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  For Amnon and Mika


  TRANSLATOR’S NOTE

  The General Security Service (Hebrew) or Israel Security Agency (English) is Israel’s internal security service, charged with defending Israel against terrorism and espionage. It is usually referred to as the Shin Bet or the Shabak, based on the Hebrew acronym for its name. In this book, the agency is generally referred to as the Shin Bet or as the Service, based on the terms used by the book’s interviewed subjects.


  PREFACE

  By Ambassador Dennis Ross

  Who would have thought that all the former heads of Israel’s Shin Bet, the equivalent of the American FBI and Secret Service, would reveal their innermost thoughts about the dilemmas they faced? Yet in the film The Gatekeepers, we saw them express, poignantly, what they had to do to stop Palestinian terror in Israel. Preemptive arrests, extracting information to prevent bombings, using informants frequently by coercing them, and carrying out targeted killings were not abstract concepts to be tested but real actions taken to save the lives of Israeli’s. In theory, it all seems straightforward. In reality, it is rarely so simple.

  What the film The Gatekeepers made vivid visually, the book makes even more compelling. This should come as no surprise as the filmmaker Dror Moreh, who conducted the interviews with each of these former directors of Shin Bet, is able to present much more of what each of these men had to say in the book, and as the reader will see, they did not hold back. The hard choices, the tough recommendations, the need to live with the consequences of their decisions, and the frustrations with the political leadership, all combine to make a powerful statement not just about how to combat terror but also about the impact that continued occupation of the Palestinians has on Israel and its future.

  For me, the film and the book have great meaning, intellectually and emotionally. I know five of the six former directors, and at times worked closely with four of them: Ya’akov Peri, Ami Ayalon, Avi Dichter, and Yuval Diskin. When I was the American negotiator on peace during the Clinton administration, I would always stop by Shin Bet headquarters to meet them and to get their assessments of what was going on with the Palestinians—the factors influencing Arafat, the mood on the street, what the Palestinian security forces were doing and not doing, the threats Israel was facing, the prospects for agreements, etc. At this point, and later during and after the worst of the Second Intifada, when I was outside the government and then when I was back in it, the assessments I heard were often not reflective of what I would hear from the Israeli prime ministers at the time. Even then, I saw a readiness to speak truth to power and report to the prime minister—whether it was Rabin, Peres, Netanyahu, Barak, Sharon, Olmert, or Netanyahu again—about developments with the Palestinians and the consequences of different actions.

  For those who reacted to the gatekeepers and wondered why some of their criticisms or doubts were never exposed publicly until after they left their positions, they should understand that they never pulled their punches in private. To do so in public would have been to betray their office and their responsibilities as they defined them.

  In my conversations with each of these former heads of Shin Bet, I not only knew where they stood on different questions, but I also saw how they wrestled with some of the moral dilemmas they faced. It added to the respect I had for each of them. Their willingness to be so forthcoming in The Gatekeepers is a testament to their character and to the strength of the Israeli democracy. If anything, the readers of The Gatekeepers are likely to be even more impressed with these men and the country that produced them.


  INTRODUCTION

  November 4, 1995, is the date that shook up my life completely. Since that awful night when Prime Minister Yitzhak Rabin of Israel was murdered by a Jewish assassin, I’ve been plagued by a feeling of futility and hopelessness regarding our ability to create a better future for our children in the State of Israel. The emotion that Shimon Sheves, director general of the prime minister’s office under Rabin, expressed so well when he cried out, “My country is over,” echoes within me to this day. Some hope may have flickered faintly when Labor Party leader Ehud Barak was elected in 1999 and declared “the dawning of a new day,” but this, too, soon faded.

  Most of the people in my immediate environment have lived with a sense of fatalism and complete acceptance of our state of existence from that day to the current one. We are doomed to live by the sword for the foreseeable future, and must get used to the suffocating sensation of hopelessness. “One hand on the spear, and the other on the plow,” as the forefathers of Zionism decreed—this is how we will live for the foreseeable future. Whole sectors of Israeli society have given up on the possibility that there is indeed a chance to ever resolve the conflict with our Palestinian neighbors. We have grown so accustomed to the terrible price that Israeli society pays in return for continuing to live by the sword that we nearly fail to see this cost. This feeling, and the desire to understand how we’ve arrived at this point, motivated me to make The Gatekeepers—my Academy Award–nominated 2012 documentary that offers revealing portraits of the men responsible for Israel’s national security.

  The inspiration for The Gatekeepers came from several sources. One of them was the Oscar-winning documentary The Fog of War, by American director Errol Morris.

  In the film, Morris interviews Robert McNamara, who was the United States secretary of defense between the years 1961 and 1968, and worked alongside President John F. Kennedy and his successor, Lyndon B. Johnson. When I watched the movie for the first time, I was awed by the power of first-hand testimony, testimony coming from the secret chambers of American strategic decision making. I was amazed by the exposure of the ways in which decisions determining the fates of millions are made.

  An additional catalyst for the creation of The Gatekeepers was a conversation conducted for a different movie of mine—Sharon. In that documentary, I tried to understand, through interviews with the people closest to the former Israeli prime minister, what led Ariel Sharon to the disengagement plan. What led the father of the Jewish settlements to uproot seventeen settlements in Gaza and four more in the West Bank, settlements which he himself initiated and established?

  As Dov (Dubie) Weissglass, who was bureau chief for the prime minister between the years 2003 and 2006, explained in the film, it was only after a series of profound events in Israel that Sharon began to change his thinking. In 2003, Alex Fishman published an interview in the newspaper Yediot Ahronot with several Shin Bet directors, who warned that if Sharon continued to run the country in the same aggressive way, Israel would hit a dead end. In September of that same year, twenty-seven Israeli Air Force pilots published a letter objecting on moral and legal grounds to the air operations that they were being ordered to carry out in Gaza and the West Bank. And in December, thirteen Israeli soldiers publicly declared that they would refuse to serve in the Israel-occupied Palestinian territories. This series of highly publicized conscientious objections to Israeli policy, observed Weissglass, “This wasn’t exactly protest[ed] by the traditional groups which we usually identify as objectors or as draft resisters or as the extreme left, to which, honestly, we don’t pay much attention. From Arik’s [Sharon’s] perspective, this protest was a matter to contemplate seriously. He was familiar with some of the names, he knew these were people for whom not only was Israel’s security precious, but who had also contributed to and made sacrifices for Israeli security, perhaps more than anyone else. All these things, juxtaposed, made him change his perspective, and see that the problem is not only a diplomatic one. It starts to build up as an internal problem.”

  I remember that when I heard these words from Dov Weissglass, the idea to bring together all the heads of the Israel Security Service (Shin Bet), to tell their story and, through them, the story of the Israeli-Palestinian conflict from 1967 on, began to come to life.

  The heads of Shin Bet themselves asked me more than once, “Why us?” The answer is simple: because the Israeli-Palestinian conflict is the Shin Bet’s area of expertise. This is its overwhelming focus, more than any other organization in the State of Israel. The heads of the Israel General Security Service have played a crucial role in shaping the history of the contemporary Middle East. They were always at the forefront of action, in on all the secrets, right there with the prime ministers. They led their people in the fight against terror and against threats upon Israeli democracy, from without and from within. Their opinions and assessments influenced government policy in the West Bank and in the Gaza Strip more than anyone else’s. The decisions they made frequently determined who would live and who would die.

  They were there when Israel conquered the Sinai Peninsula, the Golan Heights, Gaza, and the West Bank by storm in the Six Day War and became a regional power overnight. They were there when the right-wing activists of Gush Emunim (“The Bloc of the Faithful”) started to settle in Sebastia in the north of the West Bank during Rabin’s first term as prime minister, and with his government’s support. They were there when the leaders of the Jewish Underground—which was attacking Arabs and which also planned to blow up the Temple Mount, bringing on the War of the Apocalypse—were captured. They were there when the First Intifada—the Palestinian uprising—broke out in 1987, while we were still thinking we would “break their bones.” They were there, when the Oslo peace accords were ceremoniously signed but also when a death verdict based on the “Law of the Pursuer” * was invoked against Rabin, and when the prime minister was indeed murdered at a peace rally in Tel Aviv. They were there in 2000 when the Second Intifada broke out immediately after the Camp David summit, and when Prime Minister Ehud Barak did “everything” to resolve the conflict and discovered that “there’s no partner.” They were there when human bombs slew hundreds in Israeli cities, and when Shin Bet interrogators tortured suspects termed “ticking bombs.” They were there when Hamas took control of Gaza and turned the Gaza Strip into “the Iranian delegation 16 miles from Ashkelon.” They were there when the Israel Defense Forces (IDF) tried “to brand the Palestinian consciousness” for the umpteenth time, and every time that helicopters took off for yet another “targeted prevention” in Gaza.

  They were there, and they are still here today, as the numbing sensation sets in that nothing on the ground is going to change and that nothing is going to get better.

  I conducted the Gatekeepers interviews with the heads of Shin Bet in the years 2009–2010. Many times, I was asked why these powerful and secretive men agreed to talk; how had I managed to bring six chiefs of Shin Bet, five of them retired and one active (I interviewed Yuval Diskin at Shin Bet headquarters while he was still in office), to speak in such an honest, direct, and open way?

  The truth is that I never asked them why they consented to be interviewed. In retrospect, I think that maybe on a personal level, they put their faith in me since I approached them as professionals, experts in their field. I did not have a hidden agenda: I was simply someone who asked to hear their story and their honest opinion. But, more important, I think they understood, certainly before I did, that our window of opportunity to resolve the conflict is gradually and ominously closing.

  My journey started with Ami Ayalon—who was brought in as Shin Bet chief in 1996 to rehabilitate the service, after its disastrous failure to protect Rabin. My conversation with Ayalon opened some doors for me with the other men who ran Shin Bet. I met each of them several times, during which they often turned the tables and interrogated me at length. Even though I prepared dozens of questions in advance for each filmed interview—which were generally conducted at their homes—the conversations quickly took their own course. Mostly, I wanted to understand. I felt lucky in many respects to have the opportunity to explore the most dramatic moments of the recent decades in Israeli history, from the point of view of the heads of such an important agency.

  After most of the interviews, I had a hard time falling asleep. I was haunted by the complex challenges that the State of Israel confronts each day, hour by hour, and by how these challenges require an extraordinarily talented leadership. I was also struck by how large the gap is between the ideal and the reality when it comes to the leadership that has led us and leads us.

  During the interviews, the heads of Shin Bet were often asked difficult, painful questions, which forced them to confront their past and the worst errors of their career. Some of them bear deep scars from their period of service, and have paid a heavy price, which is reflected in every expression on their faces. I was left speechless when Avraham Shalom broke a silence that had lasted nearly thirty years and started to unfold his version of the Bus 300 Affair, after having informed me firmly in the first interview that he would not do so. (The notorious 1984 incident, involving the summary execution of two Palestinian bus hijackers, blackened Shin Bet’s name and became Shalom’s own private mark of Cain.) I cringed in sympathy when Carmi Gillon, with his appealing directness, said that after Rabin’s murder, with the whole weight of the failure on his shoulders, his wife Sari was mainly busy with the attempt to keep him alive. My jaw dropped when Avi Dichter described how the famous assassination operation against Hamas bomb-maker Yahya Ayyash, using a booby-trapped cell phone, actually failed the first time—and was successfully re-executed only a week later. And my eyes opened wide when Yuval Diskin, while still on active duty, told me how he discharged his feelings of torment after targeting enemies, no matter how successful and “clean” the operations.

  After the movie was released, I was asked many times what was the most painful aspect of the history to which I was exposed while interviewing the Shin Bet directors. My answer was the number of opportunities for peace that were missed—mostly due to short-sighted leadership that preferred its personal, petty, temporary agenda over creating a better strategic reality for the future. I was filled with a grim recognition of how many thousands of casualties, how many horribly scarred families—on both sides—had resulted from this ineptitude.

  As all heads of Shin Bet emphasized, the Palestinian side—also bears equal responsibility, at the least, for this tragic state of affairs. However, The Gatekeepers enables us, as Israelis, to gaze directly at ourselves and to see with devastating clarity where we’ve been, where we are now, and where we continue going with our eyes wide shut.

  In March 2013, after President Barack Obama’s stirring speech to young Israelis in Jerusalem, Ami Ayalon phoned me and asked me what I thought about Obama’s call for young people to bypass their leaders and stand up for peace. Ayalon reminded me that he had made the exact same invocation during his interview for The Gatekeepers.

  I’ll quote here the relevant portion of Obama’s wonderful speech:

  “Four years ago, I stood in Cairo in front of an audience of young people. Politically, religiously, they must seem a world away. But the things they want, they’re not so different from what the young people here want. They want the ability to make their own decisions and to get an education, get a good job; to worship God in their own way; to get married; to raise a family. The same is true of those young Palestinians that I met in Ramallah this morning. The same is true for young Palestinians who yearn for a better life in Gaza.

  “That’s where peace begins—not just in the plans of leaders, but in the hearts of people. Not just in some carefully designed process, but in the daily connections—that sense of empathy that takes place among those who live together in this land, and in this sacred city of Jerusalem. And let me say this as a politician—I can promise you this: political leaders will never take risks if the people do not push them to take some risks. You must create the change that you want to see. [My emphasis.]

  “I know this is possible.”

  Obama’s words imbued momentary hope in many people here in Israel, but then quickly sank in the swamp of reality.

  In the interview Ayalon told me:

  “When I meet young people, and I do it a lot, I tell them the following—when I was born in Jordan Valley, I had a wonderful childhood, and I knew that in Jerusalem there was a house and on the second floor there’s a long corridor and at the end of the corridor there’s a door and behind the door there’s a wise man who decides, who makes decisions. He’s a thinker. My parents called him ‘the Old Man.’ And years later, after the Yom Kippur War, I came to Jerusalem, and I went to that building, and I was on the second floor, and I saw that at the end of the corridor, there was no door. And behind the no-door there’s no one who thinks for me.

  “Now the question is, what do we do with that. I have to admit that for me, something happened that in retrospect I see as very positive. I suddenly understood that if there was no one there, the responsibility placed on me is multiplied numerous times. I know the weakness of the leadership and also, to a great extent, the impotence limiting the ability to lead in taking action even when you already know it’s necessary. And we have a role, we have to get up every morning, and realize we have the capacity for change, we have the tools for change, and in moments of crisis we have the duty of initiating change.

  “This is an understanding that began with the Yom Kippur War for me, but that’s something personal. It’s possible that for my children it began, I don’t know, maybe for one of them after Rabin’s assassination, and for the third one in the Second Lebanon War. Every one has a moment in which they understand that they bear extra responsibility.”

  This chronic feeling of hopelessness is all too familiar to me. During the course of the very long work on The Gatekeepers, I was filled with a growing sense of despair that we would ever be able to live a sane, normal life here in Israel. I watched more than a thousand hours of archival materials documenting the Israeli-Palestinian conflict over the years. The years flew by, as the film images went from black and white to color, but the images remained remarkably the same as one generation after the next of young Israeli soldiers continued to patrol the casbahs of the West Bank and to stand guard at the checkpoints. The grandchildren of yesterday’s IDF soldiers continue the grim work of occupation.

  The great majority of the Israeli public likes to believe that something different is still possible—but they do their wishful thinking mostly in their TV armchairs and in living-room conversations with friends. That’s what we did when hundreds of hard-liners confronted Yitzhak and Leah Rabin every Friday as they returned to their home, shouting for them to be hung in the town square as traitors. And that’s what we have done every day since then. We prefer to live in a bubble, ignoring what’s taking place just outside our door.

  Or, in the words of Avraham Shalom: “For the first time, I see the question of the State of Israel’s existence as an issue. Up till now, it wasn’t an issue. Citizens see it, too. They just aren’t willing to admit it. Most of the citizens hide behind the morning yogurt and the lunch-time steak.”

  But something broke in me as I spoke on the phone with Ami Ayalon, following President Obama’s Jerusalem speech. Ayalon’s words made it clear to me once again that resignation and despair are not an option. That every one of us has the duty to act, each according to his or her own way.

  For me, the Gatekeepers project, of which this book is perhaps the fullest and most complex version, constitutes one step in fulfilling that duty. Here, then, are Israel’s watchmen, in their own words. We fail to heed their words, or learn from their bitter experience, at our own peril.

  

  * In Hebrew, Din Rodef, a religious permit for bystanders to kill a person who is threatening to kill, or commit a grave crime against, another. Prime Minister Rabin was branded a Pursuer or Rodef by some religious authorities following the Oslo agreements, a decree which Rabin’s assassin later cited as justification for the murder.
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  Avraham Shalom

  

  AVRAHAM SHALOM

  (1980–86)

  ______________

  It all happened in one day. I think it was March 13, 1938. I was almost nine and a half. The walls of my room were entirely covered in maps. Maps of trains, maps of roads, maps of mountains and hills—that was always my hobby. When the Germans came in, I looked every time to see where they were coming from, why they were coming, what they were planning. And then the German army arrived. First the air force planes in the sky, and then the army in the streets. I was all excited, like a kid.

  On the night when the Germans entered Vienna, our live-in maid didn’t come home. In the morning she arrived and told us, “I got married.” Mother asked to whom, and she answered, “A German pilot.” To intimidate the Viennese, the Germans arrived in many dozens of planes, and then went wild in the bars, and one of them took a liking to our maid. So he took her along and came to us, the Jews, to ask permission to marry her. We said, please, take her. She thanked us wholeheartedly and the next day left with him for Germany. She didn’t ask her parents. She asked us. It’s strange, but that’s what the relationship between us was like.

  We lived in the center of Vienna. My father was a partner in textile factories in Germany. My parents didn’t have a grasp of religion or politics. They weren’t interested in those topics. I didn’t even know that Hebrew was written from right to left. I wasn’t familiar with the sound of the language. I hadn’t always been aware of the fact that I was Jewish. When the priest came to our first-grade class to teach the first religion lesson, he chose me to read the verses, and complimented me after the reading was over. When I came home, and bragged to Mother, she didn’t say a word, but went to my homeroom teacher, and told him I wasn’t a part of this business. He immediately took me out of religion lessons, but didn’t transfer me to the Jewish class. In that class were ten Jews who were registered with the community. We weren’t registered with the community—to this day I don’t understand why. Along with me, two Protestants remained outside, a pair of twins—a boy and a girl. Since we had no religion lessons, every time this lesson took place, we played ball in the yard. All the kids envied us.

  And then, when the Germans entered Austria, I went to my friends, who were sitting on the balcony across from the hotel in which Hitler was giving a speech. I watched it. As a kid, it doesn’t leave the same historic impression on you. He congratulated them for the unification of Germany and Austria. He wasn’t much of a genius, but he was insane enough to drive the whole world crazy. You’re sitting down there, he’s up there on the balcony, and down there the masses are screaming with flags and saluting with raised arms. When I came home, my mother said, “What, you saw Hitler, you weren’t scared? Why were you sitting on the balcony?” But the Germans didn’t do anything against Jews on the first day. The Austrians did. All of a sudden, they got the courage.

  The day after Kristallnacht, Mother sent me to school. It was a day in which all the Jewish kids knew they shouldn’t go to school, but Mother said to me, “No, you have to go to school, what are you talking about?” I don’t know if my parents were worried before the German invasion. If they were, they didn’t reveal it to me. My relationship with my parents was a German sort of relationship, not the “Yiddishe Mama” kind. Whatever I didn’t need to know, they didn’t tell me; they had a formal, “square” way of thinking. That was also the reason Mother sent me to school on that day.

  I was the only Jew in class, because all the other Jewish students didn’t come. They had brains. I was harassed in various ways, and getting pummeled quite a bit, until the teacher came to separate me from the other students. I was laid up at home for about two weeks. They dropped me on the central heating radiator, and I was seriously banged up. One of them had a father who was a policeman, so he led the group. After the war, I looked him up in the Vienna phone book. His name was Hubert Leitner.

  Why did you remember his name?

  Avraham Shalom: Because he was the rottenest. A bad pupil, a stupid father. A cop. The police weren’t real geniuses in Austria, either. He yelled the most. He didn’t hit me himself because he was scared, but he led others.

  After those two weeks in which I was bedridden at home, I didn’t go to school anymore. Mother was afraid to send me.

  We had one relative who had just graduated high school. He was ten years older than me. One day he disappeared. His mother called my mother, and my mother said, “Don’t worry.” Six weeks later he returned, completely wrecked. He stuttered, talked nonsense, his face was battered, the bones broken and the skin hanging off. He didn’t look like a human being. His eyes kept leaking blood, something awful. He couldn’t talk and he didn’t want to talk, of course, about what he’d gone through in Buchenwald. At that time they were sending young Jews to concentration camps, but not killing them. Instead they returned them to scare the others, because the Germans wanted the Jews to leave. And the Jews weren’t leaving.

  At the time, my father was in Germany. Then he escaped from there and called home. I remember that Mother told him, “Don’t come. It’s no good here.” And he started making inquiries where he could move us. One morning, out of the blue, the police came and said that within two weeks, we had to vacate the apartment. We had nowhere to go. After we were kicked out of the apartment, we stayed in a pension that was open only to Jews. I started going to Jewish school. Actually, it was the Nazis who revealed to me that I was Jewish.

  The most humiliating thing isn’t being beaten up, it’s the contempt. The contempt was overwhelming. Even the butcher and the doctor—everyone was contemptuous of you. If you stood in line, you always had to be last. People who came after you went in before you. All kinds of little things like that. You’d see Jews in front of their store, washing the sidewalk or the road. JUDEN was written on the shop window. Or a sign in a coffee shop: NO ENTRY TO JEWS AND DOGS. Those were the humiliating things. You’re constantly viewed as sub-human. And that reminds me of the situation here [in Israel].

  It’s not similar, but it is similar. The Arabs are treated like second-class citizens. And I’m talking about Israeli Arabs. To be an Arab here is like being Catholic in England; they’re also a minority. If I had to pick whether to be a Jew or an Arab here, I wouldn’t want to be an Arab. Or a Jew in Austria on the eve of the war. It’s very hard to make a comparison, but it’s reminiscent. And I left Austria before the really big trouble started.

  We left Austria for Italy in March 1939. Meanwhile, my father arrived in Tel Aviv, and, through a friend, obtained money for a Certificate, the British visa. In August, the long-awaited Certificate arrived, and my father came to Italy and took us. We arrived in Haifa on the day World War II broke out. September 1, 1939.

  Father rented us a room on Ben Yehuda Street in Tel Aviv. This city was like a foreign country to me. I didn’t understand a word. My parents said, “Language or no language—first of all, start school.” They enrolled me in Shalva School in north Tel Aviv. They told my parents that all the Germans go there. And I did find some students who spoke to me in German mixed with Hebrew, but I didn’t connect with them. I learned Hebrew every evening with a private tutor, and it took me a year to open my mouth. Here, when you make a mistake, they attack you immediately—so I didn’t talk. On the other hand, I was good at English, while they didn’t know anything, and geography and math, too. Anywhere where I didn’t have to know Hebrew, I was okay there. In the last week of fifth grade, I opened my mouth because I felt that I could participate in the dodgeball game. Since then I’ve talked with no issues.

  Very quickly I grew acclimated to my surroundings. At the end of World War II, my parents wanted to go back to Austria, and I didn’t. I’d already put down roots. I told them, “If you want to go back, go back. I’m not going.” My mother said, “If he’s not going back, I’m not going back, either.” So my father didn’t return, either. It was only because of me that he didn’t go back to Austria. My father, till the day he died, didn’t know Hebrew. He couldn’t write, read—nothing. Being a refugee doesn’t enhance your life. He couldn’t manage here. All the guys he talked to spoke German to him, and when he needed to make deals with Israelis, they cheated him, and he didn’t catch on. My father died of sorrow when he was sixty-four. He had five heart attacks in one week and died.

  I joined the Palmach* in ’46 when I was 17. Before that I was in the [youth battalions of the] Hagana,** and then we joined the Palmach, a whole group of us. I felt that I was an Israeli in every way. If in Vienna I had maps on my walls, I had them here, too. In high school I’d go on lots of hikes. Once I walked from Yagur to Beit Ha’arava. And I grew to know the country. I really loved walking from village to village. There wasn’t a village I didn’t know, Jewish or Arab.

  The War of Independence caught us during the settlement training period in the Palmach. Our platoon commander was “Gandhi,” Rehavam Ze’evi.*** We fought in every front. We started in Mishmar Ha’emek, then in Galilee, then in the Lod-Ramla area, all over what is Road 6 today, and then in the Negev Desert. Even in the War of Independence, I couldn’t watch Arabs being killed for no good reason, but I didn’t do anything, because I was a kid. Gandhi never called the Arabs “Arabs.” He called them “Ishmaelites.” It was out of contempt, not an historical or biblical point of view. But I didn’t understand that at the time. I thought it was formal Hebrew.

  On November 29, I sat by the radio in Kibbutz Maoz, and I heard the results of the vote on the proposal to divide the country and establish the State of Israel. But nothing was going through my mind. We were so tired from the activity and the patrols that it didn’t affect us. What’s more, the state hadn’t been declared yet. This was only the UN vote.

  The declaration of the State of Israel on May 14, 1948, found us in the north, in Malkia. The whole Lebanese army swarmed our hill, and for me, that was the most horrible day in the war. I thought I wouldn’t get out of there. Three thousand Lebanese soldiers attacked us in armored vehicles. We, on the other hand, had nothing. I had a tiny two-inch mortar, and I shot it like a pistol. They attacked us and conquered meter after meter after meter. Most of the guys from our platoon, which was also my settlement training group, died in Malkia. They conquered it from us, and we ran. I remember I ran with the mortar on my back after I couldn’t see anyone alive next to me, just dead people, and I ran into the valley below. When I got to the bottom, I fainted.

  Two weeks later, we had to conquer it back. After that defeat, considering the differences in force, when they send you to conquer it again, you’re a little apprehensive. Not really scared. We had no fear, because we were young. But this time we advanced, and after two shots, all the Arabs ran away. We stormed uphill, and discovered that their coffee was still hot. The escapees left documents behind, and we found out that it wasn’t the Lebanese army. During those two weeks, the Lebanese army had left, and was replaced by an army of Palestinian gangs.

  The chief of command was Yigal Alon,* and the battalion commander was Dan Laner. They came to marvel at the great victory, and by chance I was around, so they said, “Come on, Avrum, tell us what it was like.” So I said, “Last time, it was the Lebanese army. This time it was Palestinians without much training. The minute we started shooting at them, they ran off. Here are their documents.” Then Yigal Alon grew very angry and said, “What are you talking about, this is the Lebanese army, these aren’t Palestinian gangs!” Apparently, being a commander who wins a battle against “gurnischts” [good-for-nothings] doesn’t come with a whole lot of glory.

  I was a reconnaissance squad commander. We conquered village after village without meeting a lot of resistance. We didn’t ask them to stay, to phrase it delicately. I remember someone conquered Lod and Ramla. We were at the periphery of it; we saw caravans of Arabs walking on foot to Ramallah. So I don’t know if we displaced them or if they left by themselves, but there’s no doubt the Arabs made a strategic mistake by conveying to their friends, “Never mind, let the Jews advance. We’ll come back along with Egypt, Sudan, all the Arab armies, and conquer it all back.” I don’t remember receiving an instruction to displace the Arabs. They didn’t let the Palmach do that. Things like that were done, but I know that only from hearing about it.

  After the War of Independence ended, I looked for work. For two months, I was at Kibbutz Revivim. I realized that it wasn’t for me, went back to Tel Aviv, worked on a tractor in olive orchards for a month or two, then I drove a pickup for some farmer growing oranges, and then I met Rafi Eitan.* He asked me what I was doing. I told him, “Nothing.” So he said, “Why don’t you work for the Security Service?” I asked what that was. He told me, “They catch spies, all kinds of people, it’s a blast. Counter-espionage.”

  I didn’t understand what that was at all, but I liked the word. I told him, “Okay.” They gave me a form to fill out, and nothing happened. After three months, I asked him, “So, what’s happening with that?” So he went and looked into it, and the next day someone came with a form and said, “Sign here, you start work tomorrow morning.” I asked why it had taken so long. They said I came from Kibbutz Revivim, which was “a kibbutz affiliated with Ahdut Ha’avoda” [a left-leaning political party], so I wasn’t trustworthy. I didn’t understand that, but eventually I got in, and they gave me work I didn’t like.

  I left and got my matriculation certificate, because I didn’t do my senior year in high school due to joining the Palmach at the end of my junior year. Then I went back to the Service, and they gave me operational work around Arabe, in Galilee. I didn’t like that, either. I screwed around there. Information-gathering tasks about uninteresting objects. So I joined the army’s officer course, and then came back, and that time they let me be an operational commander in Jerusalem. I carried out operations on this side of the border and on the other side.

  We had an operation across the border in Jerusalem in the fifties. At that time it was Jordan. We had to pick up written material, photograph it, and return it. You had to cross the border and stay there, hiding in a car and all kinds of tricks like that. If you got caught, they’d kill you or return you through the Mandelbaum Gate [the border checkpoint between Jordan and Israel] with half an ear. I was responsible for operations in Jerusalem, and I chose the people who participated in the operation. I chose someone who was an expert on locks, because some locks needed to be picked, I chose someone whom I trusted to help me if I was in trouble—that was Rafi Eitan—and someone who stood by the border fence with a car in case of trouble, so we could run to him, get into the car, and get out of there. And we did it. It was the first intelligence operation across the border.

  A month later, we did it again, and then Isser Harel, the head of the Mossad, who was also in charge of the Service, called me and wanted me to tell him what it had been like, because it was my plan. He said, “If you can do something like that across the border, do it in Europe.” And so I established the Mossad’s operations unit.

  Isser told me, “Go to Europe and suggest to me what can be done operationally against the Arab countries.” He gave me about half a year to get to know the territory. I had a ball. I traveled from country to country, looking for surveillance objects. I speak three languages, but understand and get along in five or six. So I didn’t have to ask where this was and what that was. After six months, I came back to Israel and made a plan, which I brought to Isser for confirmation. I was told, “Okay, a group of people need to be recruited.” That’s how we began the Mossad’s operational work in Europe.

  The Capture of Eichmann

  Prime Minister Ben Gurion’s announcement yesterday from the Knesset podium, regarding the capture of the Nazi mass-murderer Adolf Eichmann and his impending trial in Israel, came as a complete surprise. The deep silence which spread in the Knesset testified like a hundred witnesses to the immense impression which the announcement, both laconic and dramatic, created among the people’s elected representatives.

  (S. Svislotski, Yediot Ahronot, May 24, 1960)*

  Avraham Shalom: When I came back from one of my trips abroad, Isser called me and more or less took me off the plane straight to the Mossad. “How would you feel in a Spanish-speaking country?” he asked. I told him I didn’t know anything. He said, “So go to Argentina. We might have a chance to catch Eichmann* there.” I knew they’d been looking for him for a long time with no results, but we had sent a Service man named Zvi Aharoni, who had a really persitent ability to find something he was looking for. Isser showed me a photo and told me, “Let me know if we can conduct an operation. To bring him here, to abduct him. Send me just a word or two—possible, impossible.”

  So I went.

  In the meantime, Rafi Eitan, head of the unit, prepared the people and the equipment here. We had put the crew together previously. We needed multilingual people, people with physical strength. Physical strength wasn’t me, but multilingual was.

  I had two mishaps on the way. Since I was constantly switching passports, in the end I apparently got a little confused. I had to fly from Paris to Buenos Aires through Lisbon. In Lisbon they took us off the plane, told us we had to wait in transit, and took our passports. The Portuguese soldier who collected the passports went to the connecting flight and started calling out to people: “You, come here, what’s your name? Give, give me your passport.” When he got to me, the alias flew out of my head, and I didn’t know what to say. I remembered that I didn’t remember. In the end, I remembered that I had a German passport, which was green at the time. I located my passport in the pile he was holding and told him, there’s my passport. I opened it and showed him the photo, and he didn’t notice anything suspicious. I got on the plane and heaved a sigh of relief.

  When I checked into the hotel in Buenos Aires and gave the German passport to the desk clerk, he said, “Oh, you’re from Hamburg?” I told him that I was from this-and-that village, going by the cover story. “Yes? I’m from that village, too!” he said. I felt ill. I didn’t know anything about his village, I barely knew that it existed, and here I am meeting someone from that same village. . . . I told him, “Listen, I’m in a hurry,” and he said, “Don’t worry, you just sign, I’ll fill out the questionnaire.” He gave me the questionnaire, but I’d forgotten the name again, and he had the passport. I didn’t know which name to sign. So he asked, “What’s the problem?” and I said, “Listen, I forgot my money inside the passport.” So he said, “Really?” He opened the passport, and there was no money there. I said, “Oh, no, that’s scary, show me for a minute!” and I took the passport. I looked at the name, and since then I remember it to this day. Waltznofer.

  It has no meaning in German. Nothing. That’s why I didn’t remember it.

  Then I met Zvi Aharoni and Ya’akov Gat. We drove to the area, I saw a man in the dark walking with a flashlight, and even from a distance I could see that it was the man in the photo. I said, “There he is!” And Zvi Aharoni hit the brakes. I told him, “Don’t brake, because he might get agitated and run away.” We dropped Ya’akov Gat off, and told him, “Follow him.” He followed him for about 200 meters (650 feet), till the man arrived at the same house where Zvi had covertly photographed him earlier. That was a sign that this was indeed the man in the photo. I looked around; it was pitch black, no street lights, no houses, nothing. A swampy area. I decided it wasn’t going to get any better than that. That same night, I telegraphed Isser the code word through a contact person to the Mossad in Tel Aviv: “Possible.”

  After a week, they arrived, Isser and Rafi and all those guys. And we got settled. Until they arrived, we stood, Ya’akov Gat and me, every evening by the handrails of some train to see if Eichmann would arrive at the same hour. Eighteen days we conducted surveillance on him, to see if he didn’t change his habits. He didn’t. He always walked with a flashlight with white light on the front and red light on the back, like a car. And he walked against traffic because it was safer. That man didn’t fit into the Argentinian scene, definitely not the lower-class one. It turned out he had switched apartments three or four times in Buenos Aires, and each time he moved to a worse apartment. That’s how he planned to disappear.

  We rehearsed the operation itself three hundred times on a sand table in some yard. We worked on it and did abduction exercises in all kinds of safe houses. I think it took two or three weeks. Rafi practiced with the team, and I practiced with Rafi, and in the end we put together two teams. One team which actually picked up Eichmann and another team driving behind them in case the car breaks down and diverting suspicion to themselves in case we ran into one of the many police blockades.

  Every night he’d arrive on the same bus, but on the night of the operation he didn’t come. We waited for the next bus, and then he did arrive. Two people jumped him, pulled him into the ditch, and got him in the car. They took off, with me following them. His first sentence was in the car I wasn’t in. He told them, “I’m already resigned to my fate.” He understood these were Israelis or Jews. The next sentence he said to us was, “Bereshit bara Elohim et hashamaim ve’et ha’aretz.” [Hebrew for “In the beginning, God created the heavens and the earth.”] We were frightened. We thought he spoke Hebrew. But he only knew one sentence, taught to him by the chief rabbi of Budapest. From then on, they barely spoke to him.

  We drove in a car with fake diplomatic plates and got to a safe house, and there the interrogation began. Only Zvi and I spoke German. Zvi interrogated him and interrogated him, and in the end he admitted to his name. He gave three other names first, and in the end he said his name was Adolf Eichmann. Now we needed to get him out of there.

  In that same period, a big delegation came on an El Al plane for the 150-year anniversary of the Argentinian Republic. Abba Eban [an Israeli politician and diplomat] was on that plane, without knowing why. El Al still wasn’t running flights to Argentina, and just for the delegation, they brought a plane with the company’s senior pilot. We parked the plane in the technical repairs hangar, and wanted to load Eichmann on it. I practiced walking back through the turnstile, where a soldier was standing, checking papers. I wanted him to get to know me and let me walk through without papers. So I practiced this exercise about ten times, until he really knew me. And then I told him, “I’m coming with my friends.” And I did that a few times, too. In the end, on the critical evening, I came with Eichmann, in an El Al uniform, and another three or four people, and he already let us in that way. We had a doctor who injected him with a sedative in advance. We laid him down and said it was an El Al pilot who was sick. No one asked us anything. It went smoothly. They saw me and let us pass. We got him on the plane half woozy.

  Did you feel that you were on an historic operation that would become a milestone?

  The motion of history’s wings? That’s not my nature. My nature is to make sure the operation ticks along smoothly, and that he goes and arrives in court. That’s my nature. I didn’t see history kissing my back the whole time. I have to admit, though, when he finally said, “My name is Adolf Eichmann”—I felt relief. I shook Zvi’s hand, and we drove off immediately to tell Isser. Isser was happy, but he didn’t say anything. He was already preoccupied with something else. He already wanted to catch Mengele.

  1967—The Palestinian State Was Our Idea

  “Latrun and Jenin have been conquered. Tonight the IDF completed the capture of North Sinai.”

  Rafah, Arish, Khan Yunis, Deir al-Balah, and al-Auja have been conquered. Many enemy losses. The IDF has captured a multitude of loot. Our losses are relatively light.

  (Yediot Ahronot, June 6, 1967)

  “What will you give the Arabs and what will you take from them?” the minister of defense, Lieutenant General Moshe Dayan, was asked yesterday, and replied:

  “We will give peace, and we will take peace.”

  (Yohanan Lahav, Yediot Ahronot, June 8, 1967)

  Avraham Shalom: Until 1967, our problem wasn’t the Arabs of Gaza and the West Bank of Transjordan. IDF, not us, was the one handling those targets. In the Service we acted mainly against espionage attempts from the East Bloc countries. We had some very nice success stories, like Prof. Kurt Sitte, Aharon Cohen, Israel Bar, and Marcus Klingberg, who was only caught in the eighties, but we knew of him before then as well. Suddenly, in ’67, all these targets disappeared, because they were operated by the personnel of the communist bloc countries’ consulates and embassies, and they all left Israel following the war.

  It’s an amazing thing. I was in the Service for seventeen years, and I worked the whole time against Russians, against Arab intelligence, against non-Arab intelligence, and suddenly you’re left without an enemy. The Arabs surrendered, and you’re left like the dog in the dog race looking for the rabbit. The rabbit burrows in the ground, and the dogs look for him and can’t find him. So we were like that, too.

  After ’67, I started going into Arab territory a little more, to see where I could help with my unit. I was head of the Operations Division then, and the Arabs weren’t such a hot topic for us. When I started to poke around, I saw things I didn’t like. But I didn’t make a fuss because I thought that apparently that was the way you had to work opposite Arabs. I didn’t speak Arabic, and I fed off the explanations which the managers under me provided me. The Service managers themselves had learned for forty to fifty years how to talk to Arabs in Arabic. They do know Arabic, but they don’t know how to talk to people as equals.

  We started working in the Gaza Strip and in the West Bank, in the anti-terror field, without knowing exactly what it was because terrorism still wasn’t an issue. The population wasn’t hostile. In the Bank we had replaced the Jordanian conqueror, who was more brutal than us. I remember after the Six Day War, the first thing Anwar Nuseibeh [a Jerusalem-born Jordanian politician and diplomat] told me was, “Listen, you have wonderful soldiers. They’re not like the Jordanian soldiers who go to the grocery store and take ten crates of Coca Cola without paying. You do pay. You don’t rape women or anything.”

  Meanwhile, in the Service, we had a group of people who went from Arab to Arab in the West Bank and talked to them. The goal was to understand what motivates this business, the Palestinians. Originally we wanted to make peace with Jordan, not with the Palestinians, because who thought the Jordanians weren’t coming back? Noel Khatib was the West Bank governor on behalf of Jordan. You came to his house, and he’d host you like he was the king of England. He sat on this armchair, he was fatter than me, and he talked like he was the ruler on behalf of the king, and I’d sit opposite him like a clerk.

  And then the idea of a Palestinian state popped up. The Arabs didn’t come up with the idea. It was us. Like we invented Hamas and Hezbollah. We didn’t actually invent them. We contributed to it happening, thanks to all kinds of “Arab experts.” There’s actually no such thing as an expert on Arabs, just like there are no experts on Jews. Maybe the Arabs are experts on Arabs; the Jews aren’t.

  I got enthusiastic about it, even though it wasn’t in my occupational turf as head of the Operations Department. I gradually caught the Palestinian State bug, without being aware of it. I was convinced it was a part of the solution we could live with. Why did the idea of a Palestinian state grab me? I don’t know, but I thought it was more logical than conquering them. What did we want to achieve? We didn’t know ourselves, because we didn’t get any guidance from upstairs. When you’re not getting guidance from the political echelon, you’re also—just like with the rabbit—you’re looking.

  But, like the cynics say, “lucky for us,” terrorism gradually increased. Until ’72, there was terrorist activity here and there, but in ’72, it started getting serious. Both in Gaza and in the West Bank. Suddenly we had work. The minute you’re dealing with specific things, you forget about strategy. So we stopped messing around with the Palestinian state. The minute we stopped messing around with the Palestinian state and started dealing with terrorism, terrorism got more sophisticated, and we got more sophisticated, and suddenly there was lots of work. In Gaza, in the West Bank, and abroad. And we forgot about the Palestinian subject. In the seventies there was terrorist activity on a scale that required all our energy, and we said, “There’s no one to talk to on our side, anyway, so let’s leave it alone.”

  In those years we had to catch dozens of terrorist squads. We had to provide the intelligence, because without that you can’t do anything. And I think the Service was successful at it, because it worked with kid gloves and relatively gently. The army had operatives, and we had operatives. And the operatives liked to work with us, because the army was rigid and we talked to them in their own language. And so we had lots of operatives and lots of success and, generally, we controlled the war on terror. We could contain the flame at such a level that the country could do whatever it wanted to, which is important. But it didn’t solve the problem of the occupation. It only made it so that instead of twenty terror incidents a week, there’d be twenty incidents a year. And that’s a big difference.

  Israeli politicians were thinking in terms of a strong nation, which would not let the Arabs have a foothold in areas that might harm the security of the individual Israeli, and it’s true to this day. Once, in ’74, I was at some meeting at the Ministry of Defense, and they were talking about Hebron. A day earlier, they had declared it “the City of Our Forefathers.” So, I said, “Guys, how can it be ‘the City of Our Forefathers’ when there are a hundred thousand Arabs there and not one Jew?” Rabbi Moshe Levinger [a leader of Gush Emunim, the settler movement] was already in the city of Hebron, and I thought letting him in there was a mistake, but after they’d made that mistake, we had to get out of it somehow. I also said it was impossible for one people to control another people in the long term; it’s a waste of effort. They looked at me like I was crazy, like I was betraying the Jewish legacy, and since then, I’ve learned my lesson.

  And you didn’t say it to the political echelon anymore?

  I said it all the time, to anyone who wanted to listen. [Yitzhak] Shamir [right-wing politician and Israeli prime minister, 1983–84 and 1986–92] wanted to listen, but not so he could do what I say, but to let me let off steam. [Menachem] Begin [founder of the right-wing Likud party and prime minister between 1977 and 1983, when he signed Israel’s peace treaty with Egypt]—the Arabs didn’t interest him. The Christians in Lebanon interested him. [Egyptian leader Anwar] Sadat interested him. But did the Arabs in Nablus interest him? Did he know where Nablus was? . . . On the map. Maybe. He’d never been to an Arab village, not even in Israel.

  Shimon Peres [longtime Labor Party leader, prime minister and co-winner of the 2007 Nobel Peace Prize for his role in the Oslo Accords]—I told him many times, but he supposedly shared my opinion. Supposedly. You can’t share my opinion and allow Levinger to settle in Hebron. You can’t think that one people can’t control another, and on the other hand, you go and build settlements.

  I realized that there was no one to talk to. During Peres’s time, the atmosphere changed—he wasn’t vulgar in his references to Arabs—but he did the same thing his predecessors had done. For Shimon Peres, it was important that things be heard and seen, but not done.

  But it started even before them. Golda [Meir, prime minister between 1969 and 1974, including during the Yom Kippur War] was a Jew from Russia, from America. Arabs didn’t interest her as residents of Palestine. She was interested in a Jew who did or didn’t immigrate to Israel, and how much money he was bringing with him. The same for [Levi] Eshkol [prime minister from 1963 until his death in 1969]. Eshkol didn’t really see the Arabs, but at least he spoke to them politely. Of the prime ministers, [David] Ben Gurion [the legendary Zionist leader and Israel’s first prime minister] was the only one who impressed me as at least respecting the Arabs, because he also had Arab friends, but he wasn’t around long enough.

  All in all, the prime ministers of Israel over the years, regardless of their party affiliation, didn’t pay attention to the Palestinian people. Not within the borders of ’67 and not outside the borders of ’67. They saw that we were overcoming terrorism on a short-term basis, and that was enough for them.

  From the field, I’m getting specific impressions that told me the Arabs didn’t like the occupation, but were putting up with it and were living with it, and that, during my term, at least, there was no risk of general uprising. We maintained the situation so that the government didn’t have any immediate concerns. There was no reason to rush and pull out of the Territories because of this.

  That’s what politicians always want, in England, in Norway, and in Israel. To be left alone. So that they can conduct their internal affairs, without dealing with all the complaints and comments of all kinds of minorities. If you can solve it your own way, go ahead and solve it, and good for you.

  Every time, [Ya’akov] Peri [Shin Bet director from 1988 to 1995] would show us this chart as head of district—how many people were caught, how many operatives we have, how many attacks we prevented, how many attacks we didn’t prevent—and every time, it was a pretty optimistic portrait. But it was short-term. There was no strategy there. Only tactics.

  The Head-Chopper from the Security Division

  “The Israeli delegation leaves Munich; A manhunt in Germany after the 15 terrorists.”

  “When the shooting commenced, the Israelis trapped in the helicopters made a desperate attempt to break free of their constraints.”

  Depressed and solemn, 17 members of the Israeli Olympic Delegation are taking off from Munich this morning in a special El Al plane which arrived from Israel yesterday. At 8 a.m. Israel time, the coffins of the 11 murder victims were brought on the plane. . . . The information I’ve gathered in the last 24 hours indicates almost without a shadow of a doubt that the nine hostages were killed by three of the five terrorists who were on the airstrip. They debarked, as reported, from three helicopters to examine the Boeing plane placed at their disposal to fly to an Arab country, along with the hostages. The snipers and the German police force opened fire at the five, but only managed to hit two of them.

  (Dov Atzmon, Yediot Ahronot, September 7, 1972)

  Avraham Shalom: In ’72, after the massacre at the Munich Olympics, they fired the previous head of the Security Division, and appointed me. When they gave me the division, I’m ashamed to say this, but I didn’t leave a lot of people there. I asked the head of the Service to remove most of them. Before that, there were people there who didn’t know what “security” means. From the Service director on down. Yosef Harmelin, head of the Service, couldn’t tell left from right when it came to security. At every stage, at every rank of command and management, were people who don’t understand security. It was definitely because of them that what happened in Munich happened. Today the head of the Service would certainly go down for that. It’s like the prime minister being murdered. Same thing.

  When I started the job, I chose thirty to forty people I knew within the Service whom I thought were the right people, and we started doing staff work. Building security. The classic operational rationale of waging war is actually also good for security. We built a whole staff apparatus in Israel, a separate staff for El Al, a separate staff for naval activity, a separate staff for the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, and all within the Service. We placed combat soldiers in all those positions, and also supervisors who were ex-combat soldiers. Not sixty-year-old old guys but thirty-year-old old guys. That’s how it started working. There were about ten incidents in the two and a half years since I got the job when they tried to target us, and we won all of them. Today half the world follows our methods.

  What are our methods? First of all, you choose good people, with brains, disciplined. When you tell them to do something, they do it—and don’t just stand there on the sidelines when someone shoots Rabin. Actually, you take and build the whole theory of security operation abroad and in Israel—VIP security, delegation security. You’re constantly under total stress. If you fall asleep for a minute—that’s the minute when it happens. That’s why you conduct drills, you talk to people, and if one of them screws up, you tell him, “Go home.” No games. During that period, I threw out dozens. I established discipline. They all hated me. They’d say that every time I go abroad, I come back with some security guy’s head under my armpit. . . . It was a joke, but it was also half true. The truth is, I personally didn’t come back with any security guys’ heads under my armpit. When I came, they’d be good. I had to send other inspectors, and they’d be the ones who returned with the head. . . .

  Security is based first of all on discipline and on common sense. You don’t need to study medicine to work in security, but you do have to carry out 100 percent of your responsibilities. Not ninety-nine.

  A security officer has to be extraordinarily alert. It’s very hard to be alert one hour, two, three. You have to relieve them. The whole secret is not to demand something that’s beyond human capacity from them. You have to be so alert that you can fire the second shot. Only rarely do you get to fire the first one—when the other guy makes a mistake, takes out his gun and doesn’t shoot. But you have to have extraordinary, brutal discipline.

  We had a lot of incidents in Munich and Vienna and Brussels where we were the second shooter. I remember that in Brussels there was an attack at the airport, and the security officer there took care of the incident. Or Leila Khaled in the plane,* which was a very difficult event. She or her boyfriend was already holding a hand grenade. Think for a minute of a hand grenade exploding in a plane in mid-flight. So we invented methods that let you toss a hand grenade into a reinforced box in the plane, and when it exploded, nothing would happen.

  To maintain alertness and discipline, you conduct drills all the time. That’s basic stuff. How can you maintain the tension within such a complex system, involving thousands of people, when you’re alone, sitting in some chair in Tel Aviv? Only through simulations and drills, and more drills. I fly a lot and I see [the security precautions at Tel Aviv’s Ben Gurion International Airport].

  In Tel Aviv, it’s excessive. Suddenly you suspect someone, and then he’s done for, he won’t extract himself for an hour. Especially if he’s Arab. I don’t understand how they take it; I wouldn’t get through it. It’s humiliating. But what can you do? Once you have to protect a prime minister with twenty to thirty people simultaneously, it’s a lost cause.

  The Appointment

  After three years as head of the Security Division (1972–75), Avraham Shalom was simultaneously appointed as second to Shin Bet Director Yosef Harmelin. Shortly thereafter, Harmelin was replaced by Avraham Ahituv, with whom Shalom had a difficult relationship. Despite this, and despite Shalom’s utter lack of experience in the Arab sphere, Ahituv recommended to the prime minister that Shalom replace him once he retires.

  Avraham Shalom: When Ahituv was about to retire, Begin asked him for two candidates. He told him, “You, don’t tell me who the next head of the Service will be. I want two candidates. I’ll choose.” So Ahituv game him my name and another name. Begin brought us in for an interview, each of us separately. He was sick, greeted me in pajamas, and really enjoyed the conversation with me, but I think he’d already decided previously. The other candidate, I think, also told him, “Take Avrum.” That’s what I found out. Anyway, the next day I was told he had picked me.

  I’m trying to understand how you were appointed Shin Bet director when you say you had no knowledge on the Arab topic.

  I’d only dealt with the Arab sphere through the operational, terrorist perspective, not from an intelligence perspective. Not even indirectly. Ahituv asked me not to touch this subject because he dealt with it. It’s true that for two months I was in charge of the Gaza Strip, but that was temporary, because the person in charge was sick. When I was appointed to head of the Service in ’80, every day, after working in the office for half the day, I’d go out for a day and a half in the field, and talk to coordinators and investigators and observe the Arabs. It took me three to four months until I understood how things work.

  Yuval Diskin: Avrum didn’t inspire awe, he inspired fear. Even we were afraid of him. He was a powerful, authoritative man, smart, very sharp. Really stubborn, uncompromising, and really tough on others. When he didn’t like something, heads would roll. He would sometimes come to visit the units, and he’d always have questions that you had no chance of answering. For example, he’d sit there and ask how many lecturers there were at An-Najah University in Nablus. How do I know how many lecturers they have? Come on, do I count them every day? And then Yankale [Ya’akov] Peri, who was head of the district then, would kick me, and he said, “Avrum, there are sixty lecturers at the university.” So Avrum says to me, “What, you didn’t know there were sixty?” I’d say, “No.” After the discussion ends, Peri grabs me: “Don’t you understand? When Avrum asks, answer! Say something! Otherwise he won’t leave us alone here. . . .”

  Carmi Gillon: Avrum was head of the Shin Bet at a very difficult period for the State of Israel. He was appointed in ’80. A year and a half later, the Peace for Galilee war* broke out. IDF is in Lebanon, occupying areas to the north up to Aley and north of Beirut. The Shin Bet, whose domain was the Territories, was instantly tasked with the entire internal security of our forces in Lebanon, and IDF asked the Shin Bet to start securing the safety of its forces. Within a very short time, the Service, headed by Avrum, established subdistricts throughout Lebanon, in Tyre, in Sidon, in Beirut, in Aley, in Nabatieh, throughout Lebanon, recruits operatives, and in no time, the Shin Bet is controlling Lebanon like it’s controlling the West Bank. By the way, the Service also suffered losses [in Lebanon] during this time.

  Avraham Shalom: The Service shouldn’t even have been in Lebanon. It’s just, Begin woke up one morning, I think because of his military secretary, Efraim (Froyke) Poran, saying, “Soldiers are being killed here, bring in the Service to clean things up.” Something like that. So Begin called me and said, “Froyke wants you to be there.” Something like that. Meaning it wasn’t his idea. So I said, “I can allocate ten people for that, that’s nothing.” So he said, “Get started, we’ll see what happens.”

  In Lebanon, we encountered a reality that was unfamiliar to us. We thought we were dealing with the Shiites from the south, who wanted to get rid of Fatah and initially greeted us with rice and candy. Terrorism began, and then we had the two disasters in Tyre.* That hit us very hard. We lost twenty good people. The Service couldn’t take it.

  If there was something that devastated Begin, it was the Lebanon war. He couldn’t forgive himself for that, and I don’t know if he understood that he was led there, by Ariel Sharon [then minister of defense] and Raful [Rafael Eitan, Israel’s chief of staff]. He believed in them, and they saw that he believed in them. So they each took him by the hand and slowly led him until he found himself secured and surrounded on all sides by people who wanted a war, so he wanted a war, too. He didn’t understand all this. When Begin understood that he went to war on the basis of bad intelligence, it consumed him. Sharon and Raful misled him. I think he suspected it near the end of his life. Before he retired, we talked about it a little. He said he was sorry. He didn’t understand that there would be so many casualties. He didn’t realize it. They told him thirty casualties. I told him three hundred. In the end there were six hundred. It consumed him.

  You, as head of the Service, didn’t have a say regarding the Lebanon War?

  No. At that stage we weren’t operating in Lebanon. The Mossad was operating in Lebanon, and they believed the Christians. That’s a mistake by people who don’t understand human nature. The Lebanese Christians are about the last race I’d trust. I was once invited to a dinner by [Phalange party leader] Bachir Gemayel [who was elected president of Lebanon in 1982 and later assassinated], along with his entourage and the Mossad. Begin told me, “I want you to come, too, see these people, even though it’s not your business.” So I came along. The next day he asked me, “So, what was your impression? Did you see how they eat? Like Europeans.” I told him, “Right, Europeans. . . . These are gangsters with a French education.” He said, “That’s no way to talk!” and I told him, “Listen, that’s my impression.”

  I sat down with Bachir Gemayel and he was bragging: “I’m sitting next to the head of the Israeli Security Service, me, Bachir Gemayel. In two weeks I’ll be president of Lebanon!” Two weeks later he was already dead. I was asked who I thought would win the war. I said, “The Shiite Arabs, of course.” They asked why. “Because they’re more determined,” I said. “These Christians aren’t determined people, they don’t like to fight, they won’t fight anything.”

  And how did they not listen to you? I heard that you were one of the most powerful people in government meetings.

  That’s ridiculous.

  I was told that when Avraham Shalom got up to speak at government meetings, the room would go silent.

  Because when I talked and someone else would talk, I’d stop talking. I don’t think that’s true.

  The story was that you had immense power, that your opinion prevailed on any security matter you spoke about.

  My opinion prevailed because sometimes they agreed with me, sometimes they didn’t. I didn’t always state my opinion. That’s a gross exaggeration.

  You didn’t have that kind of power?

  No. I attended government meetings more than my predecessors. Yosef Harmelin attended government meetings maybe twice a year. I went twice and three times a week. Because of the prime ministers, they summoned me. I never volunteered. They counted on me. I had no political ambitions, I didn’t want to be in the Likud [Israel’s major center-right party, founded in 1973 by Begin] or in the Ma’arach [Israel’s left-leaning Labor Alignment party]. So it’s convenient to listen to a person like that, because it doesn’t hurt them, doesn’t threaten them.

  When you come to convey topics that are close to your world, was there an in-depth discussion in the government of these things?

  No. Usually I’d agree on it in advance with the prime minister, or sometimes not, and they’d pass it on. I’m trying to recall cases where they didn’t accept my opinion. I think one of them was Demjanjuk.* I was opposed to bringing him here. And who won? The party. They wanted the Likud’s Eichmannn.

  Carmi Gillon: I think that as a prime minister, Begin, and Shamir after him, considered Avrum to be the most important member of their security entourage. I’d say that during Avrum’s year—after years in which the Mossad was the leading intelligence apparatus—the Shin Bet became the leading apparatus. And I think what happened to Avrum was that he felt he could do whatever he wanted. Avrum’s career is extraordinarily impressive. In my humble opinion, he amassed personal power which no head of Shin Bet had historically until Yuval Diskin. And this personal power brought about his great slip-up in regard to Bus 300. And that, I think, is what happens to a person who loses his own brakes.

  The Bus 300 Affair

  “The minister of defense has appointed an investigative committee in the hijacked bus affair.”

  Minister of Defense Moshe Arens appointed an investigative committee yesterday to look into the circumstances of the death of two terrorists taken off a bus hijacked two weeks ago on its way to Ashkelon. The committee is headed by Major General (Ret.) Meir Zorea, who has until recently served as the Defense Establishment Comptroller. The committee will investigate the events which happened approximately two hours after IDF soldiers gained control of the hijacked bus. As reported earlier, western publications reported, based on the testimony of Israeli journalists who were at the scene, that two of the terrorists appeared to be alive when they were taken off the bus. The speaker for the minister of defense said yesterday that the committee’s conclusions would be released after they were presented to the minister of defense.

  (Hadashot, April 27, 1984)

  Ya’akov Peri: The Bus 300 affair catches me out of the blue one afternoon when I’m going back to my apartment in Jerusalem, and I get a call on the secure line from Chief of Central Command Ory Or, and he tells me a bus was hijacked on its way from Tel Aviv to Ashkelon, roadblocks had been set up, the bus managed to evade the road-blocks, some of those pursuing it shot at it, and the bus was on its way to the Gaza Strip, already being chased, including by helicopters, etc. I hung up the phone. When I hung up the phone, I told myself, why should you go there? There’s a district commander, there’s a head of Service, there’s a chief of Southern Command, this is not in your sector of responsibility, and I didn’t go there.

  Later, some claimed that that’s what earned me the crown of Service director.

  Avi Dichter: With Bus 300, the hijacked bus stopped in the Deir al-Balah area, which is under the jurisdiction of my sub-district. That night I was vacationing in Eilat with my family, and they called me near morning, told me about the incident. I got ready to travel from Eilat, and they told me, “No need, your guys, Sayeret Matkal [an elite Israeli Special Forces unit], are just about to break into the bus.” Then they told me, “Listen, they broke into the bus, and two terrorists were taken for interrogation.” I turn on the news and hear, “All terrorists were killed.” I remember telling my wife, “Something smells very bad.”

  Avraham Shalom: When the bus was hijacked, I was in Haifa. They told me, “Get over here.” So I came. When I arrive, I see the bus with four hijackers. They seemed like amateurs to me. One of them was holding some kind of liquid, and he was threatening others with the liquid. You can’t tell if the liquid was gasoline or distilled water.

  Then the army dealt with it. They killed two, and two apparently emerged unharmed. And they beat the crap out of them. The whole army attacked them. When we got them, they didn’t look like in the famous photo anymore. The photo was taken before the beating. I was told that when we got them, they already looked like they were done for. Some people thought they were no longer alive. They broke their bones, I don’t know. It was a lynching.

  You didn’t see them in person, these people?

  Shalom: I didn’t see them. Later I authorized executing them, after they’d already almost been beaten to death. I had general authorization from Prime Minister Shamir, giving me the authority to decide myself whether to do a thing like that or not. I said to Ehud Yatom, who was then head of the Operations Division, “What condition are they in?” They told me, “They’re almost dead,” or the soldiers said, “almost dead.” I said, “So hit them one more time and that’s it.” But that’s not what he did. He did what he described, which I found out maybe a year later. If I had known what he was going to do, I wouldn’t have approved it, but that’s wisdom in retrospect.

  What did he do?

  I don’t know. I think he just took a rock and broke their heads open. But they weren’t conscious. I don’t know what state they were in. If I’d known he was doing it like that, I wouldn’t have authorized it. But he was the head of a department. He should have known himself what to do and what not to do. He also could have said no. If he didn’t agree. There were a few more heads of departments there, and no one said a word.

  To this day, I debate this question with Ehud. I asked him, “Why, Ehud, why, when you saw they were alive, I didn’t see them, you saw them, you’re a department head, you’re not a kid.” Apparently Ehud got all fired up and gave an order to himself, because he was riding in the van with them. With Nachman Tal [at the time, head of Shin Bet’s Arab affairs division] and another two or three people. Two months later, the Zorea Committee interrogated him, so he described the way he killed them, and I fell out of my seat, because I had no idea that’s what he was like. If he saw they were alive, why did you people kill them? “You told me they were dead, so you don’t need to kill dead people twice.” So he stuck to his version that they were already dead and there was nothing to be done. A year later, he changed his mind. I really didn’t like it, because I didn’t know how to explain it. To this day, I don’t know whether they were dead or not. But when you take an unconscious person, his whole head is blown up, and you hit him again, punch him, that doesn’t make him deader.

  You gave the command to kill them.

  But I gave that after I was told they were already dead.

  What’s with you, Avrum? That doesn’t make sense. You wouldn’t give a command to kill them after they were already dead.

  No, I’m saying they were already dead using their language, you can’t, you can’t interrogate them. That’s how you should understand it.

  You mean, they were already almost done for physically, like that?

  Yes. I found out about the fiasco only the next day, when I saw the photos in the paper. And then I said, “How does that happen?” So one of the guys in the photo told me he had said to me in the field that he’d been photographed. But I didn’t realize that he’d been photographed with the terrorists. And there’s that photo where they’re leading one terrorist who’s alive.

  Why did you instruct that they be killed, anyway?

  I didn’t want them to get out alive. This was the first terrorism incident within Israel after a long time. Instead of killing all four, the army only killed two. They screwed up. I didn’t want more live terrorists in court. It would increase terrorism. There was no longer any terrorism. Almost. Excluding Lebanon, hardly any. There were no intelligence subjects. No one standing trial. Nothing. They were only in jails. But with two people like that, you stir up a trial like that, you get two more heroes. And that stirs up a whole new wave. We didn’t want that. I didn’t want that. So I thought we should finish the job. And I had no accomplices other than Prime Minister Shamir. The prime minister was a full-fledged accomplice. And him, I was acting according to his orders. He gave me authorization to kill them, a year in advance.

  What do you mean? What did the authorization say?

  That terrorists, if I saw fit that they should be made to disappear, they disappeared.

  The prime minister gave you authorization?

  Yes, not for this, generally speaking.

  There was a general authorization that any terrorist—if he was caught—could be killed?

  No. Not that. If I assessed that it served us well, he could be killed. I reported to Shamir how it happened, so he told me, “Great, it’s a good thing you did it. A good Arab is a dead Arab.” He had this slogan, “It’s a good thing we did it.” He conveyed to me that he was very pleased with this outcome, and I forgot about it.

  In the beginning, Shamir wasn’t too upset by this whole business. He just said, “Damn, you were photographed. We have to get you out of this business.” And he worked hard. Him and Peres together. And Rabin. The three of them worked hard so that it wouldn’t leak out, but they were unsuccessful. Ultimately, each of them also thought about himself and his party. That’s two different parties. Shamir approached Peres and Rabin, who was minister of defense, and said to them, “You’ve also granted authorizations like that, so if you abandon us, the Likud, we’ll drag you down with us.” So they proceeded together, and didn’t trust the army or the attorney general or anyone else. They kept telling me what to do and how to react. I didn’t do anything without coordinating with them. I was sure they’d support me. And they did support me. For a year. And it didn’t leak out until the three Shin Bet retirees publicized it by force through the attorney general. Through Dorit Beinisch [Israel’s state attorney and later president of the Supreme Court]. I never imagined that after a year of coordination, the politicians would disengage and say, “We didn’t know.”

  Ya’akov Peri: I think for Avrum, the boundaries may have blurred a little, what was under his authority, what he needed to request authorization for. That’s the way I can explain it, but that’s just my assessment. Avrum never sat down, definitely not with me, and opened his heart and explained exactly what happened. That happens when a Service director achieves a very, very dominant status within the political system. You have to watch out for that, because the lines really can get blurred. There are very clear things in the system of responsibility between the political echelon, between a head of state, and between the head of the Service. And for every action that’s not in the routine course of events, in the Service’s routine circumstances, you need to receive advance authorization.

  Such as taking a life?

  Of course. And things much simpler than that.

  But according to what Avraham Shalom claims, he had authorization from the prime minister.

  No. There’s no sweeping authorization. Take for example the subject of targeted preventions. For every targeted prevention, you need authorization from the political echelon. There’s no such thing as the administrative echelon taking matters into its own hands. It’s also like that on the topic of covert audio surveillance, it’s like that on the topic of special operations, and there’s no reason why it should have been any different in the case of Bus 300. It may be, sometimes, when you’re serving as Service director, you can interpret and predict in advance what the prime minister’s or some minister’s reply will be, but that doesn’t grant you the authority.

  Could a situation occur in which, in November, the head of the Service and the prime minister meet and they have a database of names, and then in March, there’s no need for renewed authorization?

  But you have to give notice when these things happen, because they can occur when there’s a different diplomatic background, a different political environment. Maybe when there’s the possibility of an operation, it’s not politically convenient for the prime minister. You’ve got to present these things to the prime minister. That’s even truer in regard to Bus 300, when it’s an ongoing event, where there was time to consult, to ask, to report, to say. Things are completely clear here. There can be no room for error here, certainly not on the subject of taking a life.

  Why didn’t you call Shamir that evening, for example?

  Avraham Shalom: I called his bureau chief. I don’t call the prime minister at midnight and tell him the terrorists are dead. That’s not. . .

  But didn’t you have to ask him for authorization for this?

  No, not in my opinion. He didn’t think so, either.

  Do you mean that your agreement with Shamir was actually that whenever you assess that killing is necessary. . . .

  And it’s an inconvenient hour and it’s. . . .

  You don’t need to call him, you do it, you can decide on your own.

  Yes, everyone knew I could decide on my own, me, when he gave me that authorization. The next morning I held a staff meeting, and I explained to the whole staff that Shamir gave the authorization; everyone remembers that. Why did I tell them that? That was six months or a year before Bus 300.

  Under what circumstances did Shamir give you the authorization?

  The circumstances were terrorists in Lebanon and terrorists in Israel. There was an incident or two when I couldn’t find him. When it had to be done. When Arabs who were about to carry out a terrorist attack, or who had done it, needed to be dealt with. And he told me, “If you can’t find me, decide on your own.” I said, “So you’re giving me the okay?” He said, “Yes, I’m giving you the authorization to do it.” And I used it and then he changed his mind. He didn’t support me all the way.

  Were there cases where you called Shamir, asked to shoot a terrorist, and he told you, “Yes, do it”?

  Yes.

  Before Bus 300?

  Before and after.

  Within Israel, too?

  That I don’t remember.

  But you remember everything. Did it happen in Lebanon? Bus 300 was the first incident in Israel?

  No, no. I don’t remember. It’s too many things. When it doesn’t make headlines, you don’t remember. It’s very possible that it was.

  You don’t remember?

  I don’t remember. I’d be very surprised if nothing happened. Yitzhak Shamir’s opinion on terrorism was very similar to mine. He and I had a close working relationship, it’s like, I come from the Palmach and he’s from Lehi [Israel Freedom Fighters, a militant underground organization active during the British Mandate], and he talked to me in terms of brothers in arms, even though we were from two ends of the political spectrum. But that didn’t bother me and it didn’t bother him. We knew each other back in the Mossad.

  And he left it up to your discretion? Based on what?

  My reasoning had to be such that I could explain. For example, that I didn’t want terrorism to win a local victory. In Gaza. If those two were to live, later the trial would last a year, if not three, and they’d say we were like this and we were like that. This way you bury them and call it a day.

  So your reasoning was—I don’t want there to be bargaining terrorist attacks, that they be portrayed as martyrs.

  Exactly. We still had hostages in Lebanon, I think. That was my consideration. When you’re dealing with a terrorist you can finish off, finish him off. That makes sense. They trusted me not to abuse it. And I screwed up in this case, because I didn’t see the photographers. I didn’t know. If I had known they were being photographed, I wouldn’t have given the instruction. I have no compunctions regarding the moral implications of killing two terrorists who were already dead, almost.

  People who put their hands up in the air. . . terrorists who had surrendered.

  A terrorist who puts his hands up, his feet up, I don’t care about that. They’d already wanted to kill them earlier. The army doesn’t know how to shoot well. If they had given it to the Yamam [the Special Central Unit, an anti-terrorist department established by the Israel Police], they’d be dead.

  In retrospect, Shamir made all kinds of statements like, “I knew what a prime minister has to know.” What’s that? He determines what he needs to know? I had told him! I looked for a witness to say that Shamir was in the picture, because I said this could destroy the Service, and we’d done plenty of things like that before, not with a rock, but we’d done them.

  What do you mean, “we’d done plenty of things like that before”?

  We killed Arabs. Like in that film you’re making.

  How? Not drone attacks.

  No, but there were similar things, each based on the technology of the period. They did worse things, before I became head of the Service. And I kept looking for someone who would tell Shamir, “Look, you approved it for him.”

  And this authorization you say Shamir gave you—did it apply to Lebanon?

  No. I didn’t even mention Lebanon.

  So that means that as far as you were concerned, that authorization applied to everything.

  Yes.

  And what you told me you did, executing more terrorists during that period, was that in Israel, too, or just in Lebanon?

  That was just in the Territories.

  The West Bank and Gaza.

  And Lebanon.

  So you did it?

  We did it.

  So how come Reuven Hazak, deputy Shin Bet director, comes out and says, “I thought it was just Lebanon”?

  He said that then, but ask him a year later, and he wasn’t saying it anymore. That’s what we understood, that’s what he said, that’s what we understood.

  But you killed Palestinians in the Territories, not like that, maybe in a different way, I don’t know how you killed them, but you did it?

  We did similar things.

  Avi Dichter: The subject of Bus 300 is an example demonstrating a chain of events which ends with someone thinking he has the authority to beat someone else to death. It’s hard for me to say what the Service director’s instruction was, but it’s perfectly clear that it’s excessive when no one stops and says, “I’m not carrying out this command, because it’s clearly illegal and is sporting a black flag.”

  Ami Ayalon: What did we do with Bus 300? We killed a terrorist whose hands were tied, who was no longer threatening us. What right did we have? But in the General Security Service of those years, there was no such term as a “blatantly illegal command.” That term was born in IDF after the murders in Kafr Qasim [a massacre of Arab civilians carried out by the Israel Border Police in October 1956]. Meaning, [in that case] forty-eight civilians—old people, women and children—had to be murdered in order for us to understand there’s a limit to obedience, and translate it from theory to fact, that there’s a stage where not only are you entitled to refuse a command, but that it’s your duty to refuse to obey. But all that didn’t reach the General Security Service, decades after Kafr Qasim. We’re in the mid-eighties. The General Security Service leads the fight against terrorism. And terrorism is brutal. In the Gaza Strip, in the West Bank. And the mistakes the Service made, it’s not because Service people are built differently genetically. The General Security Service, for defense purposes, crossed the line permitted in a democracy. The endless commitment to protecting the citizens of the State of Israel caused Service members to do things which are unacceptable. These discussions didn’t take place in the Service during the eighties, and these were the discussions we should have had. You’ve got to understand that in the General Security Service, opening up the wound of Bus 300, which caused the resignation of a Service head, is not a trivial thing.

  Avi Dichter: As head of Shin Bet, I arranged a conference and brought in all the main characters of Bus 300, including Avrum. Avrum initially didn’t agree to come, and I talked him into it. It was one of the most important moves I made to bring an end to this affair. I brought them all to a meeting in Kibbutz Tzova, and there was a very meaningful discussion there. Really. A cleansing process for an organization. To sit down and analyze Bus 300. And Avrum actually admitted, “I was wrong.” I made a point of insisting that Bus 300 be taught in courses. I think anyone who was present at Bus 300 understood it was a mistake, that they had done things they were not permitted to do, except for one person, who I believe to this day isn’t convinced Bus 300 was a mishap. All the rest already understand the mistake, and mostly understand how it could take an organization and throw it in the wrong ditch. It is, without a doubt, the Service’s most severe trauma, as an organization for which the decision-making process, from the head of the Service on down, was simply impaired.

  Until Bus 300, the Service didn’t acknowledge the concept of “an illegal command”?

  Avraham Shalom: I couldn’t answer that definitively. That’s a bad question.

  Why?

  Because it can’t be answered honestly.

  I don’t understand your answer.

  It’s . . . That’s your problem. I’m done explaining.

  Does that mean the concept of “an illegal command” didn’t exist?

  No, I don’t remember anything like that. I believe these things happened, and weren’t exposed. That’s why they didn’t make the headlines. That’s all.

  But you also told me that actually, during that year you carried out . . .

  Why that year?

  Before?

  Both before and after.

  But it just wasn’t exposed.

  Yes.

  But it happened. And if it happened, people weren’t disciplined?

  I’m not answering that. You’re asking questions that are harmful to the State of Israel; I’m not answering them.

  Bus 300: The Cover-Up

  “Contradictions between Shamir’s testimony and the testimony of the head of Shin Bet.”

  The exiting head of Shin Bet, Avraham Shalom, said in his testimony to the police that Yitzhak Shamir was in contact with the Shin Bet to ensure the people involved in killing the terrorists on Bus 300 would not disclose details to the Zorea Committee. Shalom said in his investigation that several days after the incident on the bus, he personally reported the details of the event to Shamir, including the killing of the terrorists. He reported that before the bus incident, he had received a general instruction according to which terrorists should not emerge alive from such incidents.

  (Orly Azulai Katz, Yediot Ahronot, September 4, 1986)

  Avi Dichter: In 1986, when the investigative committees started working, some young guys who had to testify came to my home and told me, “Look, we have to testify before the committee, and there’s a preparation meeting.” I understood what a preparation meeting was, that it’s a coordination meeting, to instruct them and to guide them. And I told two of them, “Look, ultimately you can’t lie to an external committee. If you lie, you’ll have to stand in front of the mirror and shave by yourselves, and there’s no reason for you to cut yourselves because you decided to lie to the committee.” I had a feeling I’d convinced them; in retrospect, it turned out I hadn’t. They went and perjured themselves to the committee according to the instructions they’d gotten. And by the way, ever since then, those two, when they see me, they always cross over to the other side of the road.

  Ya’akov Peri: I always asked myself, if Avrum, the head of the Service, had summoned me, and asked me to convey to the investigating committee a certain version, which I knew wasn’t accurate or complete, would I agree or not, and I had a hard time answering myself. When you’re inside the system, and the head of the Service is the ultimate authority, and the system is a greenhouse, it’s a closed system, it’s a nurturing system, very intense, I don’t know who among us would stand up, find the courage and tell him, “I refuse to go,” or “I refuse to say that.”

  Ultimately, each one of us, the head of the Service, or a police officer, or a simple soldier in Golani [one of IDF’s most highly decorated infantry units], also ends up alone with himself. And I estimate that’s what also happened to the people dealing with the Bus 300 affair. These were ultimately people who understood that if they didn’t take manipulative action, and I’m talking especially from Avrum’s perspective, he’d be on trial for murder tomorrow. When you’re being sentenced for murder, the judge doesn’t have the option of giving you community service.

  Do you believe Avraham Shalom should have been indicted for murder?

  No. Unequivocally, no. I don’t think there was murderous intent here, in the criminal sense of the word. If you’re asking for my opinion, he made an error in judgment. There’s no doubt about that. A judgment that cost a life . . . in this case the life of terrorists, but a life in every sense. They’re flesh and blood.

  Judgment?

  But a wrong judgment.

  Not because it was exposed, you mean.

  No. The action itself.

  When the affair exploded, and the photos of the live terrorists were published, you claimed in the investigative committees that Yitzhak Mordechai, chief of Southern Command, was the one who beat them up.

  Avraham Shalom: It’s not true that we wanted to incriminate Yitzhak Mordechai. We didn’t recount things that never happened before the investigative committees. What the Service people, the army people, testified there was all exactly what happened there. There was no false testimony. We just didn’t say that I’d instructed to give them one last blow so that they wouldn’t get to the hospital alive.

  So the entire claim that the Shin Bet withheld evidence and gave false testimony isn’t true?

  You’re talking about something different. You’re talking about the Zorea Committee. There we didn’t say we’d acted under the prime minister’s instruction. We said we admit everything except for killing them. Why? Because then we’d have had to say that it was systematic. And that’s what we were told both by our legal advisors, who were no good, and by the prime minister, with whom I was in contact on this matter three, four, or five times a day. Since he’d been the one who’d given me the instruction to kill them. A year previously. I had authorization to do it. But that authorization was valid, and he also said he would continue to acknowledge it, and that didn’t happen.
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