compensation from the Mossad, as physical 

proximity with the target was not an official part of her mission. Finally, in the last chapter, the 

authors bring the dilemma haunting many Mossad women, how to combine childbirth and family life 

with their clandestine work. In the 1960s and 1970s, the Mossad often forced its women operatives 

into commitments to avoid pregnancy for several years. The authors argue that Tzipi Livni, the future 

foreign minister of Israel, resigned from the Mossad for that very reason. Nowadays, however, the 

Mossad has become a gender-diversified workplace with scheduled maternity leaves. And yet, 

harmonious family life is still difficult to obtain for all spies, female and male alike.    

Bar-Zohar and Mishal’s book is interesting, in parts fascinating, and is certainly very 

important. And yet, it suffers from multiple flaws. In some cases, Bar-Zohar and Mishal miss some 

truly fascinating insights hidden behind their cloak and dagger stories. Yolanda Harmor and Shula 

Cohen, for example, were not “exposed” before their arrests. In fact, their espionage activities were 

well-known to the secret services of Egypt and Lebanon, respectively. Harmor’s cover was a Jewish 

information agency. Astoundingly, she was allowed to return to Cairo even after the war of 1948, 

several arrests, and illegal espionage activity which was all but an open secret. Shula Cohen, too, was 

arrested several times, briefly, and was known as a sympathizer of Israel by many of her 

acquaintances in Beirut’s high society. The downfall of both women, in fact, can be seen as a side-

effect of state consolidation in the Middle East. In the late 1940s and the early 1950s, Lebanese and 

Egyptian societies were cosmopolitan, and boasted vibrant elites, a mix of wealthy locals and 

foreigners who brushed shoulders at the same bars, clubs, and haute-cuisine restaurants. Even 

though both states were deeply hostile to Israel, the borders were relatively porous, and 

counterintelligence services focused on domestic threats more than on fighting espionage. These 

conditions allowed spies of many countries, Israel included, to operate with relative immunity, as 

long as they kept a low profile. This was especially true for glamorous women, who enjoyed more 

tolerance because of their gender and charms. However, state consolidation, escalation of the 

Israeli-Arab Conflict, and (in the case of Lebanon), Syrian influence, reduced the maneuvering space 

of these female spies, finally leading to their arrest and downfall. Consolidating nation states like 



 

Nasser’s Egypt tend to be less friendly to foreign spies than cosmopolitan, semi-colonial realms such 

as King Faruk’s Egypt. 

Then, Bar-Zohar and Mishal’s narrative is sometimes marred by factual mistakes and 

dubious assertions. The Austrian scientist Otto Joklik (a conman who cheated both Israel and Egypt 

during the Missile Crisis of 1962-1965), was not “recruited” by the Mossad or one of its female case 

officers. It was he who approached the Mossad, not vice versa. Wolfgang Lotz, the Mossad’s spy in 

Egypt, did not send the letter bomb to the German scientist Wolfgang Pilz, which blinded Pilz’s 

secretary. Unclassified Mossad documents show that this letter was sent from Germany by another 

operative. Most scholars today agree that Wael Zwaiter, the Palestinian poet assassinated by the 

Mossad in 1972 as part of Operation “Wrath of God”, was involved neither in the Munich Massacre 

nor in other terrorist activities, and that his killing was a result of sloppy intelligence and over-

zealousness. And yet, Bar-Zohar and Mishal portray him as a dangerous terrorist, based on uncritical 

acceptance of the Mossad’s version. The CIA operative Robert Ames did not write a book titled The 

Good Spy. Instead, this is a biography of Ames written by the American author Kai Bird. It is also 

highly unlikely that Mike Harari, the former head of “Caesarea” who served the Panaman dictator 

Manuel Noriega in the early 1980s was “uninvolved” in the latter’s dark business.   

 Such apologetic descriptions are typical to Female Warriors of the Mossad, a book written in 

a celebratory, patriotic language, replete with emotional adjectives and dramatic biblical quotes. The 

authors, who rely mainly on interviews with Mossad veterans, popular books and press articles, did 

not carry out serious archival research. True, the archives of the Mossad are mostly closed, but some 

documents are available, and Mossad records can be juxtaposed with documents from other Israeli 

and Foreign archives, including declassified records of the CIA and other non-Israeli secret services. 

The authors did not even bother to consult such archives, or scholarly books published in languages 

other than Hebrew. The writing is uncritical. In rare cases, the authors admit mishaps such as the 

Lavon Affair and the Lillehammer assassination, in which the Mossad killed an innocent man, 

mistaking him for Ali Hasan Salame. Here, Bar Zohar and Mishal portray the operation through Silvia 

Raphale’s eyes, maybe because she warned that the victim was innocent all along. In all other cases, 

however, Mossad operatives, male and female, are universally portrayed as upright patriots, deeply 

moral (and often handsome and beautiful) and their enemies as abominable terrorists. This is a 

mirror image of pro-Palestinian accounts, which tend to denounce the Mossad operatives as the 

embodiment of evil. Both are equally unbefitting of serious historical writing. The real world of 

espionage is not composed of black and white, but almost always of countless shades of gray.  



 

Then, the book is only partly original, and most of the events are merely rehash of stories 

already published elsewhere. In his book, Rise and Kill First, Ronen Bergman, for example, presents a 

much richer, nuanced and balanced narrative of most Mossad operations described in Bar Zohar and 

Mishal’s account. The female perspective of the present book is certainly refreshing, but 

unfortunately it is, in most cases, not deep, focused and detailed enough to breath life into the plot. 

To sum up, Female Warriors of the Mossad is certainly worth reading, especially for those 

unfamiliar with the history of the Mossad, or as a female complementary to Ronen Bergman’s much 

better Rise and Kill First. However, a serious history of the remarkable women of the Mossad is still 

waiting to be written. 
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