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         On 24 September 1963, Yaacov Herzog of Israel’s foreign ministry arrived for an appointment at a London clinic. He was not there to see the doctor, but “Charles” – the pseudonym of King Hussein of Jordan.

         
             

         

         This was King Hussein’s first meeting with an Israeli official, and these meetings continued for nine years with Herzog as Hussein’s official interlocutor. In parallel, Herzog carried out other clandestine missions: he negotiated a secret agreement with the Imam of Yemen during their civil war; and forged extensive contacts with Lebanon’s Christian community. He was also an initiator of Israel’s early contacts with the Vatican, and a key figure in the 1956 Suez Campaign, when Israel fought beside Britain and France, against President Nasser’s Egypt.

         
             

         

         Born in Dublin in 1921, Yaacov Herzog was the son of the Chief Rabbi of Ireland. A gifted diplomat, rabbi and erudite scholar, he was a shining star in Israel’s leadership. He served as a close advisor to four Israeli prime ministers, and was Israel’s minister to the U.S., ambassador to Canada and director-general of Prime Minister Levi Eshkol’s office.

         
             

         

         Herzog’s unique blend of talents led to his appointment as Chief Rabbi of Great Britain and the Commonwealth, a post which he was eventually forced to decline because of ill health. His brother, Chaim, served as chief of Israel’s military intelligence and later became President of Israel.

         
             

         

         Herzog became best known for his public debate with the renowned British historian, Arnold Toynbee who, in 1961, had described the Jews as a “fossilized” nation and had compared Israel’s military actions against the Palestinians with Nazi atrocities against Jews. Herzog immediately invited Professor Toynbee to a public debate, which was reminiscent of medieval debates between Jewish and Christian scholars. Herzog was seen by many as fighting to preserve the honour of world Jewry and, after his triumphant performance against Toynbee, he won accolades throughout Israel and the Jewish world. The first three-quarters of the debate are reproduced on the CD included free with this book.

         
             

         

         Herzog’s premature death in 1972 cut short a unique career in the service of his country and he was mourned by political, military, intellectual and religious leaders alike.
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            Foreword

         

         Yaacov Herzog was a Jewish scholar by upbringing, and a statesman by aptitude. Scholarly knowledge requires talent, while statesmanship demands intuition. As a scholar you may reside in the grove of academe, you must be meticulous, painstaking, capable of absorbing entire systems of knowledge and familiar with every part of it. To be a statesman you must move among people, discern their true nature, assess their frame of mind and their intentions. You have to notice which way the world is tending, recognize dangers, discover opportunities, win hearts and, when necessary, fight.

         Yaacov Herzog bridged the great divide between the introverted, intellectual, almost shy personality and the extroverted, industrious, always public personality, and did so gracefully, persuasively, and above all, with conviction.

         He knew how to harness his intellectual capacity to strategic purpose. He had come to the corridors of power from the domain of the Torah, yet never needed to forsake one for the other. On the contrary – since morality lies at the heart of Judaism, it is faith which judges day-by-day moves.

         ‘I was drawn from childhood to two worlds,’ he wrote, ‘that of the Babylonian Talmud … and international developments.’ He went on to note that ‘In today’s Peking [Beijing] Confucius would be much like Plato or Aristotle in Greece … great historical figures, but not necessarily part of the daily experience of the people among whom they had lived. But I’m convinced that if Rabbi Akiva were to arise today, many Jews would speak to him, question him about his attitude towards the Bar Kokhba war, and what he thought about the destruction of the Temple. They would talk to him about the nature of the Jewish people, its dialogue with the God of Israel, and with the nations of the world.’

         Ben-Gurion, with his innate shrewdness, soon realized that in Yaacov he had a person who knew the past and understood the present, who could envision the future and see the links between spiritual and practical spheres. Yaacov became one of Ben-Gurion’s closest advisors – perhaps the principal one – in the intellectual as well as the diplomatic field.

         David Ben-Gurion was deeply preoccupied with Jewish history. He saw it as replete with prophecy and poor in statesmanship. Jewish history was well endowed with prophets, which enabled the people to maintain their great spirit, but it suffered from a scarcity of statesmen and therefore underwent destruction and exile, conquest and Holocaust. We wished to be ‘a light unto the nations’, but were ‘the least of nations’.

         Ben-Gurion thought, as did Yaacov Herzog, that statesmanship was a dialogue not only with the present, but with history. But history is not a gift from heaven – it is written by mortal historians, and even the great ones are not supreme judges, nor even objective judges.

         So it happened that Yaacov Herzog challenged one who was regarded as a foremost historian, whose historical philosophy had influenced many intellectuals the world over. Arnold Toynbee had pronounced a death sentence on the Jewish people. He had never been particularly impressed by Judaism, and from an historical perspective regarded the Jewish people as a fossil whose life was over and whose future was nonexistent.

         Herzog engaged Toynbee in one of the most dramatic debates in the history of our people. Toynbee was universally regarded as an intellectual giant, while Yaacov Herzog’s reputation was known to a limited circle. Yet Herzog showed himself a formidable adversary to the eminent historian, and saved the honour of the Jewish people, showing that it was very much alive, active, building and fighting, and that the ‘news’ of its demise was unfounded.

         Yaacov knew that modern wars are waged between nations, but they are also contests of faiths. He built up a network of relations with non-Jewish religious leaders, with whom he maintained clear lines of communication. Yaacov realized that it was not enough to defend Israel’s borders – the Jewish heritage, too, needed to be defended. Even when circumstances require Judaism’s brawn, it must not be forgotten that it is first and foremost a religion of moral values.

         It was Ben-Gurion who declared that ‘The fate of Israel depends on her strength and on the justice of her cause.’ Yaacov Herzog contributed justice to the strength, and strength to the justice.

         Shimon Peres

         Tel Aviv 2003

      

   


   
      
         

            1

            In the Thick of War

         

         On the night of 26 October 1956 Yaacov Herzog was unable to sleep.1 The son of Israel’s Chief Rabbi, Yitzhak (Isaac) Halevi Herzog, Yaacov was then head of the United States department in the Foreign Ministry. He had been at the Foreign Ministry for only two years. Thirty-five years old, slim and bespectacled, with a high brow and smiling eyes, Yaacov was known to be a calm individual, not easily flustered. On this night, however, he felt very restless – a few hours earlier he had heard, almost by accident, the secret information that Israel was about to go to war.

         That Friday morning, during a discussion at the Foreign Ministry about the Iraqi army’s ominous movement towards the Jordanian border, he received a phone call from Teddy Kollek, then director-general of the Prime Minister’s office. Did Yaacov know, Kollek asked, the significance of the mobilization that was taking place in Tel Aviv? The minister at the United States embassy had just telephoned to ask about it. Yaacov suggested that Kollek ask Yitzhak Navon, Prime Minister Ben-Gurion’s political secretary, or his military secretary, Colonel Nehemiah Argov. But Kollek, offended by being left out of the loop, urged Herzog to ask them. Herzog phoned Navon, who replied that ‘White [the US minister] must not be told anything,’ and snapped that if White had not approached him directly, why should he make enquiries on his behalf?2

         In the evening White telephoned Herzog’s home and asked about the general call-up. There was no sign of the Sabbath in Tel Aviv, he said, and the army was mobilizing vehicles and reservists. Herzog had no choice – he put on his Sabbath clothes and walked to Ben-Gurion’s Jerusalem residence.

         Yaacov had known Ben-Gurion since boyhood. Yaacov’s distinctive personality combined the qualities of a skilled diplomat with that of a thorough and original scholar of Jewish history and Talmud. Ben-Gurion ‘appreciated and encouraged’ him, in his words,3 and over the years they had held wide-ranging discussions about political matters as well as spiritual and religious subjects.4

         Yitzhak Navon and Nehemiah Argov were both at Ben-Gurion’s house, and at first they tried to dissuade Yaacov from pursuing the matter. They did not care to inform the US embassy about the mobilization, but he argued that if the Americans did not receive a satisfactory answer, they might draw far-reaching conclusions, and the next thing would be a message from President Eisenhower to Ben-Gurion.

         Eventually Ben-Gurion’s assistants relented and agreed to ask the Prime Minister for his response. Ben-Gurion came downstairs, heard the question and instructed Herzog to reply to White that the Israeli government had received information that the Iraqi army was massing on the Jordanian border, and Israel was taking precautions. Herzog hastened to pass the reply on to White, stressing that the mobilization was partial, and the American diplomat seemed satisfied. But Nehemiah Argov, who accompanied Herzog back home, told him in confidence that the purpose of the call-up was entirely different – Israel was going to attack Egypt in three days’ time!

         Herzog was very agitated, but succeeded in hiding the fact from his dinner guests – American leaders of the United Jewish Appeal.5 Later that evening he told his wife Pnina, from whom he never kept anything, ‘We’re going to war against Egypt.’6

         The following day Herzog saw the Interior Minister, Moshe Chaim Shapira, at synagogue, and noticed his tense, preoccupied expression. ‘He probably also knows that we’re facing momentous events,’ he noted.7 In the evening he went to a meeting at the house of the Foreign Minister Golda Meir with senior members of the Foreign Ministry – the director-general Walter Eytan, Arthur Lurie, Gideon Rafael, Emile Najar and Mordechai Shneerson. Golda informed them of the main points of the war plan and swore them to secrecy. Later that evening Herzog returned to her house and analysed the situation. The news about the Iraqi troop concentrations near the Jordanian border, he said, could be used for a short while to justify the mobilization. But as soon as fighting broke out the Egyptian President, Gamal Abd al-Nasser, would call on the United States to stop Israel; he might also seek military assistance from the USSR. Herzog assumed that the Soviets would not give Egypt military assistance, but the possibility that they might would cause the United States to put massive pressure on Israel to stop the attack. He advised Golda Meir to remain close to the Prime Minister in the next few days, as ‘there will be critical political developments which will call for immediate decisions.’8

         Herzog’s assessment was borne out before the first shot was fired. On Sunday the call-up intensified, and American diplomats were no longer satisfied with Herzog’s claim that it was partial.9 At noon the US Ambassador, Edward Lawson, telephoned him to say that he had a message for Ben-Gurion from President Eisenhower and wanted to deliver it at once. Herzog called on Golda Meir and the two rushed over to the house of President Ben-Zvi, where Ben-Gurion usually lunched on Sundays. At these lunches, which had become a tradition, the Prime Minister would report to the President about the weekly cabinet meeting.

         Having heard Golda Meir’s report, Ben-Gurion instructed her to invite Lawson to his house in Tel Aviv at eight o’clock that evening. Golda told Herzog to go to Tel Aviv and accompany the Prime Minister at the meeting.10 Pnina packed a small bag for him and he left.

         Before driving to Tel Aviv, Yaacov stopped to see his brother, Brigadier General Chaim Herzog, at the Schneller army camp in Jerusalem, where he was busy with the mobilization of thousands of reservists. Chaim told Yaacov that he had been ordered to attack the Jordanians at the first provocation.11 Yaacov warned him not to shell the Old City, but Chaim assured him that he had a detailed map showing Christianity’s holy places.

         Yaacov drove on to Tel Aviv and reached Ben-Gurion’s house on Keren Kayemet Boulevard (now renamed Ben-Gurion Boulevard) a few minutes ahead of the American Ambassador. From that moment Herzog became, albeit unwittingly, Ben-Gurion’s personal foreign secretary and confidant for many months to come.

         
             

         

         When he arrived at Ben-Gurion’s house Herzog knew only a little about the secret ‘Operation Kadesh’ that would start the following day. Only a few of Ben-Gurion’s closest aides were party to the preparations which had been going on for three months, and other than Golda Meir, most senior members of the Foreign Ministry were still in the dark.

         Although Yaacov had not known about these preparations, he was thoroughly familiar with the background of the planned war. The previous year, 1955, had seen tension rise between Israel and Egypt. Nasser sent groups of suicide fighters, known as fedayeen, into Israel from bases in Jordan and the Gaza Strip. The terrorists attacked mainly civilian targets and murdered residents of border settlements – even deep within the country. Israel responded to these attacks with fierce retaliatory attacks on Egyptian and Jordanian military bases, and a vicious cycle of terrorist penetration and retaliation ensued.

         But Israel had not contemplated launching a war against Egypt until the autumn of 1955, when the Egyptian-Czech arms deal became known. The information was that Egypt was about to receive quantities of matériel that were immense in Middle East terms – some 200 Mig-15 and Ilyushin-28 fighter aircraft, 230 tanks, 200 armoured vehicles, 100 mobile cannons, 500 other types of cannons, torpedo boats, destroyers and six submarines.12

         The transaction upset both the fragile balance of power in the Middle East and the efforts of three Western powers – the US, France and Britain – to control the supply of arms to the Arab States and Israel. The Czech deal meant that the USSR had entered the region which had so far been seen as the West’s area of influence and, in addition, given Egypt significant advantage over Israel. In November 1955, feeling greatly strengthened, Nasser announced the closure of the Straits of Tiran to Israeli shipping.

         Israel felt its very existence threatened. ‘The Czech deal caused us profound anxiety,’ Herzog stated in a background paper about that period.13 Having failed to get the transaction cancelled, the Israeli government began feverishly to look for new sources of arms, chiefly from the United States. But these efforts failed and in December 1955 Ben-Gurion raised the possibility, in a cabinet meeting, of launching a pre-emptive war against Egypt. The plan was rejected by a majority of cabinet ministers led by the moderate Foreign Minister Moshe Sharett, just as earlier that year, in April, they had not supported the Prime Minister’s proposal to conquer the Gaza Strip.

         Then, in the spring of 1956, a new source of arms became available. France had been embroiled in a ruthless war in Algeria since November 1954, when the Muslims rebelled against French rule. The Egyptian President had been very active behind the scenes, inciting, training and arming the Algerian rebels. France regarded Nasser as her chief enemy and naively believed that if only they could crush Nasser the Algerian uprising would collapse. The new French government, formed in early 1956 by the Socialist leader Guy Mollet, was hoping to deal Nasser a heavy blow and thereby destroy his support of the Algerian revolt.

         Mollet’s government was sympathetic to Israel’s socialist leadership, and resolved to prevent a ‘new Munich’ in which Israel would be sacrificed to Arab aggression. Shimon Peres, then director-general of Israel’s Ministry of Defence, held secret meetings with the French leaders, who agreed to dispatch large quantities of arms to Israel, mostly without coordination with the United States or other NATO members.

         Israel was still hoping for a peaceful solution to the crisis, and this was the mission of President Eisenhower’s personal representative, Robert Anderson, a former US Assistant Secretary of Defense. He came to Israel quietly in January 1956 and after extensive talks with the Israeli leadership, Anderson flew to Egypt, but his mission failed in the face of Nasser’s intransigence. From that moment on, Israel felt more determined to launch a pre-emptive war. As a result Moshe Sharett felt compelled to resign from the Foreign Ministry and Golda Meir was appointed in his place. The likelihood of war increased greatly when, on 23 July 1956, Nasser nationalized the Suez Canal, infuriating the British government and giving France an excellent pretext to attack Egypt. A veil of secrecy was drawn over Anglo-French preparations, as well as over the Israeli-French dialogue.

         Yaacov Herzog was involved in many of the diplomatic contacts that took place in 1955–6. He was close to Moshe Sharett and familiar with his concerns about the right policy to follow. He was the senior Foreign Ministry official assigned, alongside Teddy Kollek, to deal with Robert Anderson’s mediation mission. In fact, many people regarded him as Ben-Gurion’s ‘political advisor’, though he had no formal position. ‘Yaacov had free access to Ben-Gurion,’ said Teddy Kollek.14 The rabbi’s young son had impressed Ben-Gurion even before the War of Independence, in 1948, and when Yaacov was at the Ministry of Religious Affairs he would report to ‘the Old Man’ about Israel’s relations with the Christian world, particularly the Vatican. In 1950, when Yaacov was only 28, they held long talks about Judaism.15 During that year, as on other occasions, he advised Ben-Gurion about Israel’s relations with the United States. He tended to be more optimistic than the Prime Minister about America’s policies and Eisenhower’s attitude towards Israel.16 In the spring of 1956 he was one of the team that worked closely with Ben-Gurion to obtain arms from the United States.17 Nevertheless, Nehemiah Argov’s news about the imminent war took him by surprise.

         
             

         

         ‘I found the Prime Minister in his armchair,’ Herzog wrote in his diary after calling on Ben-Gurion on the night of 28 October.18 While driving from Jerusalem he prepared some proposals concerning the necessary political moves. ‘I put to him ideas about the imminent operation. He listened but did not react.’ Yaacov had the impression that Ben-Gurion was unaware that he had been ‘informed about the secret plan, if only partially’. Then Edward Lawson arrived, accompanied by his advisor Charles Hamilton, and delivered President Eisenhower’s message. In it, the President responded to Ben-Gurion’s expressed anxiety about Iraqi forces crossing into Jordan. ‘I am not sure that I share your position in this matter,’ Eisenhower stated, ‘but in any case, as far as I am aware, there has been no Iraqi military incursion into Jordan … I must frankly tell you of my concern about your massive mobilization, which I fear will only heighten the tension that you say you wish to defuse.’ Further on, Eisenhower asked Ben-Gurion ‘not to let your government launch an aggressive initiative that could threaten the peace and the growing friendship between our countries’.

         Lawson then tried to get a clear answer from Ben-Gurion about the expected developments, but Ben-Gurion avoided giving an unequivocal response and only stressed the dangers to Israel’s existence, especially the actions of the fedayeen. Finally, Lawson asked if he should start evacuating American nationals from Israel. A positive response would have amounted to an admission that Israel was about to go to war. Ben-Gurion replied that he could not express an opinion, nor even an assessment, regarding the risk faced by these American nationals.

         When Lawson left, Ben-Gurion told Herzog that he was ill and had to return to bed. He had received the American Ambassador in spite of an attack of weakness and high fever (caused either by flu or, as Ben-Gurion was wont, due to intense pressure and stress). The fever, he said to Herzog, prevented him from replying to Eisenhower. Ben-Gurion then asked him to prepare a draft reply for the following morning.19 He stressed that his message to the American President must not include an Israeli commitment to avoid military action.20 Ben-Gurion wanted to complete the general mobilization and launch the operation before the governments of the world took steps to prevent it. At the same time, he did not want to mislead the American President. Yaacov hurried to the office of the Minister of Defence, where he met Shimon Peres and Nehemiah Argov, who revealed to him the real secret behind the projected operation.

         Following the nationalization of the Suez Canal, they said, Israel and France had begun a series of confidential consultations, which peaked on 20 October 1956, when Prime Minister Ben-Gurion, accompanied by Shimon Peres and the Chief of Staff Moshe Dayan, visited France in secret. The conference, which took place in Sèvres near Paris, was attended by the French leadership, including the Prime Minister Guy Mollet, the Foreign Minister Christian Pineau, the Minister of Defence Maurice Bourgès-Maunoury, and senior military officers and advisors; the British government was represented by Selwyn Lloyd the Foreign Secretary. The meeting concluded with a decision to launch a tripartite attack on Egypt. The operation would begin with an Israeli attack near the Suez Canal, which would be interpreted as a threat to shipping, and would be followed by an Anglo-French ultimatum to Israel and Egypt, demanding instant withdrawal from the banks of the Canal. Israel would immediately agree, while the Egyptians would certainly refuse, as it would have meant withdrawing from the entire Sinai Peninsula and the east bank of the Canal. Britain and France would then attack Egypt, bombarding its airfields and land forces from the sea.

         The agreement between the three states was formally signed. In a separate undertaking France made a commitment to Israel, undertaking to protect her cities and shores from attacks by Egyptian aircraft and warships. French warplanes arrived in Israel, and French warships began to patrol not far from Israel’s coast.

         The cabinet had approved the operation that morning – Peres and Argov told Yaacov Herzog – but the members of the cabinet were not informed of all the details. The operation would begin the following day, 29 October, at 5 pm, when an Israel Defence Forces (IDF) unit would land near the Suez Canal. Yaacov was the only one in the Foreign Ministry, other than Golda Meir, who knew the truth about the forthcoming operation. ‘The censor must be given clear instructions,’ he urged. Peres and Argov summoned the chief military censor and the IDF press liaison officer. Meanwhile Herzog telephoned Golda Meir and told her about the meeting with Lawson. Then he retired into a closed office and spent hours racking his brain about public information and the answer to be given to President Eisenhower.21 He caught a few hours’ sleep at the Dan Hotel and returned to the office at 7.30 with the draft reply in his briefcase, only to be told that an official of the American Embassy had arrived at the office at 5 am and thrust a sealed envelope into the hands of the astonished guard at the gate. It was another message from President Eisenhower to Ben-Gurion, reiterating what the previous one had said, only in stronger language.

         At 12 noon, after Golda Meir had approved his draft reply, Herzog went to the Prime Minister’s house. Ben-Gurion was in bed, prostrate with a high fever and attended by his physician Professor Bernard Zondek. Paula Ben-Gurion at first refused to let the visitor enter her sick husband’s room, but Herzog persuaded the doctor of the urgency of the matter and was allowed in. Ben-Gurion studied the letter, which described the growing threat to Israel: the Czech-Egyptian arms deal, the fedayeen incursions, and the creation of the joint military command by Egypt, Syria and Jordan, which Herzog described as a ‘steel ring around Israel’. The concluding paragraph was phrased with extreme care: ‘My government would be failing its principal duty if it did not use all possible means to ensure that the stated policy of Arab rulers to destroy Israel is thwarted. My government calls on the people of Israel to be both alert and calm. I am certain that you, with your extensive military experience, will appreciate the great and fateful danger in which we find ourselves.’

         This was the passage designed to avoid deceiving the President of the United States – Israel was not promising not to go to war.

         As soon as Ben-Gurion endorsed the draft, Herzog gave it to the Prime Minister’s secretary to type and send to the American Ambassador. But when Herzog went downstairs he was told that the Ambassador had telephoned and asked to see him without delay. Herzog drove at once to the American embassy, having instructed Ben-Gurion’s aides to send him the letter as soon as it was typed.

         Lawson showed Herzog a telegram from the US Secretary of State John Foster Dulles ordering the immediate evacuation of all United States nationals from Israel. This meant that the US government was expecting war to break out at any moment. Lawson asked the Israeli government to assist with the evacuation, and Herzog promised that the IDF liaison office with foreign military attachés would help the US attaché in this operation.

         The Ambassador was tense and wanted to know when he could expect Ben-Gurion’s answer to the President of the United States. He must have assumed the delay was deliberate. Herzog replied that the letter was being typed, and indeed should have reached the embassy by now. To show that this was so, he telephoned Ben-Gurion’s secretary and asked her in English – so that Ambassador Lawson could follow – what had happened to the letter. The secretary told him nervously that she had made a mistake in typing and, not having a suitable eraser, had sent someone to buy one, and was waiting for him to return. ‘Never mind,’ said Herzog. ‘Correct it by hand and send it over.’ But the secretary dug in her heels. She was not authorized to do this, she stated, ‘and while I’m the Prime Minister’s secretary, no letter of his will leave my hands with typing errors.’22

         To pre-empt what might become a diplomatic crisis because of a simple eraser, Herzog patiently explained to the secretary that the American Ambassador would be transmitting the text of the letter by telegram, so that no one in America would notice the error. The re-typed letter could be forwarded later. But now, please, send the letter as it is, directly to the embassy. Finally she agreed.

         Herzog proceeded to the Ministry of Defence, where he urged Ben-Gurion’s aides immediately to wire Abba Eban, Israel’s Ambassador to Washington, inform him about the approaching military operation, and ask him to prepare an official government statement in response.

         Nehemiah Argov promptly rejected the first proposal. No ambassador needs to know about the operation, he declared, and no telegrams were to be sent about it, even in code, for fear that they would be intercepted and decoded by outsiders. The previous day Eban had sent a detailed report about a talk he had held with John Foster Dulles, who had emphasized that Israel should avoid making moves that would endanger the peace. Eban’s message concluded with the question, ‘What is going to happen?’ But Ben-Gurion and his aides had decided to keep Eban in the dark. Accordingly, his question was left unanswered and he knew nothing about the imminent operation. (This led to an unfortunate sequel. On 29 October the still-uninformed Eban met the Assistant Secretary of State William Rowntree and did his best to convince him that Israel had no aggressive intentions. As they were speaking, Rowntree’s secretary came into the room with a report from a news agency about Israeli paratroops landing in the Sinai. Rowntree read the report and said to Eban, ‘Mister Ambassador, it seems that our conversation has just become academic …’)

         As for the official statement, Herzog discovered that no one had thought to prepare one. Nehemiah Argov told him that a meeting was scheduled for 4.30 pm at Ben-Gurion’s house, and asked him to draft the main points of a statement.

         The meeting around Ben-Gurion’s bed included the Chief of Staff Moshe Dayan, the director-general of the Ministry of Defence Shimon Peres, the chief of the Security Services Isser Harel, the head of Military Intelligence Yehoshafat Harkabi, a representative of the Security Service, Yitzhak Navon and Yaacov Herzog. Dayan and Herzog argued about who should issue the official statement on the Sinai operation. Dayan wanted it to be the IDF spokesman, while Herzog argued that it should be the Foreign Ministry. Finally Ben-Gurion decided that the IDF would announce the military operation and the Foreign Ministry would issue an official statement. Dayan reported that the announcement of the IDF landing near the Suez Canal would be published at 8.20 pm, at which time the government statement would not yet be ready for publication. By the time Herzog finished drafting it together with Arthur Lurie, the deputy director-general of the Foreign Ministry, who then passed it to Shimon Peres and obtained Golda Meir’s approval, and by the time it was translated into English, it was 10.30. In the two hours between the two releases the world was left to puzzle the significance of Israel’s movements. The operation began on time, at 5 pm, when 395 paratroopers, commanded by Major Rafael Eitan (nicknamed Raful), landed on the eastern flank of the Mitla Pass, some tens of kilometres from the Canal. At that moment an armoured column broke through the Egyptian border and past the Quntilla police station and hurtled westwards to link up with the paratroops. Another column invaded Egypt in the Qsaimah area.

         The IDF spokesman issued a laconic statement that Israeli troops had ‘entered and attacked fedayeen units’ at Ras al-Nakab and Quntilla, and ‘had taken up positions west of the Nakhl intersection near the Suez Canal’.

         The official statement, published two hours later, was a masterpiece of diplomatic acrobatics. It described the IDF operation in the Sinai Peninsula as an act of major retaliation, one of whose main objectives was to destroy the fedayeen bases, but it also spoke of Israel’s right to self-defence, leaving an opening to continue the military operation. The cautious choice of words and the reference to the operation as an act of retaliation were designed to forestall moves by the international bodies to stop Israel in its tracks on the first day of the fighting, and to allow for the possibility that the French and the British would not live up to their commitment but would stay out of the region – in either case Israel could argue that it had intended to carry out only a short and limited operation.

         The intense and eventful day concluded with a press conference held by Peres and Herzog at 1 am., in which they confronted some ‘especially difficult’ questions put to them by the international press.

         Amid all this, a terrible event shook Israel’s leaders and Yaacov Herzog – the massacre at Kafr Qassem. In that Arab village inside Israel, the border patrol shot and killed 43 Arab farmers, coming home from their fields, unaware that a curfew had been imposed on their village. ‘We and the security men felt sick when we heard about the vile incident,’ Herzog wrote a few weeks later. ‘We must admit that there is something very wrong if young Jewish men are capable of such an act.’23 (After the Sinai war the men responsible for the Kafr Qassem massacre were tried and sentenced to long prison terms.)

         The following day the French-British ultimatum, agreed on in Sèvres, was made public. It aroused intense anger in the United States, as the Americans did not fail to perceive the connection between the Israeli assault and the French-British moves. France and Britain, America’s closest allies, had made a secret pact with Israel behind Eisenhower’s back. Such was the fury in Washington that the State Department in effect severed all diplomatic contacts with Israel for the duration of the fighting.

         The following day – 30 October – caused Ben-Gurion the most anxiety. On that day, Israel had to conduct the battle entirely on its own, and Ben-Gurion feared that the Egyptians would bombard Israeli cities from the air. He also feared that the Franco-British ultimatum would be delayed, and doubted the resolve of Britain’s Prime Minister Anthony Eden.

         But he need not have worried – except for a single Egyptian rocket’s attempt to bomb a field in the south, the Egyptians did not attack Israel proper, and the British and French governments issued the agreed ultimatum to Israel and Egypt. At 10.30 pm Herzog turned up again at Ben-Gurion’s house to show him the text of the ultimatum, which had been brought to him by the British Ambassador. It was time to formulate Israel’s response, and Herzog had already prepared a draft for Ben-Gurion’s approval. He found the Prime Minister in bed, though no longer feverish. At his side lay a book by Maimonides. Herzog asked Ben-Gurion to read the draft – it was late and every moment was precious. But Ben-Gurion was in no hurry. He invited Herzog to sit down and began to talk about the rules concerning slavery in Maimonides’ Yad Ha-Hazakah (The Strong Hand). Herzog was taken aback – the world was waiting, battles were raging in the Sinai, and the Old Man wanted to discuss slavery. He pointed out that the response to the ultimatum was ‘extremely urgent’,24 but Ben-Gurion refused to change the subject and went on talking and asking questions about Maimonides. Herzog replied absent-mindedly, feeling tense and stressed. Again and again he asked Ben-Gurion to attend to the really important issue at hand, only to have Maimonides thrust at him. Feeling on tenterhooks, ‘I answered his questions as best I could,’ he related,25 ‘and kept begging him to examine the papers I had brought, but he simply ignored my urging.’ After some ten minutes of this, ‘a spark appeared in his eyes,’ he sat up and became businesslike. He turned the book over. ‘Give me the papers!’ he said to Herzog, took them from his ‘trembling hands’ and carefully studied the ultimatum and the proposed response. Herzog understood that the talk about Maimonides had not been without purpose. ‘During those endless ten minutes he was trying to determine if he was sufficiently in control of the situation and able to read the documents calmly and serenely.’26

         Herzog had personally savoured another dimension of the political crisis. ‘Just imagine,’ he later said to Yitzhak Navon, ‘I’m in my office with the British ambassador, I’m wearing braces and my feet are on the table. Not long ago England was our occupier and ruler, and here we are, talking about a joint military operation, the meaning of the ultimatum and how we’ll act afterwards … I couldn’t believe it. At that moment I felt that we really were an independent state!’27

         
             

         

         And so, suddenly, Yaacov Herzog found himself at the heart of Israel’s political and military circles. Throughout the Suez war and the difficult months that followed, he served as Ben-Gurion’s advisor and shouldered the burden of the diplomatic campaign almost exclusively. Herzog became party to the greatest state secrets, and was catapulted overnight to a higher position than any other senior Foreign Ministry official. As head of the United States desk at the Foreign Ministry he had previously taken part in political discussions and decisions, but after only two years in the Ministry he was still something of a novice. Now, amid the turbulence of the war, he was promoted over older and more senior officials – the Ministry’s director-general and his deputies and heads of other departments – to become the Prime Minister’s confidant. Golda Meir remained in Jerusalem, took no part in the daily consultations, and left the field to Herzog’s sole management, in spite of his colleagues’ likely displeasure at his sudden elevation.

         Herzog quickly fit into Ben-Gurion’s inner circle. On the face of it, as a civilian and a well-dressed diplomat with Anglo-Saxon roots (he was born in Ireland), and a religious Jew to boot, Yaacov seemed like an oddity among the officers, activists and military figures around Ben-Gurion. In fact, the opposite was true – his pleasant manner, sense of humour, calmness under stress, and above all his sound advice, endeared him to the circle, which learned to trust and respect him. ‘I can’t remember an occasion,’ said Yitzhak Navon,28 ‘when Ben-Gurion paid so much attention to a draft someone gave him as he did with Yaacov Herzog … He would go over it, glance at it, usually confirm it with a little change here and there. He said many times, “This young man has brains. This young man is clever, he has a lot of sense.” Later he would call him “an excellent fellow, a wonderful fellow” … I liked him to have direct a connection to Ben-Gurion. We all preferred it, Ben-Gurion himself and I, who had to protect Ben-Gurion. But I didn’t have to protect him from Herzog.’

         Throughout the war Yaacov did not leave Ben-Gurion’s side: he brought up the issues that needed immediate attention, initiated responses, composed public statements and diplomatic letters. Urgent letters and messages from world leaders and UN bodies went through him and he analysed them for the government. He did much of his work at night, after calling at the Foreign and Defence Ministries and Ben-Gurion’s house, and finishing in his office in the Kiryah (Tel Aviv’s area of government departments). Pnina remained in Jerusalem. ‘I was alone with two babies,’ she said. ‘Once he rang and invited me to join him for a day in Tel Aviv. He had a room at the Dan hotel.’29

         The international scene was stormy. France and Britain used their veto power to paralyse the UN Security Council while the military operation went on. But the UN Secretary General, Dag Hammarskjold, circumvented the Security Council by summoning the General Assembly, which discussed tough resolutions condemning Israel and its allies. Between the Afro-Asian and Soviet blocs and the disarray in the West, the UN General Assembly turned into an actively hostile arena for Israel. Herzog had to balance Israel’s freedom of action with the political danger inherent in a torrent of condemnations and warnings emanating from the UN. 

         Herzog also maintained regular contact with the US Embassy. He had to formulate responses to various American pressures, which included direct and indirect messages from the US President via his aide, Sherman Adams, and the American Zionist leader, Rabbi Abba Hillel Silver. Ben-Gurion ignored these appeals, despite Abba Eban’s repeated recommendations to respond to them positively.

         When Herzog heard that the huge American Sixth Fleet was on its way to Israel to evacuate US nationals, he managed to persuade the American military attaché that such a display would cause panic in the United States. The message was passed on to the commander of the Sixth Fleet, who was persuaded by it and dispatched only two ships to Israel.30

         These were turbulent and exciting days. The Israeli campaign in the Sinai was triumphant. It ended on 5 November 1956, when the 9th Division flew the Israeli flag in Sharm al-Sheikh. Not so the Franco-British operation, which advanced slowly and awkwardly. Their forces landed near the Suez Canal only on 5 November, after the UN General Assembly had passed a resolution demanding an end to the fighting and calling for the creation of a UN emergency force. They halted their advance after less than 24 hours, and their operation clearly failed.

         Meanwhile Israel was celebrating, and even the normally cautious Ben-Gurion got carried away. On 7 November he made a victory speech in the Knesset, Israel’s Parliament, in which he compared the Sinai campaign to Moses’ stand on Mount Sinai. He declared that the armistice agreement with Egypt was dead and buried, and with it the armistice lines separating Israel and Egypt. Israel wanted to make real peace with Egypt, he said, adding that Israel had no quarrel with the people of Egypt. Israel was also offering peace negotiations with the other Arab countries, and undertook not to wage war against any of them if they did not attack Israel. He made no mention of his territorial aims, but stressed that Israel would not allow any outside force to be stationed within her own boundaries or in any territory under her control.

         It was a triumphalist speech made by a victor who believed that his new position would facilitate making peace with his neighbours. Herzog regarded it as a tough speech and a ‘gross error’. The day before the speech, when he read its main outline in Ben-Gurion’s house, he tried to warn the Prime Minister that it would make a bad impression abroad. ‘But Ben-Gurion was not receptive to arguments,’ he noted sadly.31

         Nevertheless, Herzog said later, ‘… the speech must be seen against the background of those days. Ben-Gurion, like all the people of Israel, felt it was time to put an end once and for all to the nightmare of fedayeen attacks, threats of destruction and the rest. We fought for a tremendous goal – peace. And if it were not for the Franco-British involvement, Israel would have achieved this goal.’32

         Ben-Gurion’s enthusiasm, verging on hubris, culminated in a letter to the soldiers of the 9th Division, in which he declared, ‘The Third Kingdom of Israel has risen!’

         ‘We were intoxicated with success,’ Herzog commented, ‘and determined to achieve victory before withdrawing.’33 He was also moved by the historic dimension of Israel’s reaction to the operation – at last, the Jewish people had achieved a victory after thousands of years of defeat and enslavement.

         
             

         

         That elation was matched by the dismay and anxiety that struck Israel’s leaders the following day, 8 November, one of the worst in the country’s history. The international situation changed abruptly. Only days earlier the USSR had been pre-occupied with a popular anti-communist uprising in Hungary. But by 4 November it had crushed the revolt, and was free to tackle the Middle East. In the United States, Eisenhower had just won a second term by an impressive majority, and he too was now free to resolve the crisis.

         The UN General Assembly, led by the Afro-Asian bloc and Dag Hammarskjold, applied massive pressure to Israel. The General Assembly adopted a resolution ordering Israel to withdraw from the Sinai Peninsula forthwith, and agreed to create a UN force to replace the foreign troops that had invaded Egypt.

         The President of the USSR, Marshal Nikolai Bulganin, sent sharply worded, menacing letters to France, Britain and Israel. Those to France and Britain hinted at a possible world war, while the letter to the Prime Minister of Israel, dated 5 November, was offensive, contemptuous and questioned Israel’s future existence. ‘The government of Israel is playing in a criminal and irresponsible way with the fate of the world and the fate of its own people,’ Bulganin warned. ‘It is sowing such hatred for the State of Israel among the nations of the East as must inevitably make an impact on Israel’s future, and casts doubt on its very survival as a state … At this moment the Soviet government is taking steps to stop the war and restrain the aggressors.’

         Ben-Gurion was distraught. ‘The letter that Bulganin honoured me with,’ he noted in his diary, ‘if it did not bear his name, I might have thought it had been written by Hitler, and there is not much difference between those two hangmen. I am worried because Soviet weapons are pouring into Syria, and may be accompanied by “volunteers”.’34 He decided to send Golda Meir and Shimon Peres to Paris, to ask for French assistance. The French government did promise to support Israel with all they had, but warned against the tremendous might of the USSR, with its missiles and non-conventional weapons.

         After delivering the threatening letter, the Soviet Ambassador was recalled to Moscow that same day. Worrying reports came from all over the world – five Soviet warships were seeking to pass through the Dardanelles on their way to the Mediterranean; six Soviet submarines and a team of frogmen had arrived in Alexandria; Soviet paratroops were on alert; NATO sources reported that Soviet squadrons had flown over Turkey en route to Syria; a British Canberra fighter plane had been shot down over Syria – which intelligence sources interpreted as evidence that Soviet experts were already operating Syria’s air defences.

         ‘The Soviets have adopted a policy of outright war,’ Herzog noted in his diary, describing the previous few days as ‘a decisive turning-point.’ He felt that the landing of Franco-British forces and the Soviet threats ‘awakened a deep dread of a world war.’ Twice he telephoned Eban in New York to ask him to declare once again before the UN General Assembly that Israel was keeping the ceasefire throughout the Sinai Peninsula.35 The French and the British were forced to abandon their attack against Egypt and announce that they too accepted the ceasefire. But the crisis was not over. Israel was told to declare immediately that its forces would withdraw from the Sinai.

         Early on 8 November Ben-Gurion received a strongly worded letter from President Eisenhower, the first since the start of the campaign. It was unprecedentedly harsh. ‘My attention has been called,’ Eisenhower wrote, ‘to statements attributed to your government, that Israel does not intend to withdraw from Egyptian territory. I must tell you frankly, Mr Prime Minister, that the United States regards this information – if it is true – with grave concern. Any such decision by the government of Israel could undermine the urgent efforts made by the United Nations to restore the peace in the Middle East, and will cause Israel to be denounced as violating the principles and instructions of the UN … I urge you to accept the resolutions of the UN General Assembly and announce the fact immediately. It would sadden all my countrymen if Israel’s policy in a grave issue that concerns the entire world should in any way harm the friendly cooperation between our two countries.’

         The US State Department officials who delivered the written missive to the Israeli representatives added that since Israel was endangering world peace, the United States might react with practical measures. Speaking to Israeli diplomat Reuven Shiloah, the Assistant Secretary of State Herbert Hoover listed the American threats if Israel persisted in its refusal to withdraw: cessation of all American government and private aid to Israel – i.e., all the help Israel was getting from US foreign aid sources, as well as the income of the United Jewish Appeal and the Israel Bonds; the imposition of UN sanctions; and possible expulsion from the UN. According to one source, the Americans stated that they would not intervene to help Israel in the event of an attack by Soviet ‘volunteers’. Dag Hammarskjold met Israeli representatives and expressed doubts about Israel’s continued existence. His harsh criticism was backed by the Afro-Asian bloc, which was unanimous in condemning Israel.

         Eban hastily telephoned Herzog to report the American threats. He also wired Ben-Gurion, ‘The world is waiting very tensely for your reply to Eisenhower’s letter. There are growing appeals from Jewish circles and others, urging you to retract Point Six in your speech yesterday [in which Ben-Gurion refused to allow an international force to enter the occupied territory]. The general consensus is that fateful issues are now in your hands.’ Ben-Gurion noted nervously in his diary: ‘Eban phoned, full of fears. His telegrams also spread terror and alarm. Hoover must have warned Shiloah that they will cut off all relations with us, stop all aid and perhaps expel us from the UN. Russia must have scared them. According to reports, weapons and “volunteers” are pouring into Syria.’36

         Fear of a Soviet attack gripped the world. The most worrying report, which originated in Paris and was probably leaked by CIA sources, warned that the USSR might annihilate Israel in a massive attack within twenty-four hours.

         Ben-Gurion was also frightened, but managed to conceal it. ‘Today was a nightmare,’ he wrote in his diary. ‘Reports are coming in from Rome, Paris and Washington about a stream of Soviet planes and “volunteers” into Syria, about a promise to bomb Israel – airfields, cities, et cetera, if the Syrians and Jordanians should go to war against us … These reports may be exaggerated, but Bulganin’s letter to me … and the Russian tanks rampaging in Hungary, show what these Communist Nazis are capable of.’37

         Most of Israel’s leaders were stunned by the global dimensions the crisis had assumed and by the tangible threat of a world war that had escalated from a local conflict with Egypt. They knew how to tackle Egypt and how to buy time in disagreement with the United States. But they did not know how to withstand the combined pressure of both super-powers, and the risk that the mighty USSR would carry out its threat to annihilate Israel. The French decision to obey the ceasefire and withdraw also hurt Israel. ‘The abyss of the unknown has opened before Israel,’ Herzog wrote, ‘and her leaders have recoiled.’38 It was a very difficult moment. Israel felt alone and isolated. Herzog saw his country as a pawn in an intense, international war of nerves. The UN Secretary General, the Americans and the Soviets were all applying massive pressure.

         International pressure, the Soviet threats and above all the dreadful shadow of a world war, shook Ben-Gurion’s resolve. His only hope was to explain personally the true situation to Eisenhower and obtain his understanding and support. When the American ultimatum was delivered in Jerusalem, Ben-Gurion immediately contacted Abba Eban and offered to go to Washington and meet the President. He wanted to seek Eisenhower’s support for a proposed withdrawal in exchange for peace negotiations. But Eban replied that the atmosphere in Washington was hostile to Israel and a meeting with the President was out of the question. Ben-Gurion understood that he had no choice. ‘He bowed his head bravely in the face of reality,’ Yaacov Herzog recalled, ‘and agreed to withdraw – without a peace agreement.’39

         Ben-Gurion had an urgent talk with Golda Meir and summoned his associates to a meeting. Then he called in the leaders of the opposition, too, to inform them about the gravity of the situation. All the participants felt the burden of terrible isolation. The President of Israel, Yitzhak Ben-Zvi, suddenly appeared in Ben-Gurion’s office – an unprecedented event which made a powerful impression on all who were present.40

         The Prime Minister’s office buzzed with jumpy advisors and officials; there were grim, hasty consultations, tension and anxiety. The telephone did not stop ringing and telegrams from all over the world brought gloomy reports. In the afternoon Ben-Gurion received the official American and Soviet ultimatums, which he handed to Herzog to interpret. ‘The messages from Eisenhower and Bulganin were filtered by Yaacov Herzog,’ Yitzhak Navon recalled. ‘He drafted the replies, analysed this report and that letter.’41

         Herzog calmly evaluated the reports and the threats, and concluded that the world was not really on the threshold of war.42 Nonetheless, in view of growing international pressure, Ben-Gurion called a cabinet meeting to decide if Israel should withdraw from the Sinai without a peace agreement. Instructed by Ben-Gurion, Herzog drafted replies to Bulganin and Eisenhower. The letter to the former was cold and proud and did not commit Israel to withdraw. ‘The operation we launched at the end of October was required by self-defence, it was not dictated by foreign will, as you have been told. We have responded to the UN call for a ceasefire … We are willing to enter at once into direct peace negotiations with Egypt for a durable peace and cooperation, without preconditions and under no compulsion … I must express my astonishment and regret about the threat against Israel’s security and existence contained in your letter. Our foreign policy is dictated by our own vital needs and our desire for peace, and no outside force dictates or will dictate it.’

         ‘Ben-Gurion was frightened by the Russian threats, but decided to submit to the Americans,’ wrote one of his associates. Indeed, in the letter to Eisenhower he expressed his willingness to withdraw, but did so together with a last minute desperate effort to obtain certain concessions for Israel. Having made the decision, he now tried to slow the process down. He realized that he had to announce it that very day, in order to defuse the explosive charge hanging over Israel and dispel the hysteria at the UN and in Washington. In his heart of hearts he did not give up the hope of annexing at least the Tiran Straits and perhaps the Gaza Strip too, but at this moment he wished above all to prevent the IDF withdrawing entirely empty-handed.

         Yaacov Herzog came up with a solution. ‘I recommended to Ben-Gurion that [the Cabinet’s decision to withdraw] would include “coordination with the UN force”.’43 He hoped to obtain a UN commitment that as the IDF withdrew, it would be replaced with a UN force, rather than the Egyptian army, and an American promise to work towards a final Middle East peace agreement. Ben-Gurion accepted Herzog’s advice and instructed him to carry out what seemed like an impossible assignment.

         The cabinet meeting began at 5 pm. Herzog realized that many of the ministers clearly feared a possible world war.44 Some five hours later the decision to withdraw was made. In the meantime, technicians from Kol Israel, Israel’s national broadcasting service, had arrived to broadcast a live speech by Ben-Gurion. The address was repeatedly delayed from 8 pm to 9 pm and so on. The reason was simple: Ben-Gurion refused to withdraw without getting anything in return. He wanted to delay Israel’s retreat as long as possible – first, so that the world’s fear of impending war would subside; and second, to try and salvage some of the Sinai campaign’s achievements. He wanted to make Israel’s complete withdrawal conditional upon specific arrangements with a UN emergency force.

         Ben-Gurion emerged from the cabinet meeting and told Herzog to telephone Eban to find out if the atmosphere in Washington and at the UN was receptive to the demand that UN emergency forces should enter the region. Just before 9 pm, with panic rising in the Prime Minister’s office, Herzog picked up the telephone and calmly began to make the necessary inquiries abroad. He latched on to a sentence in an earlier telegram, in which Eban had proposed that Israel should announce its willingness to withdraw ‘once satisfactory arrangements are made with the international force that would enter the Canal area.’ Herzog asked Eban to find out if this was achievable. Eban needed time to answer the question. Ben-Gurion had, in effect, empowered Herzog in Tel Aviv and Eban in New York to negotiate with the US government and the UN leaders to obtain tangible results for Israel – or, at any rate, to gain time before the actual withdrawal, in which to campaign for some of Israel’s objectives.

         ‘The government had to decide,’ Abba Eban related later, ‘if the pressure was so bad, and the Soviet threat so serious, that we had no choice but to turn around and retreat without anything in return, without any effort to salvage something from the withdrawal. The question was expressed in two forms – one that said, Israel is withdrawing its forces from the Sinai and Gaza, period. If this wording had been accepted we would have withdrawn in mid-November, without a UN force entering the Gaza Strip to prevent infiltrations, and without the stationing of a UN force … in Sharm al-Sheikh, making that isolated site the focus of a major naval and commercial interest.

         ‘There was another form. We would announce that we were ready to evacuate the Sinai and Gaza once satisfactory arrangements were made for the stationing of a UN force. The government was agonizing about how to make the conditional proposal that could provoke a physical attack by the Soviet Union while we were without American backing. The debate went on and on. Yaacov had an idea how to rescue the government from this conundrum. He said, we are here, out of touch with the international bodies – let’s ask our Ambassador in Washington to find out what would be the outcome of the saving formula, perhaps something can be salvaged after all. He dictated a telegram, and said there were two versions. Ben-Gurion is waiting for a message. It’s up to you, use all kinds of contacts. I know what a responsibility it is.’45 

         The exchanges between Herzog and Eban proceeded by telephone. Eban said, ‘Yaacov, this is all very well, but what if I choose the conditional version and the world’s nations attack us, and the whole thing will be spoilt. You’re telling me to consult – I begin by consulting with Yaacov Herzog. Then I go to Dulles … I want to know what you think.’

         Yaacov replied, his heart in his mouth, ‘I prefer the second version. It may be risky, but if it does succeed then our sacrifices have not been in vain and we may yet salvage something.’46

         Herzog conducted the phone calls from a little alcove adjoining the Prime Minister’s office. He spent hours in marathon conversations with his brother’s brother-in-law (Abba Eban and Yaacov’s older brother Chaim had married two sisters, Susie and Aura Ambache from a well-to-do Jewish family living in Cairo). Yaacov was ‘a model of calm and self-control’.47 Eban told him he would put the proposal to Dulles and see how the United States responded – which would take some time.

         The cabinet ministers were pacing up and down, nervous and in some cases terrified, while Yaacov bent quietly over the telephone. He and Eban had a private code, in which each of the world leaders had a name taken from Jewish tradition. ‘The brothers-in-law talked in a low voice about Pharaoh, Haman, Mordechai and Ahasuerus,’ Navon recalled. ‘Nobody understood what they were talking about – who was Haman, who was Ahasuerus … They talked in very strange Hebrew, and you’d have to know a lot of the Torah by heart to follow. Tell them “Rachel, your daughter …” – all kinds of verses and signs. Herzog sat there, whispering quietly with Eban, and nothing else interested him.’48

         The cabinet ministers, particularly the moderates, were in shock. ‘Withdraw, withdraw, withdraw!’ Pinchas Sapir roared, thumping the table. Zalman Aranne chainsmoked and paced up and down. ‘You people have an Israeli mentality,’ he confessed. ‘Me, I’m a diaspora Jew and I’m scared. You’re forgetting the world! You’ve lost the Jewish sense of fear. It will be outright extermination!’ They went to Herzog and told him to stop the negotiations. ‘Stop it now, why are you arguing with them? – We’ve got to withdraw and be done with it!’49

         But Yaacov was unshaken. ‘Why talk to me?’ he said to the two ministers. ‘Talk to the Prime Minister.’50 Yitzhak Navon was greatly impressed. ‘I couldn’t believe my eyes,’ he recalled. ‘There was Yaacov, a pale, skinny weakling, but wise – backed by Ben-Gurion – very quiet, perfectly calm, doing his work. Ben-Gurion said to him, I want to accomplish this and that, I want to get out but with a UN presence and unobstructed shipping. And Yaacov sat there, with his English accent, holding the receiver, mumbling with Eban, perhaps this or perhaps that, without recoiling or giving up.’51

         The people of Israel had been told that the Prime Minister would address them by radio, but the negotiations in New York were prolonged, and Ben-Gurion did not want to announce the withdrawal before he had accomplished his objective. Herzog felt that Ben-Gurion was not frightened by the Russian threats. He did not want to withdraw unconditionally, and was determined not to return to the status quo ante.

         Just before 9.30 pm Eban announced that a formula acceptable to the US government had been found: ‘Israel will withdraw in coordination with the effective activity of the UN force.’ This, Herzog believed, was the crucial wording. It obviated the need for an immediate withdrawal, since it would have to be coordinated with the introduction of the UN force. Israel obtained a hiatus that would allow it to put its case to the world. Herzog credited Eban with a decisive role in framing the ‘conditional withdrawal’, now tied to the creation of the UN force.52 Navon attributed the achievement to Herzog – ‘his patience, perseverance, cool head … With another person, less patient, jumpier, I think we would have declared a withdrawal, and got nothing in return.’53

         Ben-Gurion and Herzog immediately began to draft the letter to President Eisenhower. The key sentence they came up with stated: ‘We shall willingly bring back our forces as soon as the appropriate arrangements regarding the arrival of an international force at the Suez Canal are concluded with the United Nations.’ Ben-Gurion added, ‘Neither I nor any other authorized spokesman of the Israeli government ever said that we intended to annex the Sinai desert.’

         Now, at last, Ben-Gurion could address the nation. By then, normal radio programmes had ended for the night. People glued to their receivers heard an improvised broadcast of Israeli songs, punctuated with announcements that the Prime Minister’s speech would be aired shortly. Finally, at about half past midnight, Ben-Gurion’s voice came through. He announced that Israel had decided to withdraw from the Sinai, and added the agreed statement which enabled a delay. He also quoted his replies to President Eisenhower and Marshal Bulganin.

         ‘We had set ourselves three major objectives in the Sinai campaign: one, the destruction of the forces which were constantly poised to defeat us; two, the liberation of the part of the homeland which had been seized by the invader; three, to secure the freedom of our shipping in the Eilat Straits and the Suez Canal. Though so far only the first and principal clause has been fully accomplished, we are confident that the other two objectives will also be attained.’

         One of the purposes of the speech was to forestall the danger of Soviet squadrons attacking Israel. Immediately after Ben-Gurion’s speech, Abba Eban and his aides contacted Dag Hammarskjold, and Arkady Sobolev of the Soviet UN delegation, and informed them that the IDF would withdraw from the Sinai peninsula. In his diary Ben-Gurion sought to minimize the Soviet threat: ‘I asked my colleagues in the government not to panic for fear of the Russians. The world is not yet completely lawless.’54

         Only later, with hindsight, were Herzog and a few like-minded colleagues proven right. They had assessed correctly that the entire Soviet threat against Israel was an act of intimidation, without any operational basis. On 6 and 7 November the USSR carried out the most brilliant operation of psychological warfare since the Second World War. All the doomsday reports had been false – Soviet squadrons had not flown over Turkey and landed in Syria; Russian submarines had not surfaced in Alexandria; Syrians rather than Russians had shot down the British ‘Canberra’ plane over Syria, and all the stories about the imminent Soviet intervention, the stream of Russian ‘volunteers’, the threat of annihilating Israel in hours, had all been a sophisticated misinformation campaign. Nikita Khrushchev would later boast in his memoirs that he had disseminated false reports about the arrival of Soviet ‘volunteers’ in the Middle East. But in the bitter moments of 8 November, no one in Israel was willing to bet that the Soviets would not act, and many of Israel’s leaders felt that an imminent threat of annihilation was hanging over the state.

         The crisis revealed a new Yaacov Herzog to all who were present in the Prime Minister’s office on that terrible day – a calm, cool-headed man determined to stay his course, impervious both to the threats of world leaders and to the doubts of fearful colleagues. Though the ground was shaking, the rabbi’s son bent over his desk like a Talmudic scholar, and succeeded in his under-taking. And so Israel’s awful day became Yaacov Herzog’s great day.

         The young diplomat’s qualities would be demonstrated repeatedly in the months of wrangling that followed. When the military campaign was over he was not released from his post but remained at Ben-Gurion’s side to assist in the international diplomatic campaign, notably in Washington and the UN General Assembly. He was given a special appointment by Walter Eytan, director-general of the Foreign Ministry, ‘to attend to all issues that might arise in the UN General Assembly as a consequence of the Sinai campaign, particularly such as would demand ongoing consultation with the Prime Minister.’55

         Several months later, when the subsequent international struggle had ended, Ben-Gurion wrote to the Chief Rabbi, Yaacov’s father. ‘These past months,’ he wrote, ‘were indeed full of anxiety such as I had not known for years. But I have to say that one of the finest, wisest, most diligent and loyal members of the Foreign Ministry staff has been of great help, and I can hardly express all that I owe him for his help during these last critical months. The name of that official is Yaacov Herzog, and I can say without fear of exaggeration or flourish, happy is the woman who gave birth to him.’56

         Ben-Gurion gave Yaacov a photograph of himself, inscribed, ‘To Yaacov Herzog – Zofnat Pa’aneach* of the State of Israel’.57
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            Two Worlds

         

         ‘From childhood, I was drawn to two worlds.’

         Yaacov Herzog1

         
             

         

         Throughout his life, Yaacov Herzog experienced dualities: the religious home into which he was born, and the secular environment in which he was brought up; the rabbinic calling he inherited, and the diplomatic world he chose; his formal English education and the rough Sabra ways of Israel; the Western culture he embodied and the Middle Eastern reality he encountered; the Jewish life he led, and the Gentile milieu of his diplomatic missions.

         The duality began early, when he was a small boy in short trousers, school blazer, and the peaked cap and tie of Wesley College, the prestigious co-educational English school in Dublin. One photograph shows him grinning in this uniform, as he stands beside his brother Chaim. Yaacov was born in Dublin during the festival of Hanukkah, on 21 December 1921. Chaim, three years older, was born in Belfast, where the family had lived before moving to Dublin. The boys attended the same Methodist school where a fifth of the pupils were Jews. The most famous former pupil of Wesley College was George Bernard Shaw. The school was run by a Methodist minister, the teachers wore academic gowns, and prayers were held every morning. The Herzog brothers were known to be mischievous, and occasionally received the standard punishment of six strokes of the cane, on the bottom or on the palm of the hand.2 

         ‘At school, Yaacov’s Jewish schoolmates called him Yankele, but the non-Jews called him Jackie,’ said his classmate Solly Steinberg.3 His schoolfellows remembered him as a good student with unusual ambitions. One day, when the pupils were asked about their aspirations, Yaacov surprised everyone by saying he wished to be a diplomat.4 He excelled in the humanities, particularly history. He would later state that he never studied mathematics, as his friend Solly Steinberg helped him inordinately in this subject, and that he took no interest in science and chemistry lessons.5

         This was his frame of mind when he joined the Junior League of Nations, and worked energetically to recruit more members. ‘I’ll try my best,’ he wrote to his friend Charles, ‘to explain not only why I joined the Junior League of Nations, but why it is so vital that all the nations of the world should wholeheartedly support this wonderful institution of world peace … No other world organization is as democratic as this one. Its ideal is an inspiration to anyone who loves peace, irrespective of faith, race or religion. The situation in the world is very alarming these days and no one knows what the future holds. The protective walls of peace and democratic freedom are falling before evil influences … Many of the leading states of Europe have succumbed to these terrible enemies of true peace and liberty. The only protective wall which has maintained its sublime ideal is the League of Nations.’6

         But the schoolboy and future diplomat was also the son of the Chief Rabbi of Ireland, Rabbi Isaac Halevi Herzog, and a scion of dynasties of famous rabbis and scholars. ‘I was familiar with the world of the Babylonian Talmud from childhood,’ Herzog reminisced, ‘but also intensely interested in international events.’7 The young member of the Junior League of Nations, who signed his eloquent letters ‘Jackie’, was also an outstanding pupil of the Dublin Jewish community’s Torah school. At the laying of the cornerstone for a new Torah school, the 11-year old boy delivered a speech he had written for the occasion. As his proud grandfather noted in the margin of the typed text, ‘A copy of the speech made by my grandson Yankele … composed by himself without the help of anybody else’s ideas or wording.’ Young Yankele, chosen to give thanks for the new school on behalf of the pupils, said as follows (in Hebrew): ‘A great thing has happened on the 19th day of Kislev in the year 5693 [1933]. It is that a fine new Torah school is being built, which boys and girls can attend to learn the Law that the Lord Almighty gave Moses on Mount Sinai, to teach the Children of Israel to learn God’s commandments. Every Torah school and every place where the Torah is taught, helps the people of the world, not only Jews. Who would have thought that a city as small as Dublin could give so much help to the mission of the people of Israel in the world. The mission is to learn and teach the Torah … The spirit of the Torah is still in our heart. We can see for ourselves that when our Jewish ancestors scattered through all the countries of the world they had no other sign to show that they were Jews, except the Torah. If we study well in the beautiful new Torah school that is being built, the name of Dublin will spread among the world’s Jews as a very important place of Torah study.’8

         The two worlds coexisted in Yaacov’s home. On the one hand, he came from a renowned rabbinic dynasty. His great-grandfather, the Hassidic rabbi Naphthali Hirsch Herzog, had been the rabbi of the town of Lomza in Poland, with a Jewish community of several thousand. His son, Yaacov’s grandfather, Joel Leib Herzog, married Miriam Leiba Sarowitz, and fathered four children – the girls Esther and Elka and two boys. The elder son died young, and the younger, Isaac Halevi Herzog was Yaacov and Chaim’s father. Rabbi Joel Leib Herzog was ‘an impressive figure’, as his grandson Chaim described: ‘Short but sturdy, bearded, with a deep, hoarse, resonant voice … He was a brilliant speaker, tough and determined, and his children obeyed him absolutely.’9 Rabbi Joel Leib Herzog’s Judaism was closely bound with Zionism. He joined the Hovevai Zion [Lovers of Zion] movement, and was elected a delegate to the first Zionist Congress held in Basel in 1897, but could not attend because of his older son’s illness.

         He took comfort in his younger boy, who at the age of nine was exceptionally gifted. The proud father decided to devote all his efforts to educating the brilliant boy. This was not an easy matter in the town of Lomza, especially given the family’s economic straits. They lived in an attic and suffered ‘great hardships’.10 The father was the boy’s main, sometimes only, teacher.

         Determined to start a new life, Rabbi Joel Leib Herzog sailed to the New World, and became the rabbi of the Jewish community of Worcester, Massachusetts. But he did not last long there; a man of principles and strong opinions, he did not get on with the moneyed leaders of the community. Six months later he returned to Europe and became a rabbi in Leeds, in northern England, where his family joined him. Just before the outbreak of the First World War, he was invited to serve as rabbi of the Orthodox Jewish community in Paris, and settled with his family in the Marais district.

         Young Isaac was educated in England and France. He was gifted, curious and open-minded, and even in his youth showed the duality that would later characterize his younger son Yaacov. He studied Torah and Talmud and other religious texts, in an atmosphere laced with his father’s Zionism. At the same time he was drawn to general subjects – ‘from law, classical studies and Oriental languages, to mathematics and marine biology’.11

         While in England, Isaac lived for a while with Rabbi Yaacov David Wilkowsky of Safed, one of the greatest Talmudic scholars of the time. Wilkowsky was impressed by his guest’s extensive knowledge of the Talmud – at 16, the young Isaac knew the entire Talmud by heart. Wilkowsky, who ordained him as rabbi in 1908, stated that the young man, who accompanied him on his travels in England, was one of the leading Talmudic authorities in the world. 

         Isaac excelled not only in Talmud, but also in Oriental languages which he studied at the Sorbonne, and classics which he studied at the University of London. His first degree was in mathematics, and the second in Semitic languages. In 1914 he was awarded a doctoral degree for a dissertation on ‘The Dyeing of Purple in Ancient Israel’,12 written on the use of the murex snail to extract purple and blue dyes for the robes of the High Priest at the Temple.13

         In 1916, Isaac Halevi Herzog was appointed rabbi of the Jewish community of Belfast, Northern Ireland. ‘Herzog was soon recognized as one of the great rabbinic scholars of his time, besides being a linguist and jurist, and at ease in mathematics and natural sciences. The charm of his personality, which combined ascetic unworldliness with conversational wit and diplomatic skills, made a great impression.’14

         The young rabbi was devoted to his father’s Zionist tradition, and was one of the founders of the religious-Zionist Mizrahi movement in England and Ireland. When war broke out in 1917, the shortage of foodstuffs gave rise to a rabbinic debate over the Passover holiday’s dietary restrictions. Some felt that Ashkenazi Jews (of Eastern European origin) should be permitted to eat pulses and rice, as prevalent in the less restrictive Sephardi Jewish (of Middle Eastern origin) tradition. Rabbi Shmuel Isaac Hillman, the head of British Jewry’s Beth Din (religious court), invited rabbis around the country – including the young Rabbi Herzog – to discuss the matter at his London home. Rabbi Hillman, an authoritative and respected man with a sense of humour, was the namesake of his ancestor, the rabbi of Metz, Alsace. Rabbi Hillman’s family tree went back through Rabbi Katznelbogen of Hamburg to Rashi of Troyes and, it was said, all the way back to King David.15 But this had nothing to do with the emotion that seized young Rabbi Herzog when Rabbi Hillman’s beautiful, dark-eyed daughter, Sarah, entered the room, carrying a tray of tea for the guests. The emotion must have been mutual, because the young woman tripped and the tea tray flew straight at Herzog. They were married in August 1917 and a year later their elder son Chaim was born. In 1919 they moved to Dublin, where Rabbi Herzog served first as the rabbinic head of the city’s Jewish community, and later as Chief Rabbi of the Irish Free State. Most of Ireland’s Jews in those days came from Lithuania. Dublin’s community numbered only 3,000 – ‘a small community in a very devout Catholic country’.16 The Herzogs’ second son was named Yaacov David, after Rabbi Wilkowsky, who had ordained Isaac as rabbi.

         Chaim and Yaacov grew up in a very unusual household. As the home of the Chief Rabbi, it was strictly observant in matters of religious law, but it was also progressive and open. The Herzog home was receptive to the surrounding, Gentile society and was well integrated into the broader community. ‘My family was typical of those Jews who are torn between two distinct societies,’ Chaim Herzog said.17 ‘My younger brother Yaacov and I had a very special relationship with our father. He was very strict with us in all matters of religious observance, but did so in a most positive way. He never tired of explaining the logic and qualities of the Jewish religion. He wanted us to be devoted to it from our own free will, not simply from obedience to his will.’ The father would spend hours strolling with his two sons in the botanical and zoological gardens, and linked every plant and animal to events and places mentioned in the Bible.

         Apart from his role as a rabbinic scholar and teacher to the Jews, the rabbi was also an Irish patriot. He was greatly respected by the Irish, for both his religious leadership and his political stand. Everyone knew that he was a staunch supporter of the Irish struggle for independence. He was a close friend of Eamon de Valera, who became the first Prime Minister of the Irish Free State.18 Books about the Irish struggle mention Rabbi Herzog’s relationship with its leading figures. ‘After the establishment of the Irish Free State, when Eamon de Valera found himself in the opposition, he used to frequent our house,’ Chaim Herzog recalled.19 He would come in the company of a Jewish friend, Robert Briscoe, who was one of the leaders of the Irish Free State. Rabbi Herzog’s and de Valera’s friendship lasted many years. After the establishment of the State of Israel, the Irish leader was one of the first foreign statesmen to visit. They dined at Rabbi Herzog’s house in Jerusalem, together with David Ben-Gurion and Robert Briscoe.20

         Rabbi Herzog was also on friendly terms with the heads of the Christian churches in Ireland, especially the head of the Irish Catholic Church, Cardinal McRory. Once they were entertained at a formal dinner, and the rabbi did not eat anything. McRory, who was sitting beside him, teased him for not tasting the pork dish that was served, and Rabbi Herzog shot back: ‘We’ll discuss the matter at your wedding party …’

         But relations between Jews and Christians were not always witty. Chaim Herzog remembered ‘hoodlums who often threw stones at us, believing there was no better way to settle the score with the Jews who had supposedly crucified Jesus’.21 At Wesley College the Jewish pupils were sometime subjected to anti-Semitism – for example, the ‘crude and offensive’ attitude of the Gaelic teacher. ‘The teachers treated the non-Christians like heathens,’ wrote Avraham Avihai, ‘which was hardly the way to win them over … Yaacov was thirteen years old when he organized his Jewish classmates and marched them to the headmaster’s office … where they presented an ultimatum – if one more offensive remark was made, they would all walk out of the classroom.’22

         At school, Yaacov also excelled at French and Latin. He showed the same talent in his studies at cheder (Jewish religious school) and in private lessons. Even as a child, he spoke English, Yiddish and Hebrew. He studied Talmud with his father and Rabbi Joseph Unterman23, brother of a future Chief Rabbi of Israel.

         Yaacov shone at an early age. His brother Chaim said in a radio interview, ‘Yaacov was the youngest of the group … he had a sharp mind and a comprehension of problems that seemed beyond his age … So much so, that he was treated like an adult by the Jewish community. I remember that we used to go to the synagogue with our late father, and afterwards … the Jews would talk about this and that, international politics, local politics, Zionism and what was happening in this country. And though Yaacov was still a boy, he took an active part in these discussions and certainly did not lag behind the grownups. And he was still pre-bar mitzvah.’24

         Relations between the brothers were unusually affectionate and appreciative, and would remain so for the rest of their lives. Both of them engaged in sports, and little Jackie followed his brother in taking up boxing. They trained at the local ‘Maccabi’ club. This was not a common hobby for the sons of a rabbi, but according to Chaim, ‘my father was secretly proud that we were following in the footsteps of great Jewish warriors of past times …’ The Jewish community was thrilled to think about Jewish lads who ‘were thumping Gentiles’.25 Chaim became ‘Maccabi’ champion for his category, and even Yaacov, who was smaller and skinnier, won a medal for featherweight boxing. Years later he would quip that he had won not so much for his blows, as for his ability to avoid his opponent’s fists.26 Yaacov was a keen football player and was better than Chaim at cricket. They also played rugby, and in the summer swam or rode their bicycles around the countryside.

         It was quite an adventure for the two boys to travel about on their own, on bicycles, in Ireland’s green wilderness, and visit places with romantic names like Blackrock or Dun Laoghaire. Obtaining a bicycle was not equally easy for the two brothers. Chaim had to struggle long and hard with his anxious mother before he got one, whereas his younger brother, as he put it with a tinge of envy, ‘never had such a problem. On his bar mitzvah he got his own bicycle, with Mother beaming at him proudly.’27

         The brothers also visited their grandfathers in London and Paris. These were voyages of discovery – in London they stayed in the East End, an area full of Jews with a lively cultural life, a Yiddish newspaper and Yiddish theatre; on Saturdays Grandfather Shmuel would put on his Sabbath suit, don a top hat, and lead his grandsons to his own synagogue in Aldgate. In Paris, staying with Grandfather Joel at his apartment on the rue des Francs Bourgeois, in the heart of the Jewish Orthodox ‘ghetto’, life was stricter.
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