




Thank you for downloading this Simon & Schuster ebook.

Get a FREE ebook when you join our mailing list. Plus, get updates on new releases, deals, recommended reads, and more from Simon & Schuster. Click below to sign up and see terms and conditions.




CLICK HERE TO SIGN UP




Already a subscriber? Provide your email again so we can register this ebook and send you more of what you like to read. You will continue to receive exclusive offers in your inbox.




[image: logo]



Also by Michael Karpin

Murder in the Name of God: The Plot to Kill Yitzhak Rabin

(with Ina Friedman)





[image: logo]

SIMON & SCHUSTER

Rockefeller Center

1230 Avenue of the Americas

New York, NY 10020

Copyright © 2006 by Michael Karpin

All rights reserved, including the right of

reproduction in whole or in part in any form.

SIMON & SCHUSTER and colophon are trademarks of Simon & Schuster, Inc.

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

Karpin, Michael I.

The bomb in the basement : how Israel went nuclear and what that means for the world / Michael Karpin.

p.      cm.

Includes bibliographical references and index.

1. Nuclear weapons—Israel. 2. Israel—Military policy. I. Title.

UA853.I8K375 2006

355.02’17’095694—dc22             2005051689

ISBN-13: 978-0-7432-8234-5
ISBN-10: 0-7432-8234-5

All photographs are from the Israel National Photo Collection, except the photograph of Paul Warnke, which is courtesy of AP/Wide World Photos.

Visit us on the World Wide Web:

http://www.SimonSays.com





Acknowledgments



MUCH OF THE RESEARCH of this book was done in connection with my documentary A Bomb in the Basement, which was the first film to explore the creation of Israel’s nuclear program. Since it was released in 2001, the documentary has been screened in many countries. My good friend Abraham Kushnir conceived the film and produced it, and I owe him many thanks. Journalists Larry Kohler in New York and Yoav Toker in Paris did outstanding work as we gathered a broad foundation of data. I am grateful to the many people in many countries who allowed me to pester them for hours in interviews.

Ronnie Hope, chief copy editor of the Jerusalem Report magazine, was a steady source of wise counsel. He gave me invaluable advice on both language and content. Yossie Abadi, partner at the Caspi & Co. law firm in Tel Aviv, helped minimize the number and consequences of the deletions executed by the Israeli military censor. Naama Nehushtai drew the maps with consummate skill.

My sister-in-law, Shulamith Bahat, associate executive director of the American Jewish Committee, connected me to literary agent Regina Ryan in New York, who in turn guided me with great patience both before and during the writing and led the way to my publisher, Simon & Schuster. It is doubtful that this book would have been published without Regina’s unflagging support, and I am especially grateful to her. My editor, Bob Bender, handled the manuscript with forbearance and professionalism, while working within a tough schedule. I am profoundly appreciative. His assistant, Johanna Li, coordinated the production stages. My appreciation goes to the copy editor, Tom Pitoniak, for his meticulous analysis of the manuscript, and to Executive Director of Publicity Victoria Meyer and Publicity Manager Rebecca Davis for organizing the promotional campaign for the book.

I was sustained throughout this project by the support and encouragement of my family—my wife, Pnina, my daughter, Maya, and my two sons, David and Daniel.

All of these people have been loyal partners in my work, but the responsibility for any flaws in the finished product is mine alone.

Jerusalem, March 2005







Author’s Note



THE MANUSCRIPT OF THIS BOOK was submitted to military censorship for inspection, as Israeli law requires of all Israeli media, foreign journalists in Israel, academic researchers, and authors who intend to publish information about Israel’s security or defense matters. The chief censor, an army general, is entitled by law to block publication of anything that might, in the censor’s judgment, damage the State of Israel.

The censor’s office went over every sentence of this book carefully. A large number of passages, sentences, and words were blue-penciled. I appealed against rulings that seemed groundless to me, and many of my appeals were upheld, but in two places important information had been deleted and in some cases I was compelled to compromise on the wording of certain sentences. Nevertheless, in spite of the censor’s scissors, this book contains important information that has not been publicly discussed before. It presents the Israeli nuclear project from a new perspective and gives a comprehensive account of Israel’s “bomb in the basement.”

I have been engaged in the news industry in Israel for thirty-six years, often handling information related to security that entails working with the censors. I know the regulations that we journalists have to abide by. The Supreme Court of Israel has ruled that censorship is warranted only when publication would create “near certainty of actual damage to the security of the state.”1 Unfortunately, the censors have sometimes confused style with substance and have chosen to quarrel over language rather than to assess, as required, the risk of actual damage to the state. Instead of removing real classified nuclear information, the government maintains a large bureaucracy that frequently spends its time altering harmless expressions that have nothing to do with confidential intelligence. Aluf Benn, the political correspondent of Ha’aretz, Israel’s most influential daily newspaper, recently complained about this. He wrote:

Diligent workers waste their time erasing the words “nuclear weapons” and substituting “nuclear capability,” or forcing the reporters to insert the words “according to foreign sources.” In the eyes of the censor, any publication in the Israeli media is seen as official confirmation and exposure of the secret. Perhaps that’s the way it was in the days of the [British] mandate, and Ben-Gurion. Today there is no reason for the media to serve as a means of implementing the “nuclear ambiguity policy” or any other governmental decisions.


Benn is right. The state has the legal authority to punish people who disseminate secrets whose publication could truly harm national security. This was apparently demonstrated in the case of Mordechai Vanunu, the technician from Dimona who was the first to blow the whistle on Israel’s nuclear program in spite of his oath as a government employee not to reveal official secrets. Instead the bureaucracy wastes its time quibbling with journalists over language. That is why you will not see in this book such phrases as “Israel’s nuclear weapons” or “Israel’s atomic arsenal” or any of the many equivalents of those phrases.

In accord with its policy of ambiguity, to this day the State of Israel has never confirmed that it possesses nuclear weapons, a subject that I discuss in this book, though without using forbidden phrases. The interpretations of the diary of Munya Mardor, the founder of the state weapons development authority, and of his book Rafael by the world media and foreign publications with regard to the nuclear subject were not officially approved by Israel.
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Introduction



SINCE THE EARLY 1970S, Israel has had the ultimate deterrent weapon, and by virtue of this fact there is virtually no one today who is not reconciled to Israel’s existence as a sovereign entity in the Middle East. The Arabs can no longer throw the Jews into the sea, as some of their leaders used to threaten. This book recounts the history of this development.

In attaining nuclear capability, the Israelis had to hide what they were up to from the eyes of the world, in order to avoid provoking the curiosity of the international inspection bodies whose task it is to prevent the proliferation of nuclear weaponry. This was no less difficult a task than the actual achievement of the nuclear option.

Once the secret was out, Israel managed to persuade much of the world that its case is a special one, and this too was an achievement whose importance cannot be exaggerated. At the beginning of the third millennium, Israel is the only country outside of the great powers whose right to possess a doomsday weapon is accepted by most of the world. Unlike Pakistan and India, North Korea and Iran, Libya and Iraq, Israel has not been asked to give up its nuclear capability or to bare it to the world’s scrutiny; it has not been censured for producing the ultimate weapon, nor has it been threatened with sanctions.

In the changed landscape since 9/11, statesmen in Europe and the United States have not hesitated openly to express their understanding of Israel’s special status. British Prime Minister Tony Blair and his foreign secretary, Jack Straw, are among those who have done this.1 But the clearest confirmation was sounded by the American secretary of defense, Donald Rumsfeld, at a NATO conference in Munich on February 7, 2004. A Palestinian journalist had asked him:

Mr. Secretary, you talked about countries that were trying to produce weapons of mass destruction. You talked about Iran and North Korea. I have a question, a direct question to you. What are you doing with Israel? As far as Israel is concerned, Israel has more atomic weapons than any other country in the region. Why do you remain silent in regard to Israel? I think it’s important to answer this question because this has to do with the world, the strategy that we are pursuing today. I think that if the position towards Israel were different, then the situation would be different in the Near East, and this is a great problem.


Rumsfeld replied in his own unique style, but made things utterly clear:

You know the answer before I give it, I’m sure. The world knows the answer. We take the world like you find it; and Israel is a small state with a small population. It’s a democracy and it exists in a neighborhood that in many—over a period of time has opined from time to time that they’d prefer it not be there, and they’d like it to be put in the sea. And Israel has opined that it would prefer not to be put in the sea, and as a result, over a period of decades, it has arranged itself so it hasn’t been put in the sea.


It can be assumed that the journalist did not get much satisfaction from this reply. And he probably would have skipped the question altogether had he known that Rumsfeld would use it to send a strong message to Israel’s neighbors, especially Egypt and Iran, who had been demanding that Israel give up its nuclear option. Never before had such a senior U.S. official so clearly endorsed in public Israel’s right to possess that option.

The practical expression of the position taken by Rumsfeld had come in a Memorandum of Agreement (MOA) that Israel and the United States signed on October 31, 1998. Its purpose was to provide Israel with protection against attacks involving missiles and weapons of mass destruction by other countries in the region. In this MOA, the United States tried to strengthen Israel’s “defensive and deterrent capabilities,” through assistance “diplomatic or otherwise” in order to defend it from “direct threats to Israel’s security arising from the regional deployment of ballistic missiles of intermediate range or greater.”

This agreement went further than any prior public document. It is possible that other such agreements existed, but they were kept secret, and so they had no deterrent effect. Although this agreement does not obligate the United States to send its military to help Israel if it is attacked by missiles, neither does it restrict Israel’s response. The United States gives Israel permission to take independent preventive action if it is in danger. The original memorandum was signed by President Bill Clinton and Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu, and later ratified by President George W. Bush and Prime Ministers Ehud Barak and Ariel Sharon. This understanding, which among other things allows Israel a large degree of freedom in formulating its strategy toward the Iranian nuclear program, came after a long and complicated history that is the main subject of this book.
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Chapter One

A Dreadful Journey




BEN-GURION STOOD IN SILENCE at the edge of the mass grave at Bergen-Belsen concentration camp, tears rolling down his cheeks. A British major stood at his side and described the scene of horror he had witnessed when he entered the camp as it was liberated six months before, on April 15, 1945. There were piles of corpses between the long lines of barracks. One of the heaps of bodies was higher than the roof of the barracks. On the pathways lay hundreds of living skeletons. Thousands were dying of starvation and disease inside the huts. In the five days that followed, fourteen thousand inmates died of typhus and dysentery. The British army lacked the means to cope with a disaster of such dimensions. To wipe out the typhus epidemic, they had to burn the barracks. They rounded up German civilians from the vicinity and ordered them to bury the corpses. The Germans picked up the bodies and threw them into the pit. This is where they were buried, said the major, pointing at the roped-off mound of loose earth in front of them.

Ben-Gurion was stunned. A seventeen-year-old camp survivor, Tamar Shpruch, remembers seeing him, a short, sturdy figure in a cloth coat, hunched up and weeping. She remembers that day—the date etched in her memory, October 27, 1945. She had pushed into the circle of Jewish survivors surrounding him because she knew his name. She did not know then that he was the leader of the Jews of Palestine, then under the British mandate.

Years later, Ben-Gurion’s closest aide, Yitzhak Navon, who in the late 1970s was to become the fifth president of Israel, related that Ben-Gurion had never been able to free himself of the scenes he had witnessed in Germany in the autumn of 1945. “When he remembered that journey, he would emotionally describe what he had experienced, and tear at his hair and ask, ‘How could it happen? Such horrible slaughter. Such awful atrocities,’” Navon recalled.

David Ben-Gurion traveled to Germany in mid-October 1945, five months after the Nazis surrendered to the Allies, to get a firsthand impression of the aftermath of the destruction of European Jewry. In the displaced-persons camps, he met those who had survived the ghettoes and the death camps, among them distant relatives and acquaintances from his birthplace in Poland. From them he heard tales that left him in shock. The scope of the Holocaust was already known across the world; this is not what astonished Ben-Gurion. But for a Jew who had spent the war years far from the European inferno, this first human contact with the living testimonies from hell was stunning, heartbreaking.

Ben-Gurion visited the Dachau concentration camp, outside Munich, and the extermination camp at Bergen-Belsen, near Hanover. At Dachau, he paced the length of the barracks that had housed the inmates, and gazed at the narrow, wooden bunks into which they had been crammed. At one end of the camp, he stood in shock facing the crematorium. The stench of burned flesh still hung in the air. On the vast plateau where the Bergen-Belsen camp had been built, Ben-Gurion stopped at the memorial monuments that had just been put up over the mass graves, and copied into his notebook the epitaphs inscribed on them.

Groups of excited survivors pressed around Ben-Gurion, and he stood among them, listening patiently to their accounts, and asking questions. What had they gone through? How had the Nazis abused and tortured them and murdered their families? Who had rescued them? Diligently, he recorded their replies in his notebook. Survivors spoke all at once, the stories of their ordeals tumbling out, and he made no attempt to hush them, but listened patiently, asking an occasional question in Polish or Yiddish, sometimes uttering an emotional phrase in Hebrew.

He asked in Polish if they were ready to go to Palestine. Some said “Yo” in Yiddish, and others “Ken” in Hebrew—yes. Some shouted “Bravo!” and clapped their hands. He told them the journey was perilous, that the British had imposed a blockade along the Mediterranean coastlines to prevent Jews from reaching Eretz Yisrael (Hebrew for the Land of Israel, what was then Palestine), beyond the minuscule immigration quota that they had set. Perhaps the survivors who wanted to go would have to break the blockade by force, launch hunger strikes, face dangerous situations. Most responded with enthusiastic cries of “We are ready,” and “Give the orders.”

Ben-Gurion spoke quietly. He said there was only one solution to the dire condition of the Jewish people: “Eretz Yisrael as a Jewish center, which does not rely on others but builds its strength, its will and its independence.”1 Tamar Shpruch remembers that sentence, which Ben-Gurion would repeat in various versions countless times in the years to come.

Someone began to sing the anthem of the Jewish partisans who had fought the Nazis, and others joined in. They sang all of the verses in Yiddish; some of them wept. Ben-Gurion listened, visibly moved. After the song, there was quiet. Ben-Gurion said it was the first time he had heard it, and asked how many Jewish partisans there had been. “Many,” “thousands,” came the reply from the crowd. For Ben-Gurion, the fact that thousands of Jews had fought the Nazis was a tremendous revelation. Not all the Jews had surrendered abjectly and gone passively to their deaths, as the world had been led to believe. Many had chosen to fight back. He asked them to dictate the words of the song and he wrote them down, slowly in his notebook:


You must not say that you now walk the final way,

Because the darkened heavens hide the blue of day.

The time we’ve longed for will at last draw near,

And our steps, as drums, will sound that we are here.



Ben-Gurion’s host in Germany was General Walter Bedell Smith, chief of staff to General Dwight D. Eisenhower, the supreme Allied commander. Smith gave Ben-Gurion a military escort and introduced him as head of the Jewish community in Palestine to Eisenhower. According to Ben-Gurion, Eisenhower received him with a “warm welcome” and called him “the moving spirit behind the enterprise of building Palestine.” Fifteen years would pass until the two would meet again: In 1960, Eisenhower, as president of the United States, was host to the first-ever visit—albeit not a state visit—to the White House by an Israeli prime minister: David Ben-Gurion. Then Ben-Gurion would plead for arms to meet Israel’s defense needs, but now, at Eisenhower’s Frankfurt headquarters,2 there were other matters on the agenda. Ben-Gurion first thanked Eisenhower for the adequate treatment given to the Jewish refugees, then suggested that they all be concentrated in one area, under a form of “self-management,” and that they have “physical training, drill exercises and discipline,” in order to bolster their confidence in themselves and to “minimize contacts with Germans.”

But bolstering the self-confidence of the refugees and boosting their spirits was not what was on Ben-Gurion’s mind when he met with the supreme Allied commander. Since the end of the world war, Ben-Gurion’s acute political sense had led him to concentrate on building up the military strength of the Jews in Palestine. Ben-Gurion wanted to integrate some of the refugees, at least the younger ones, in his plans to defend against what he was sure was an imminent attack by the Arabs. If conditions could be created within the displaced-persons camps that would make it possible to organize the young Jews in semimilitary formations and even to train them in the use of light arms, they could then be shipped to Palestine and sent into the battlefield immediately after disembarking. The British were still refusing to give up their mandate and remove their army, and so were thereby delaying the declaration of Jewish independence. But to Ben-Gurion that event was visible on the horizon, and he knew that when it came, a bitter struggle with the Arab states would ensue. Ben-Gurion’s analysis proved very accurate.

One evening at the end of October 1945, a few days after Ben-Gurion’s visit to Bergen-Belsen, emissaries from Palestine loaded Tamar Shpruch’s group of halutzim onto a military truck that had been stolen from a British army camp not far from Belsen. The truck set out for the port of Le Havre in France, on the English Channel. Two days later, the truck reached its destination and stopped. A handsome young man in an English officer’s uniform lifted the canvas cover of the back of the truck, climbed in, and said in perfect German, “My name is Meir Mardor, but everyone calls me Munya. Our people stole this truck from the British army for you. Soon you’ll be boarding a cargo ship that we bought in America and outfitted here. You are part of the quota that the British have set for Jewish immigration into Palestine, and therefore I do not expect you to have any problems. Soon we’ll meet in Eretz Yisrael.” Minutes later, the group was climbing the ship’s gangplank and onto the upper deck.

In those days, Mardor was one of the heads of the underground organization known as “Ha-Mossad l’Aliyah Bet,” or the “Institute for Illegal Immigration,” which had been set up by the Zionist movement in order to smuggle displaced Jewish refugees from across the continent to European ports, and from there by ship to Palestine. From Ha-Mossad l’Aliyah Bet evolved Ha-Mossad le’Modiin ule-Tafkidim Meyuhadim (Institute for Intelligence and Special Duties), or “the Mossad” in short, founded in 1951, Israel’s equivalent to the CIA.

Munya Mardor would later become the director of RAFAEL, the Israeli government’s arms development agency. Mardor, according to foreign reports, headed the team of experts who developed Israel’s atomic capability.

While Tamar’s ship was leaving Le Havre on its way to the Mediterranean, Ben-Gurion was in Paris. There he summoned senior Mossad operatives and ordered them to step up the pace at which they were shipping the refugees out of Europe, despite the British blockade of the Palestinian coast. For months he had concentrated a great deal of effort on enlisting the support of French military and political officials who had fought the Nazis as members of the Maquis. They had emerged from the underground only a short while before, when the Allies had invaded Europe and liberated France. He conferred with some of the heads of l’armée juive, the “Jewish army,” which had fought as part of the French underground. He also met with commanders of General Charles de Gaulle’s Free French forces, who had operated in exile out of London and had now returned and were filling key posts in the interim government in Paris. This network of French support assisted Ben-Gurion in setting up a sophisticated operational headquarters in Paris. Senior French government officials and army officers helped Mossad overcome the obstacles placed by the British in the way of the migration of Jews to Palestine. They enlisted military experts, contributed funds, and even supplied the Mossad operatives with weapons.

Support was forthcoming from the very highest echelons of the French government. The foreign minister, Georges Bidault, quoted de Gaulle to Ben-Gurion. “I have been to Palestine,” the French leader said, “and I have seen that the Jews are the only force that is building it.” Bidault himself said at the meeting that “the government of France relates with sympathy to Zionism.” In 1938, Bidault had led the French opposition to the Munich agreement with Hitler. Immediately after the French capitulation to Germany, the Vichy regime arrested him. He was released on probation, joined the Maquis, and was involved in an underground newspaper, Combat, whose editor was the writer Albert Camus. At the end of May 1943, after the legendary underground leader Jean Moulin was captured by the Nazis and killed in prison, Bidault replaced him. Before D-Day in June 1944, he was made responsible for coordination between the invading Allied forces and the Maquis cells. A Catholic, he felt close to Zionism mainly because of the common fate of the Frenchmen and the Jews in Nazi prisons and concentration camps. He was not alone; many of the leaders of the Free French felt remorse over the fact that some French circles had cooperated with the Nazis in the “Final Solution.” Some of them declared this openly.

One of these conscience-stricken Frenchmen was Abel Thomas, an officer in the Free French forces, who had returned to Paris with de Gaulle. He had just learned that his younger brother, Pierre Thomas, a lieutenant in the French Resistance, had been tortured by the Gestapo in the Dora-Buchenwald concentration camp in Nazi Germany, where he died of starvation on February 22, 1945, at the age of twenty-three.

Pierre Thomas was not a Jew; he was killed because he fought to liberate his country. Abel heard about the suffering of the Jews in the displaced-persons camps, and felt a commonality of fate. He decided that from then on, he would give as much help as he could to the remnants of the Holocaust. This would become his life’s mission.

Ben-Gurion would meet Thomas only in the late 1950s, when the special relationship of the Israelis with the French, whose seeds Ben-Gurion planted in 1945, would reach fruition. At issue when they met was a Soviet threat to launch missiles against Israel, and Thomas was one of the senior French government officials who would move mountains to provide Israel with the means to defend itself. Strange as it is, one could say that the murder of the young Frenchman Pierre Thomas was a crucial early link in a chain of events that years later allowed Ben-Gurion to realize his vision of arming Israel with a nuclear capability.

 

DAVID BEN-GURION, the man who conceived the idea of the Jewish doomsday weapon, was born in 1886 in Plonsk, a small provincial town in eastern Poland, which earlier in the 19th century had been conquered by the Russian czarist empire. More than 70 percent of the population of Plonsk were Jews. Avigdor and Sheindel Gruen named their fourth son David Yosef. Avigdor Gruen was an educated, well-read man who spoke several languages and made a living from writing petitions and giving legal advice. Although he wasn’t a law graduate, the authorities permitted him to appear in court. “My father gave me my love of the Jewish people, for the Land of Israel, and for the Hebrew language,” David Ben-Gurion wrote to his family in New York when Avigdor died. Actually, it was his grandfather, Zvi Arieh Gruen, who taught him Hebrew, which he learned to speak and read fluently.

Young David was weak and sickly, and his mother pampered him and favored him over his brothers. He became very attached to her. “My mother died in my childhood, when I was ten,” he related many years later. “But I remember her well, as if she were still alive, and I know she was the epitome of purity, love, nobility, humanity, and devotion.”

David Gruen was a classic product of the second generation of the Zionist revolution, which had begun in Eastern Europe a few years before he was born. The revolution’s primary goal was to free the Jews from Europe, a hostile environment filled with anti-Semitic hatred, and to settle them in their own land. There they would build a sovereign, modern nation with a single language and a rational economic structure. The vision was to establish in this Land of Israel an exemplary society, secular and democratic, and to create a new type of Jew: a free and productive citizen who would shed the long black coat worn by the ghetto Jew, shave off his side-locks and beard, drop the preoccupation with religious studies and devotions, and let go of the belief that the Land of Israel would be redeemed only by divine providence and the coming of the messiah. The Jews, the early Zionists believed, must discard the traits that characterized the Diaspora in Europe: conservatism, provincialism, narrow-mindedness, and blind resignation to the blows of fate.

“From the age of five, it was clear that I would settle in the Land of Israel,” Ben-Gurion told his biographer, Michael Bar-Zohar. In those years, most Jewish migrants headed for the New World. Only a few had the courage to make their way to Palestine. There were fewer than eighty thousand Jews living there in the summer of 1906, when the boat carrying the twenty-year-old David Gruen anchored off Jaffa. That day, he wrote in his diary that he was charmed, happy, and “totally intoxicated.” In a letter to his father he gushed in poetic Hebrew: “The air was wonderful, full of sweet scents like the air of the Garden of Eden, clean and clear as pure glass; in that air we could see a distance of dozens of miles.” He was in love with the Land of Israel. That night, out of sheer excitement, he couldn’t sleep a wink. A week later, he contracted a fever, and a physician, Dr. Stein, advised him to go back to Russia. “There is nothing you can do. You simply can not stay here,” he told him. David Gruen did not take his advice, of course.

When he was twenty-four and an agricultural laborer, a halutz in the Land of Israel, he adopted the ancient Hebrew name Ben-Gurion.3 He was a Zionist and a socialist: He believed Jews had the right to establish a national home of their own in the Land of Israel, and aspired to set up a cooperative, egalitarian Jewish society there. He had been steeped in Zionism at home, and he believed in it with all his heart, uncompromisingly. His socialism developed in the ideological ferment that spread in Russia after the failed revolution of 1905.

Ben-Gurion had abandoned religion in his youth. In one swoop, he turned secular, giving up the tefillin along with prayer and the precepts of Judaism. When his father learned of this, he slapped his son on the cheek for the first and only time in his life, but David was resolute, and his father gave up.

Ben-Gurion was a stocky man, with dark eyes, curly hair, and a disproportionately large head. From an early age he tended to withdraw into himself. His hunger for learning was insatiable, and his memory phenomenal. Strict with himself and determined, he read books obsessively. For most of his life he kept a diary, in which he documented his life hour by hour, event by event. It is therefore easy to follow his steps and to understand his motives.

From an early age Ben-Gurion knew he was meant for greatness; he was driven by a deep sense of mission. His authority was natural and people felt secure in his presence. However, he would pose difficult objectives for himself and his followers. So it was when he informed his comrades in 1932 of his desire to make the socialist camp the majority in the Zionist movement. “When I presented the concrete challenge for the first time…many of the comrades said it was impossible,” he wrote to friends three years later. When in November 1929 he announced his decision to bring about a Jewish majority in the land of Israel, his audience thought he was fantasizing. At that time there were five times more Arabs than Jews in the country.

Ben-Gurion could always foresee events that were still a long way over the horizon. Late in 1936 he spoke of “the impending world war.” A week after the Wehrmacht invaded Poland, on September 8, 1939, he declared in a speech in Jerusalem that World War I “gave us the Balfour Declaration, this time we must bring about a Jewish state.” (In the Balfour Declaration of 1917, the British government promised Palestine as a national homeland for the Jews.) Even before the war in Europe, Ben-Gurion foresaw that it would accelerate the breakup of the British Empire, causing the end of the mandate in Palestine and enabling the establishment of a Jewish state.

Nevertheless, on May 8, 1945, as the war was ending, he walked the streets of London, among the ruined buildings, mingling with the jubilant, excited throng, and was depressed. The same night he wrote this in his diary: “A sad day of victory, very sad.”

This was far from the finest hour of the Jewish people, who had paid a great price without even beginning to feel the joy of victory. The Jewish sacrifice appeared to have been utterly pointless, without any profit whatsoever, miserable, and humiliating. Of course, in retrospect it was precisely this great disaster, the greatest in the history of the Jewish people, that marked the beginning of the end of the long Zionist struggle for the establishment of an independent Jewish state in the Land of Israel. As the dimensions of the Holocaust were emerging after the war’s end, Ben-Gurion was convinced that world public opinion would line up behind the underdog and push enlightened leaders to solve the Jewish problem once and for all. The time of trial for all that he had focused his powers on since his youth was fast approaching.

Ben-Gurion came to this historical crossroads fully prepared. In 1945, at age fifty-nine, he was a mature statesman. Since the age of twenty, when he was first elected to a position of leadership, he had planned far ahead.4 With great skill, he prepared the Jews of Eretz Yisrael for the decisive moment. By the mid-1940s, he had no doubt whatsoever: A brutal military confrontation would soon break out between the Jews and the Arabs in Palestine. If the Arabs lost, they would try again and again and again. If the Jews lost but once, they would be doomed to extinction. The Jews must therefore prepare themselves for a prolonged and determined armed struggle.

This way of looking at the reality of the Middle East seems logical and natural today, with the benefit of hindsight, but it was far from the way the early Zionists saw things. The outlook prevalent among the Jewish Zionist pioneers of the early 20th century was very different. Some were motivated by a desire to shape an ideal, utopian reality, influenced by romantic British and German Orientalism, while others were influenced by European colonialist ideology. The implications of these views would be fateful in the future relationship between Jews and Arabs in Palestine.

Most of the Zionist leadership chose to close its eyes and totally ignore the fact that there were hundreds of thousands of Arabs with deep roots in Palestine. This is why since the creation of the modern Zionist movement approximately 120 years ago, a myth has grown up, according to which the first Zionists settled in a country empty of inhabitants. When Ben-Gurion encountered this conception, he would dismiss it. “The illusion that Eretz Yisrael is an uninhabited land, in which we can do as we wish, without taking the local population into account, has caused us a great deal of damage,” he declared at a meeting of the Jewish National Committee in 1921. A small and elitist circle, Brit Shalom (the Peace League), supported by the philosopher Martin Buber and the first president of the Hebrew University, Yehuda Leib Magnes,5 advocated the establishment of a joint Jewish-Arab government in a binational state in Palestine. But Ben-Gurion mocked the naïveté of the Brit Shalom circle, and called its members “rootless,” meaning they had lost their fundamental national consciousness.

Another grouping, to which Ben-Gurion belonged in his early years in Palestine, adopted a romantic-Marxist approach, holding that the ignorant Arab peasants, who were being exploited by the effendis (landowners), would welcome the educated and progressive Jews as their saviors. After all, both were members of the working class and as such had a common goal, the overthrow of the capitalists. “We have not come here to steal a country,” said Ben-Gurion, “but to build it and revive it”—for the Arabs as well as the Jews. This was Zionism’s moral justification. The Arabs “should understand this,” primarily because “they are incapable of building the country themselves,” and secondly because “they aren’t strong enough to eject us.” He urged his comrades to display solidarity with the Arab peasant: “The encounter between the Hebrew elite and the Arab laborer should be an encounter of working comrades,” he wrote in a 1920 article, “On the Arab Peasant and in His Land,” in phraseology reminiscent of a Russian revolutionary, adding: “Only between two free national groups of workers, each of which can stand on its own, will it be possible to establish the harmonious and comradely life which we must place at the foundation of our settlement enterprise in the Land.” According to this concept, Ben-Gurion expected two societies to develop in parallel in Palestine, each helping the other. Characteristically, he prepared detailed plans for achieving economic and agricultural cooperation, and he expounded on them to both Jews and Arabs. “The Land of Israel will be for both the Hebrew nation and the Arabs who live in it,” he wrote in another article, “The Hebrew Worker and the Arab,” in 1926.

Ben-Gurion’s optimism was justifiable. During most of the 1920s, the relationship between Jews and Arabs was peaceful. The economy expanded. The British administration in Palestine was successfully governing from day to day, but encountered difficulty in navigating between the competing Arab and Jewish national interests. The complications were a direct result of the conflicting territorial promises that the British government made during World War I.

One promise was made to the Arabs in 1915. On behalf of His Majesty, the British High Commissioner in Egypt, Sir Henry McMahon, had promised the patriarch of the Hashemite family and Sharif of Mecca, Hussein ibn Ali, control of most Arab lands in the Middle East, exclusive of the Mediterranean coast, in exchange for Hussein’s commitment to lead a Bedouin armed revolt against the Ottoman Empire. The legendary Lawrence of Arabia (British intelligence officer T. E. Lawrence) guided the successful revolt that ousted the Turks from the entire Arabian Desert, from the Hejaz in the south (which became part of the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia in 1932) to Damascus (Syria) in the north.

Another territorial obligation was made on May 16, 1916, when Britain and France signed the secret Sykes-Picot treaty (the two diplomats who negotiated the treaty were the French François Georges-Picot and the British Mark Sykes), in which the future victorious Allies defined the boundaries of the postwar Middle East. The treaty was in direct contravention of the McMahon-Hussein agreement that had spurred on the Arab Revolt.

A third territorial promise was made to the Jews. On November second 1917, the British foreign minister, Lord Arthur Balfour, issued a declaration announcing his government’s support for the establishment of “a Jewish national home in Palestine.” The British establishment had a long tradition of supporting the restoration of the Jews in their own land for religious, imperialistic, and even idyllic motives. It has been suggested that the declaration was intended to favor the Jews so that the Jewish communities in the United States and Russia would influence their governments to support the British cause in the war. In any case, this British pledge became the basis for international support for the founding of the modern State of Israel.

Based on the Sykes-Picot treaty, on April 19, 1920, the League of Nations decided to assign Britain the mandate over Palestine and the responsibility for implementing the Balfour Declaration. (France obtained a mandate over Syria, carving out Lebanon as a separate state.)

In 1921, the British divided its mandate in two. East of the Jordan River became the Emirate of Transjordan (today the Kingdom of Jordan) and west of the Jordan River became the Palestine mandate. This was the first time in modern history that Palestine became a unified political entity.

As the ’20s drew to an end, the political arena in Palestine began swaying. The rising tide of European Jewish immigration to Palestine (between 1920 and 1930, one hundred thousand Jews came to live in Palestine), Arab land purchases by the Jewish Agency, and the establishment of dozens of new Jewish settlements generated increasing resistance by Arab political leaders. They feared that Jewish expansion would lead to the establishment of a Jewish state.

In 1928, Muslims and Jews in Jerusalem began to clash over their religious rights at the Wailing Wall, the sole remnant of the second Jewish Temple and a holy site to Muslims. The Wailing Wall clashes were tolerable, but tension between the communities had grown and a powerful wave of violence broke out. The grave events that followed caused Ben-Gurion to change his optimistic political outlook in a flash.

On a blazing summer’s day—August 23, 1929—thousands of Arabs, headed by the Grand Mufti of Jerusalem, Haj Amin al-Husayni, attacked Jews in downtown Jerusalem. Screaming “Itbah al Yahud” (“Kill the Jews”), the mob fell upon passersby, murdering some of them, and looting and burning Jewish stores. The next day rioting spread to other cities and to dozens of smaller communities. In Hebron, fifty-nine Jews were slaughtered; in Safed, ten.

The mandatory (mandate) government’s response was hesitant. Only after two days did the British army go into action and quell the rioting. In a week, 133 Jews had been murdered and 339 wounded. Shock gripped the Jews of Eretz Yisrael and the world. It was the first time that Arabs had attacked Jews in an organized onslaught, and was all the more horrifying because the Jews had created the Zionist movement and come to live in the land precisely to get away from pogroms that Russian anti-Semites had perpetrated in the 1880s.

Ben-Gurion’s thinking changed rapidly. He possessed an important attribute for a leader: flexibility. His political outlook was never rigid. So when he had absorbed the new situation, he discarded his romantic naïveté toward the Arabs and adopted a pragmatic, determined realism, an awareness of the harsh truth: Two national liberation movements were fighting for the same country.

Foreseeing the future twenty years hence, he wrote: “When a Jewish state is established, it will be attacked by its neighbors.” His conclusions were that Arabs would endanger the Jewish entity in Palestine, that they were the true enemy, and it was therefore necessary to bring more young Jews from the Diaspora and to set up an effective defense apparatus. These conclusions seem obvious today, but they were far from self-evident in 1929 and even sounded eccentric. “It is inconceivable that we should live in the Land under the protection of foreign bayonets indefinitely,” he wrote, and he told a friend: “It is essential that we solve the security problem with our own resources.” The origin of the Jewish army was, therefore, rooted in practical necessity: to respond to the riots instigated by the Arabs.

It was not necessary to exactly match the military power of the Arabs, Ben-Gurion believed. It would suffice if there were two trained Jewish youths for every three Arabs. In the terms prevalent in the Zionist movement in the early 1930s, this was revolutionary. According to the British Mandate census, in 1931 there were 860,000 Arabs and 175,000 Jews in Palestine, and in the age group of twenty to forty, only 30,000 Jews and 100,000 Arabs. Ben-Gurion was demanding that another 30–40,000 young Jews be brought to Eretz Yisrael immediately.

The “disturbances” of 1929, and the “Arab Revolt”6 of 1936 imbued Ben-Gurion with a deep anxiety, which remained with him throughout his life. In December 1936, at a meeting with his close friends in Jerusalem, he said: “The danger we face is not rioting, but extermination. The attackers will not be only the Arabs of Palestine, but also the Iraqis and Saudi Arabians, and they have warplanes and artillery. We have to prepare seriously to constitute a substantial force in this country, capable of standing up to a massive offensive.” His friends looked at him as if he had lost his mind. Others attributed his prophesy of doom to a transient mood. But Ben-Gurion meant what he said, and indeed, his forecast was fulfilled almost entirely twelve years later, immediately after he declared the independence of the State of Israel. And this fear of extermination lasted even after the victory in the War of Independence and led Ben-Gurion to his decision to develop the Israeli nuclear option.

 

AT THE BEGINNING of World War II, the Zionist leadership had no doubt that the British government headed by Winston Churchill, Zionism’s greatest friend in Britain, would give the Jews their national home in Palestine. The Jews were allies. There were thousands of Jews in the British forces. The Palestinian Arabs supported Hitler, and the Mufti of Jerusalem, al-Husayni, had been received as an ally in Nazi Berlin. In 1943, a committee of British cabinet ministers recommended the partition of Palestine between the Jews and the Arabs. Churchill called their report “a very nice piece of work.” Zionist leaders were quite confident that immediately after the war, Churchill would force his opinions on the cabinet and Parliament, and the way to Jewish independence would be clear.

Reality proved entirely different. In April 1945, Churchill’s foreign secretary, Anthony Eden, persuaded him that the partition of Palestine between Jews and Arabs would harm British interests. First of all, the supply of oil from the Middle East would be gravely threatened. Second, the Jews would encourage the entry of the Soviet Union into the Middle Eastern arena. A month earlier, in March, Eden had assisted in the establishment of the Arab League. The British, in order to demonstrate that they were not about to give up the mandate, closed the shores of Palestine to boats carrying Jewish refugees from Europe. Then in July, the British electorate voted out Churchill’s Conservative government. Again Zionist leaders rejoiced; after all, the Labor Party had always taken a clearly pro-Zionist stance and at its annual conference one year earlier, in 1944, had adopted a resolution in favor of a Jewish state in all of western Palestine, with the Arab population transferred to the neighboring Arab countries. Labor’s policy was so far-reaching that the Zionist leadership had sought to have the population-transfer proposal kept secret, in order not to antagonize the Arab rulers. Now, with Labor in power, the Zionists were confident that the establishment of the Jewish state was a certainty.

But again, they reaped disappointment. In November, it became clear that Labor would not implement the 1944 resolution. The restrictions on Jewish immigration to Palestine remained in force. At most, the Labor government would be prepared to appoint yet another committee to investigate the possibilities for a solution to the Palestine question.

This was a heavy blow, and the president of the World Zionist Organization, Chaim Weizmann, was stunned. For years, the well-oiled and efficient Zionist diplomatic machine he headed had striven to achieve one goal: the fulfillment of the British promises encapsulated in the Balfour Declaration. Weizmann, who was to become Israel’s first president and a staunch opponent of Ben-Gurion’s nuclear project, had no doubt that after the war Britain would remain the dominant power in the Middle East and would have the goodwill to declare an end to the mandate and enable the establishment of a Jewish state. Now, in London his associates were speaking of “British treachery.”

Ben-Gurion, on the other hand, was not disappointed. He had not believed that Britain would give up Palestine easily and willingly. In order to hurry the British retreat he turned to a plan of armed struggle. Weizmann objected strenuously. His entire career as a Zionist leader had rested on one principle: the achievement of Jewish goals through diplomacy, and never through force. His close friend the philosopher Sir Isaiah Berlin called his policy “patient diplomacy.” But Ben-Gurion put it this way at a meeting with Sir Isaiah in Washington, D.C., in December 1941: “Weizmann’s patient appeals to history and reason are out-dated weapons. The leaders of the world are listening, but they do not do anything…Ultimately, these people will of necessity behave in accordance with the national interests of their countries. They will not be ready to help the Jews on sunny days or on rainy days…Only the Jews themselves, only their power concentrated in the United States and in Eretz Yisrael will stand them in good stead in any circumstances.”

Ben-Gurion both admired and despised Weizmann. He admired how the Polish-born professor of chemistry had persuaded the British to give the Jews the Balfour Declaration, but he thought Weizmann loved England, and the English people, more than Eretz Yisrael.

In the variegated gallery of the Zionist leadership, there were no persons more different than these two, in their nature and their appearance. Ben-Gurion the pioneer, wearing work clothes of simple khaki cloth, was a working-class leader, a revolutionary, working his way gradually up the hierarchy of the leadership. Weizmann, a Jewish aristocrat, had been born with a silver spoon in his mouth and never knew a moment’s poverty or hardship. The one was short and sturdy, incapable of making small talk or exchanging pleasantries; the other tall and aloof, a man of the world who captivated political leaders, generals, and intellectuals with his charm. Ben-Gurion was down-to-earth, energetic, modest to the point of asceticism, and always traveled third-class. Weizmann and his ever-present entourage went first-class; he relished the good life, fine food and wine, and the company of women. The one was an unpolished autodidact, lacking a formal education; the other a world-renowned scientist, who as a faculty member of the University of Manchester during World War I had developed for the British war effort a synthetic acetone for use in explosives, winning him fame and the affection of the nation.

The relationship between the two was complex. They met and corresponded infrequently, but nevertheless for almost the entire first half of the 20th century they trod parallel courses toward a common goal. Both aspired to see the establishment of the Jewish state. Both intended to use moderate, proportionate means to achieve this, and both were repelled by terrorism. Both preferred reaching a territorial compromise with the Arabs. They divided the work: As president of the World Zionist Organization, Weizmann led the worldwide diplomatic effort, and as leader of the workers in Eretz Yisrael, Ben-Gurion set up the infrastructure for the state-to-be. Ben-Gurion guided the practical Zionism that settled and built the Land. Weizmann was at the head of the political Zionism that negotiated in order to gain recognition for Jewish independence in the Land of Israel. As long as the responsibility for the future of Palestine lay with His Majesty’s government, agreement usually prevailed between them. Weizmann would do the diplomatic lobbying in London, and Ben-Gurion would fight the British high commissioner in Jerusalem to be allowed another settlement and another immigrant’s visa.

When it became clear that Britain was reneging on its commitment to the Zionist movement, Ben-Gurion laid down new guidelines. He launched an open armed struggle against the British mandate, and at the same time sought American sponsorship for the goals of Zionism. This was an expression of a principle that had gathered strength in the wake of the Holocaust and was highly relevant to Ben-Gurion’s eventual decision to develop nuclear weapons: The Jews must not rely on gentiles. They must take their fate into their own hands. Moving the focus of the diplomatic struggle to the United States was intended to exploit the power of the American Jewish community and its influence over the administration in Washington.

Weizmann differed with Ben-Gurion on both issues. He argued that an armed struggle against the British would undermine the achievements of Zionism, and he was convinced that the future of Jewish settlement in the Land of Israel would be decided according to the wishes of London, not Washington. Abba Hillel Silver, the energetic leader of American Zionists, lined up with Ben-Gurion. Stephen S. Wise, the leader of American Reform Jewry, supported Weizmann’s position. After a bitter struggle, Ben-Gurion came out on top. The result of the confrontation was a decline in Weizmann’s stature. At the 22nd Zionist Congress in Basel, Switzerland, in 1946, Weizmann failed to win reelection as president of the World Zionist Organization.7 Six of the nineteen members of the new Zionist executive were Americans.

The diversion of the Zionist diplomatic effort to the United States was a fateful move, perhaps the most important taken by the Zionist movement after the war. Placing the Zionist eggs in the American basket was a significant step forward in the process of achieving independence. Ben-Gurion, with his acute historical and political sense, had determined that America would now lead the free world and decide the fate of the Middle East. The implications of American involvement were a key factor Ben-Gurion would eventually have to take into account in the development of Israel’s nuclear capability.

The conflict over whether Zionism’s orientation would be British or American had sharpened the antagonism between the two leaders. Some years later, when Weizmann was filling his largely ceremonial post as first president of the State of Israel, and power was concentrated in Prime Minister Ben-Gurion’s hands, the nuclear issue sparked a new dispute. Weizmann the scientist (for whom the country’s leading research institution, the Weizmann Institute in Rehovot, which he ran and where he made his residence, had been named) would marshal all of his considerable influence over the Israeli scientific community to try to sabotage Ben-Gurion’s plan to develop a nuclear option.

In the second half of 1945, Ben-Gurion pinned all of his hopes on the American Jewish community and its influence over president Harry S. Truman and his administration. Truman’s predecessor, Franklin D. Roosevelt, had put Ben-Gurion off, because Roosevelt spoke one language to the Jewish leaders and another to the Arab leaders. But in April 1945, after Roosevelt’s sudden death and Truman’s swearing in as his successor, Ben-Gurion knew the dice were rolling in his favor. In August, he concluded that Truman would support the Palestine partition plan, and in fact, later that month, immediately after his return from the Allied Big Three’s victory summit in Potsdam, Truman announced his wish to see the establishment of a Jewish state. His special emissary Earl G. Harrison, United States representative on the Intergovernmental Committee on Refugees, traveled to the displaced-persons camps to report on their condition and recommended the immediate transfer of 100,000 Jews to Palestine. The British government ignored the recommendation, but Ben-Gurion was confident that the fate of Zionism was now in good hands. That autumn, on the eve of the fast of Yom Kippur, the most solemn day in the Jewish calendar, and after being subjected to an intensive lobbying and softening-up effort by the American Zionist leadership, Truman declared that the United States accepted partition of Palestine. This was the time for Ben-Gurion to launch a huge effort in the United States to prepare for the inevitable military conflict with the Arabs.

Ben-Gurion knew America well. He had lived in New York for three years after the Turks exiled him from Palestine in 1915, and had become fluent in English. In December 1917, he married Paula Monbaz, a New York hospital nurse, and the pair took an apartment in Brooklyn.

Ben-Gurion found similarities between the early American pioneers and the halutzim of Eretz Yisrael. He admired the American Constitution, and the sense of liberty prevalent in the country. The pace of life astonished him. Through the 1940s he visited the United States every two years, staying for several weeks and sometimes for months. Ben-Gurion was in New York from November 1941 to September 1942 and witnessed the country’s reaction to the surprise Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor.

In May 1942, at a special conference in New York’s Biltmore Hotel, Ben-Gurion persuaded the majority of the six hundred delegates of American Jewish organizations to pass a resolution calling for a program of intense activity to increase Jewish immigration to Eretz Yisrael, including the use of violence against the British mandate. In Zionist history, this resolution is known as “the Biltmore program.”

With each visit Ben-Gurion developed a deeper relationship with, and greater esteem for, the leaders of the American Jewish community, such as Supreme Court Justices Louis Brandeis and Felix Frankfurter, along with Abba Hillel Silver, Meyer Weisgal, Stephen Wise, Louis Lipsky, and many others. The more he got to know the community and its heads, the more his esteem for them grew. Although most American Jews were at that time not Zionists, he wrote to a friend, “That’s where the masses are, that’s where the power is, that’s where the money is. If we want to do great things, it would be hopeless without America.”

In June 1945, Ben-Gurion traveled to New York to raise money for armaments. On his arrival he summoned Weisgal, a Zionist activist, a talented impresario, and a close associate of Weizmann. For hours Ben-Gurion spoke of what was going to happen in Palestine. The Arabs will attack, Ben-Gurion warned, and so there was an urgent need to raise money, acquire arms, and mobilize professional manpower. “He told me at great length what he wanted,” Weisgal related in his memoirs. “The main thing was: Can you locate 30 Jews who will follow me blindly, who will do what I ask without asking questions?”

A day later, Henry Montor reported to Ben-Gurion. He was the executive director of the United Palestine Appeal. Weisgal described him as follows: “He had a genius for fundraising, and he knew everybody worth knowing.” Montor gave Ben-Gurion a list of seventeen Jews, all of whom, he said, were “men of means, whose dedication to the security of the yishuv could be relied upon.” (Ha’yishuv, Hebrew for “the community,” was the word used for the Jewish population of Palestine before the establishment of the State of Israel.) Everyone on the list was invited to a secret conclave to be held at 9:30 on the morning of Sunday, July 1, at the home of the millionaire Rudolf S. Sonneborn on 57th Street.

Ben-Gurion opened the meeting: “We are soon about to face the armies of all the Arab states, when the British leave the country. We can stand up to them, if we have the weapons that we need. In the ruins and confusion of Europe, there is no certainty that we will be able to get what we thought we would. Most importantly, the weapons that the Haganah8 has already acquired were adequate to cope with the local Arab gangs, but not regular armies, mostly armed by Britain. It is essential that in due course we build up a military industry, and when this [second world] war ends9 it will be possible to purchase the necessary machinery and instruments in the USA…Hundreds of thousands of dollars, perhaps millions, will be needed for this. Are you ready to provide the necessary funds?”

The discussion went on for seven and a half hours, and when it was over the participants agreed to finance the acquisition of weapons and equipment that the young state would require. Ben-Gurion wrote in his diary: “This was the best Zionist meeting that I’ve had in the United States.” In the secret papers of the state-in-the-making the seventeen American millionaires were given the code name “the Sonneborn Institute,” after their host. In the coming years, its members would contribute millions of dollars to buy munitions, machinery, hospital equipment and medicines, and ships to carry refugees to Eretz Yisrael.10

The first consignment of machinery for the production of munitions purchased with money from the Sonneborn Institute left New York for Palestine in February 1946. By January 1947, some 950 shipments of dismantled machinery left the port of New York for Palestine. Chaim Slavin, who later become the director of the Israeli Military Industries, had been sent to New York to organize the shipments. Many years later, Slavin revealed in a press interview that in the consignment documents the crates were described as containing “textile machinery.” The British customs officials never suspected anything was amiss, and so the equipment reached its destination and became the foundation of the Israeli military industry.

Fifteen years later, when foreign intelligence operatives and inquisitive journalists discovered that a gigantic construction project was under way in the Negev, near the small immigrant town of Dimona, the Israeli authorities maintained that it was a “textile factory.” And in official Israeli documents, “the textile factory” became the code name of the Dimona nuclear project.

The Sonneborn Institute would emerge again in 1956–57, when a nuclear agreement between Israel and France was being discussed. Ben-Gurion once again drew up a list of wealthy Jews, this time to help finance the reactor and related installations. The millionaires of the Sonneborn Institute were the first to receive his appeal.

 

IN MID-NOVEMBER 1945, Ben-Gurion returned to Jerusalem and summoned the Representative Assembly of the Jews in Palestine to hear his report on his mission to Germany. A recording of his speech is to be found in the archives of Kol Yisrael, the Israeli state radio station. Ben-Gurion’s voice is restrained. From time to time, someone in the audience can be heard sobbing, or emitting a sigh of pain. “I was in Dachau and Belsen. I saw the gas chambers, where every day they poisoned thousands of Jews, men and women, the aged and the elderly, infants and children, led them naked as if they were going to take showers. The gas chambers are really built as if they are shower rooms, and the Nazis would peep in from the outside to see the Jews writhe and struggle in their death throes. I saw the furnaces in which they burned the bodies of hundreds and thousands and millions of Jews from all the countries in Europe (here an outburst of weeping is audible on the recording)…I saw the gallows in Belsen, on which they would hang a number of Jews at once for sins such as coming two minutes late for forced labor, and all the other prisoners had to gather and watch the display. I saw the kennels where they bred the savage dogs that were trained to be set on the Jews on their way to work or to be killed. I saw the platforms, on which naked Jewish men and women were laid and the camp commanders would stand and shoot them in their backs, and I saw the few remnants, the survivors of the six million who were slaughtered in the sight of the world, an indifferent world, foreign, cold, cruel…”

There, in the death camps of Europe, in the encounters with the remnants of Europe’s Jews, only two months after the United States had loosed atom bombs on Hiroshima and Nagasaki, leading to the unconditional surrender of Japan, Ben-Gurion reached his first understanding of the deterrent advantage inherent in nuclear capability. True, at that time, when the Jewish nation was at one of the lowest points in its history, before the establishment of Israel as an independent state had been ensured, the very idea of developing a Jewish nuclear option seemed totally fanciful. Nevertheless, the lessons drawn by Ben-Gurion from the death camps meshed naturally with his understanding of the new reality that had been created in the world: There was now a new kind of absolute deterrence, and if the Jews got it no one would dare to contemplate their extermination. Ben-Gurion never publicly expressed the idea in such clear terms, because he was loyal to the rules of secrecy, as were most members of his generation. But a careful reading of his diaries and other writings suggests that the connection between the Holocaust and the ultimate weapon was etched into his consciousness during his visit to the killing fields.

In Israel’s War of Independence in 1948–49, Tamar Shpruch fought in the infantry. Then she married Hans Freund, who had been hidden along with his mother by good Germans in Berlin; she left her kibbutz and embarked on a career in special education. In recent years, she has been a tour guide. Although she experienced the Nazi horrors as a young and healthy girl, and although six decades have passed, not a day goes by that she does not see in her mind’s eye pictures of the tortured, starving victims in the labor camps, of people falling by the wayside in the forced march from Poland to Germany, and getting shot in the head. To most Israelis, born after World War II in an independent Jewish state, Tamar Freund represents the depths of the existential dread that the Holocaust and the extermination of over a third of the Jewish people has carved into Israel’s consciousness. This is the dread that was absorbed by Ben-Gurion during that journey to occupied Germany, the dread that gave birth to the idea of arming the Jewish people with an ultimate weapon of defense.








Chapter Two

The A Team




AT PRECISELY TEN O’CLOCK in the morning, on January 22, 1952, Munya Mardor presented himself at the entrance to the Tel-Aviv residence of David Ben-Gurion, Israel’s prime minister and minister of defense. The sentry saluted and Ben-Gurion’s wife, Paula, met Mardor in the hall and shook hands with him. The prime minister’s military secretary led him to the office on the second floor. The door was open and Ben-Gurion waved him in and pointed to a chair.

Mardor was tense. For three months Ben-Gurion had been trying to persuade him to become head of the newly founded division for research and development at the Defense Ministry. Mardor had firmly resisted the offer. In mid-1949 he retired from the military, after serving for fifteen stormy and dangerous years, during which he had carried out many special missions, mostly in the underground. Now, after a difficult period adapting to civilian life, he had set up a private company, fathered a son, Rami, and was beginning to settle down.

The night before, Munya discussed the future with his wife, Lenka. They were an impressive couple. He was a tall, well-built man, meticulous about his attire and his hair. His visage was Aryan, with a high forehead. She was also tall and good-looking, with long blond hair, fine lips, and an aquiline nose. During World War II she was the youngest officer in the British army’s women’s corps, the Auxiliary Territorial Service, in Egypt. When Israel’s War of Independence broke out in 1948, she joined the Israel Defense Forces (IDF). Their talk was charged with tension. Lenka had never interfered in Munya’s career, although it was often difficult to restrain herself. He had been away for most of her pregnancy. She knew that if he accepted Ben-Gurion’s proposal, he would put everything he had into the job, and the family burden would be entirely hers. If you want to build a business, she told him, time isn’t on your side. He knew she was right; in a year’s time he’d be forty. It was in the early hours that they decided that he’d say no to the prime minister. During the drive from their home on Haifa’s Mount Carmel to Tel Aviv, he rehearsed his rejection speech: “I lack the training for a scientific mission. I have no experience in so complex a field. For years I served as a loyal soldier. Now I want to build an economic basis for my family.”

The followers of Ben-Gurion were known as Ben-Gurionists in the same way that Stalin’s followers—with all the differences—were called Stalinists. Mardor was no Ben-Gurionist. Once his daughter, Gonnie, asked her father if he venerated Ben-Gurion, and he replied: “I admire him. We shouldn’t venerate anyone.” Years later, he’d tell Gonnie: “Never serve any person. Serve a cause.” What’s more, Mardor wasn’t politically identified, and although he grew up in a Zionist socialist youth movement, his life wasn’t guided by any ideology. He was known as a creative man with a rich imagination, and a supremely practical man, someone who could get things done.

For months, Ben-Gurion had trained his heavy artillery on Mardor: Cabinet ministers, the chief of staff, the heads of the defense establishment, close friends who had shared daring exploits with him, all were sent to try to persuade Munya—as he was known to all—to accept the mission. But he held firm in his refusal.

One of the men who tried to persuade Mardor to work for the Defense Ministry was Professor Ernst Bergmann, Ben-Gurion’s scientific adviser. Ernst David Bergmann had been born in Germany in 1903. His father, Judah, was a well-known rabbi and author. Ernst wrote his doctoral thesis in chemistry at Berlin University under Wilhelm Schlenk, famous as the discoverer of lithium. Schlenk and the young Bergmann collaborated on “The Complete Handbook of Organic Chemistry” (Ausführliches Lehrbuch der Organischen Chemie), a two-volume work that for decades was considered the basic textbook on chemistry. The first volume came out in 1932, shortly before the Nazis took over the government of Germany. When the second volume appeared in 1939, Bergmann’s name was left off the cover, because he was a Jew.

The Nazis determined the course of Bergmann’s life: Soon after they took power, he had the foresight to leave for England. There he was introduced to Chaim Weizmann, then the leader of the Zionist movement and himself a prominent chemistry professor. The two would become close friends and colleagues.

Weizmann offered Bergmann the scientific directorship of the Daniel Sieff Research Institute, then being built in Palestine with donations from the Anglo-Jewish Sieff family; Weizmann was its president.1 At considerable risk to his career, Bergmann agreed. In the early 1930s, Palestine was a remote, undeveloped backwater with a Jewish population of 175,000 souls. But Weizmann’s enthusiasm infected Bergmann. It was Weizmann himself who had planned the institute that would eventually bear his name and was overseeing its construction near Rehovot, a small Jewish town on the coastal plain south of Tel Aviv. To do so, Weizmann traveled to Palestine and took up residence in a rented hut near the building site. His wife, Vera, fell in love with the surrounding sand dunes and orange groves and decided to purchase an eleven-acre plot nearby. “I bought the scenery,” she wrote in her memoirs. For the next two years she devoted herself to building a new residence for the leader of world Jewry in the Land of Israel.

The modest research institute was a two-story building with two departments, organic chemistry and biochemistry, as well as Weizmann’s personal laboratory. As scientists of Jewish background were forced to flee Germany because of Nazi persecution, the Sieff Institute became a haven for many of them. When Bergmann developed a plan for a massive expansion of the Institute, some of his colleagues accused him of daydreaming. But in retrospect, seventy years later, it is clear that his vision was crucial among all the events and actions that worked together to give Israel the nuclear option. At the Sieff Institute, on January 1, 1934, fourteen years before Ben-Gurion declared an independent State of Israel, Bergmann began training the researchers who would build the scientific infrastructure for the Israeli military industry and, just over thirty years later, would build Israel’s secret weapon.

In 1937, the Weizmanns left their home in Kensington, London, for the magnificent villa that German-Jewish architect Erich Mendelsohn had designed on the plot near the Institute. The Jews of Palestine called the villa “the White House.” That same year, Bergmann’s wife, Otilia, died from bone cancer. Vera and Otilia had been close friends.

During World War II, Bergmann was involved in various military projects in Britain, France, and the United States. Working together in London, he and Weizmann helped the Allied war effort by developing a process for the production of monomers, necessary for the manufacture of synthetic rubber from agricultural raw materials.

When Bergmann returned to Palestine in 1946, the Sieff Institute had expanded and become the Weizmann Institute. Bergmann was now famous. His reputation as a chemist and the fact that he was Weizmann’s protégé aroused Ben-Gurion’s curiosity. The two began meeting frequently, and Ben-Gurion expounded his doctrine: When a Jewish state arose, the secret of its existence would be based on its technological and scientific superiority. If a considerable technological gap could be opened up between it and the Arabs, its survival would be assured. Bergmann was excited. Political activity and intimacy with those at the controlling core of the state-in-the-making was preferable to the relative anonymity of the ivory tower.

Ben-Gurion’s magic worked so well on Bergmann that he was persuaded to mobilize the Weizmann Institute on behalf of the security of the embryonic state. By 1949, after the declaration of independence and the ensuing war, there were sixty laboratories operating at the Institute, in nine scientific fields: organic and inorganic chemistry; biochemistry; bacteriology; optics; electronics; polymer research; isotope research; applied mathematics, including geophysics; and biophysics. An experimental-biology laboratory was under construction.

Ben-Gurion and Bergmann aimed to put the Institute’s labs at the disposal of the defense establishment, but Weizmann, for whom diplomacy rather than military power was paramount and who believed science should be free of governmental control, stood in their way. He feared that through Bergmann, Ben-Gurion would take control of the Institute and impinge on its independence. Indeed, from the very beginnings of the Institute, its scientists had been involved in clandestine security research. The development of a recoilless gun, for example, was carried out in a doubly secret operation, as the scientists had to conceal their activities not only from the British mandatory authorities, but also from the president of their own institute. He was either unaware of the underground projects or pretended to be so, and at every opportunity he deplored the mixing of pure research and political matters. When the War of Independence was over, Weizmann believed that investing substantial scientific efforts in defense research would impair civilian scientific progress, and would encourage hawkish politicians to perpetuate the conflict with the Arabs. “I told him,” Bergmann related, “that to my mind all our lives we would be in a situation that would require military research.” This statement is testimony of the extent to which Ben-Gurion’s outlook had influenced Bergmann.

No less than Ben-Gurion, Bergmann was convinced that after the Holocaust the Jewish people would be fully justified in building an ultimate weapon for their defense. Years later, when a left-wing political leader questioned Ben-Gurion’s wisdom in the matter of nuclear development, Bergmann wrote to him: “There is no one in the country who does not fear nuclear war, and there is no one who does not hope that despite everything reason will prevail in tomorrow’s world. But we have no right to substitute hopes and illusions for exact knowledge and cold evaluation of the real situation. I am unable to forget that the Holocaust took the Jewish people by surprise. This nation can not permit itself to be so deluded once again.”

Both Ben-Gurion and Weizmann demanded exclusive loyalty from Bergmann. Many years later, in 1973, Bergmann described the compromise that he proposed to Weizmann: to make the Weizmann Institute the central scientific institution of the State of Israel, “with both a civilian and a military nature.” Weizmann objected strenuously, but Ben-Gurion, as usual, won. Weizmann’s refusal to allow Bergmann to integrate pure scientific research and military research forced Bergmann to choose. “After eighteen years of working together, a split opened up between us,” he ruefully said in describing how he was made to abandon the man who had nurtured him since his youth. Weizmann’s close associate Meyer Weisgal wrote: “The intimacy, and the honest understanding, the complete trust that existed between them for many years, gradually dimmed and eventually vanished. It was torture for everyone concerned.”

There was another, personal, reason for the rift. After his wife died Bergmann fell in love with Weizmann’s secretary, the beautiful Hani Itin, and married her. Prior to that, while his wife was still alive, Bergmann had been rumored to have had affairs. Vera Weizmann who had been very close to Bergmann’s wife, and who had herself been the victim of her husband’s affairs, broke off her friendship with Bergmann. So did her husband.

Bergmann’s remarriage and the Weizmanns boycott of him were grist for the gossip mills of the political and scientific communities. Eventually the two men negotiated through the mediation of Meyer Weisgal, and it was decided that Bergmann would cease to be director of the Institute and a member of the governing body, and would go on a year’s sabbatical. There was no mention of the dispute in any of the newspapers in Palestine. In those years, there was no public discussion of the personal affairs of the nation’s leaders.

In July 1951, Bergmann finally crossed over. From now on he would hold the civilian title of scientific adviser to the defense minister, and he would unofficially direct the operations of the IDF’s Science Corps, known by its Hebrew acronym HEMED. “Ben-Gurion insisted that I get a military rank,” Bergmann related. “I told him ‘no’…My reasoning was that because I assumed that we would have to get much information from abroad it would be better when I was on overseas missions if I came as a civilian and not a soldier. I know many professors in Europe and America who would stop relating to me as a man of science, if I were an army officer.” Ben-Gurion conceded. In addition to his work in the defense establishment, Bergmann continued researching and teaching in the labs of the Israel Institute of Technology, or Technion, in Haifa, and at the Hebrew University in Jerusalem. But he no longer had any access to the Weizmann Institute. The boycott Weizmann had imposed on him was absolute.

The Science Corps had been set up in 1948, at the same time as the State of Israel and the IDF. It incorporated all the cells of the primitive military industries that had operated in Palestine, most under the auspices of the Haganah, the mainstream underground organization. In these cells, hundreds of people—university researchers, engineers employed by the mandate administration or private firms, technicians, metal workers—had manufactured and assembled light arms, mines and grenades; improvised explosive materials; and developed flamethrowers, smoke grenades, and armor-piercing munitions. Some engineers and technicians had been mobilized during World War II into British army weapons-development units, where they acquired valuable expertise. While still in the underground, several months before the British left, the Haganah enlisted twenty chemistry students, and then a group of physics students. Laboratories and workshops were established, and at the start of the War of Independence, production of light arms and ammunition began.

When the war ended, it turned out that the Israeli victory alone would not ensure the continued existence of the state. The humiliated Arabs were planning further attacks, and were swearing to throw the Jews into the sea. Israel’s chances of surviving depended upon its ability to win the arms race. “Time is pressing,” Mardor wrote in his diary. “How can we obtain those modern and sophisticated weapons so necessary for the long-term requirements of the state, and which our purchasing arms cannot reach?”

Israel’s greatest difficulty was the embargo on the sale of arms to the Middle East instituted by the United States, Britain, and France in 1952. At that time, the French and the British governments acted in full coordination with the American administration in matters concerning the Middle East, and the embargo was meticulously observed. Israel could not even import rifles. A consignment of pistols sent from the United States to Israel had to be labeled “sporting equipment.” The Israeli Air Force was equipped only with old models of aircraft. It could not buy even one modern bomber. Jet aircraft had not yet flown in Israeli skies.

Israeli diplomats trying to persuade Washington and London to supply the new state with defensive weapons were bluntly refused. Britain would not even undertake to stop selling arms to Egypt. The U.S. secretary of state, John Foster Dulles, told the Israelis that there was no proof that the balance of power in the Middle East had been upset, or that it would be in the future. In the light of the especially close relationship between the United States and Israel early in the 21st century, it is difficult to grasp the coolness, the distance that prevailed in the relationship a half century ago. The circumstances that in later decades brought the two nations together were nonexistent in the 1950s: The identity of interests in terms of the Cold War was not yet evident; the Jewish lobby in the United States was still in its infancy; the impact of the Holocaust had not emerged to the extent that it did later; and the pattern of shared Judeo-Christian values did not dominate American public discourse as they would when Islamic terror became a major threat.

It was only toward the end of the 1950s, against a background of political instability in the Middle East—exemplified by the coup that toppled the pro-Western regime in Iraq and the teetering of both the Lebanese government and the Jordanian monarchy—that the United States first recognized Israel’s potential as a pro-Western bastion in the region. Before that, with the Eisenhower administration’s foreign policy dominated by the confrontation with the Soviet bloc, the goal in the Middle East had been to establish an alliance of Arab states to face the threat of a communist takeover of the region. To achieve this, the United States was willing to supply arms to states that would line up with its policies, and refrained adamantly from providing weapons to Israel.

Israel was therefore compelled to develop its own armaments. This required large-scale investment of resources in the construction of the scientific and technical infrastructure for a modern, sophisticated defense industry. Ben-Gurion, having reached the conclusion that the military was the only organization in the country that could take on this task rapidly and efficiently, decided that all military research and development would be carried out within the IDF. In the early days of the Science Corps or HEMED, almost all the research was done at the Weizmann Institute, which was in fact its base, despite Chaim Weizmann’s objections.

Although nuclear research was at an elementary level, both Ben-Gurion and Bergmann attributed supreme importance to it. The unit that handled nuclear physics was known as HEMED C. It was set up by a thirty-year-old Russian-born researcher named Israel Dostrovsky, who had obtained a doctorate in physical chemistry at University College, London. In 1948, Dostrovsky established both the isotopes department at the Weizmann Institute and HEMED C. He was given the rank of major. Israeli physicist Yuval Neeman, who in the 1950s was deputy chief of military intelligence, says that Ben-Gurion co-opted Bergmann into the Defense Ministry and put Dostrovsky in charge of HEMED C for the simple reason that he already aspired to develop a nuclear option.

Toward the end of the mandate, Haganah intelligence reported that the British had found oil and phosphate deposits in the northern Negev.2 The report said the British were maintaining total secrecy about these geological findings, but on the desk of the district commissioner in his Beersheba office there were pieces of black rock quarried at the site of the phosphate deposits. Nothing more was heard of the oil, but phosphates are a source of uranium, and late in 1948, in the midst of the War of Independence, Bergmann suggested to Ben-Gurion that a scientific mission be sent to the northern Negev to find the phosphate deposits and check the amount of uranium they contained. The task was entrusted to Dostrovsky, the only scientist in Israel at the time with knowledge of the process for producing the required uranium-235 isotope, extracted from natural uranium.3 Dostrovsky’s team found phosphates from which it was possible to extract uranium.

The task for Dostrovsky and his team was made difficult by the fact that the Negev was under siege. The Egyptian forces that had invaded Israeli territory from the Sinai peninsula, had cut off the Negev from the rest of the country. Yuval Neeman believes that the urgency with which the team was dispatched illustrates just how determined Ben-Gurion and Bergmann were on the nuclear issue.

The confusion between the military and academic spheres was one of the reasons for the eventual failure of the idea to incorporate a research and development unit inside the IDF. The military found it difficult to absorb a scientific community accustomed to academic freedom. HEMED was a foreign body in the armed forces. Bergmann suggested to Ben-Gurion that HEMED be made into a civilian body and incorporated into the Defense Ministry, under the direct supervision of the minister himself. Ben-Gurion agreed, and began searching for the right person to head the new division for research and development—someone efficient, creative, and loyal.

To Ben-Gurion, Munya Mardor seemed the right man. As one of the top figures in the gigantic enterprise, which in the mythology of the Zionist revolution was known as the rekhesh, Hebrew for “acquisition” or “purchasing,” Mardor proved his limitless dedication to the Zionist purpose. His network effectively exploited the profoundly chaotic situation that prevailed across the continent in the wake of the war to steal light arms, ammunition, explosives, and other material from the British army’s arsenals, in order to equip the Jewish army in Palestine for its war against the Arabs. Trucks, fuel, and equipment were taken from the military. They produced counterfeit documents of all kinds, including travel passes and visas. The network bribed officials and soldiers and collaborated with smugglers. It moved convoys of trucks loaded with stolen weapons and equipment across Europe, to the coasts of France or Italy. It acquired cargo ships, provided them with crews, and sailed them to Palestine. This well-oiled machine functioned for three years, staffed by hundreds of men and women totally dedicated and committed to the cause. In April 1948, a month before the Declaration of Independence of the new State of Israel, Mardor directed the airlift from Czechoslovakia to Israel of arms that are credited with playing a decisive role in the war. Ben-Gurion was eager to harness the practical experience and the creative ability of the man who had run complicated operations in such difficult conditions.

The prime minister turned to Bergmann to persuade Mardor. But Bergmann was concerned about his own status. He was ready to forgo administrative responsibilities, but he wanted to be in charge of the scientific research and development. He sent the reluctant Mardor a written plan, detailing the structure of the division and his suggestions for sharing responsibilities between them. However, Mardor, in addition to his personal reservations about taking the job, was not a man who liked sharing power, and he made it known that he wouldn’t even consider the position unless he was in sole charge of the entire division. Ben-Gurion’s associates prevailed upon Bergmann to reconsider, and he cabled Mardor: “I have been told of your reservations, and it seems to me that they are based on a misapprehension. Please accept the position. I assure you that everything will sort itself out for the best, in full cooperation and fruitfulness.” But even with this hurdle removed, Lenka Mardor’s objections remained an obstacle. And although he had insisted on full control of the division, Mardor now argued that he lacked the scientific expertise necessary to head it.

On that winter’s morning of 1952 in Ben-Gurion’s office, Mardor tried to make it clear that he was professionally unqualified. I have no scientific training, he told Ben-Gurion, and it would be presumptuous for me to take charge of a select team of scientists. The prime minister, however, was unimpressed. No one is an expert at everything, he said, repeating one of his most frequently used slogans. In this job, we need an expert at mobilizing people. Use your common sense, and you will become an “expert on experts,” he said with a laugh. Mardor then played the family card, saying that taking the job would cause great difficulties in that sphere. But Ben-Gurion trumped that by appealing to Mardor’s patriotism. This is a national mission, he told Mardor, and you must accept it. Like many others of his generation, Mardor lived with a deep sense of responsibility toward his people, one that could be fulfilled, he wrote in his diary, “only by the feeling that I am performing a mission.”

One reason for this was rooted in his responsibility for a grave tragedy that had plagued his conscience ever since it happened. In the annals of the operations of the Jewish underground against the British, this affair was known as the sinking of the refugee ship Patria.

In November 1940, three ships carrying 1,800 Jewish refugees from Nazi Germany, Austria, and Czechoslovakia were riding at anchor in Haifa Bay. Emissaries from the Jewish community in Palestine—the yishuv— had brought them as part of the “illegal” immigration effort, despite the blockade of the country’s shores imposed by the mandate authorities. British paratroops seized the ships and prevented their human cargo from disembarking. Acting on orders from London, the mandatory government was preparing to deport the refugees. They were all transferred to the Patria, which the Royal Navy had provided for that purpose.

The leaders of the yishuv were stunned. Deportation of immigrants would sabotage the most important of the goals of Zionism: to increase the Jewish population of the Land of Israel, prior to the decisive struggle with the Arabs over its future. At first, emissaries from Ben-Gurion attempted to persuade the British to cancel their harsh decision, but when the negotiations failed, it was decided to disable the Patria and prevent it from sailing. An order was issued to place a bomb on the ship, big enough to blow a small hole in the hull and cause the ship to list to one side. The actual sabotage mission was entrusted to Munya Mardor, the commander of the Haganah’s special operations company in the north.

Mardor had joined the Haganah’s permanent cadre shortly after arriving in Palestine in the early 1930s. He was born in 1913 in the Western Ukrainian district capital of Poltava, halfway between Kharkov and Kiev and on the train line between Moscow and Berlin. His family owned a sawmill. Mardor was educated in a Zionist-socialist atmosphere, and absorbed the tenet that the individual should subject his will to Jewish national requirements, but he nonetheless displayed a strongly independent streak. At eighteen, he went to Paris to study architecture at the Sorbonne. Although the teachers noted his remarkable creative talents, his desire to do his duty to his people prevailed over professional ambition and he dropped out of university in order to travel to Palestine as a pioneer. Upon arriving in Haifa, Mardor worked as a stevedore in the port; in letters home he never told the truth about the hardships he encountered. Soon after enlisting in the Haganah, he began to stand out, and was promoted to positions of command.

Mardor’s entire family was wiped out in the Holocaust, except for one of his mother’s brothers. His mother, Eugenia, was murdered in the Babi Yar forest, outside Kiev. Like most of the pioneers who had left families behind in Europe, Mardor battled with his conscience. The loss of his family cast a shadow over the rest of his life.

In preparation for the sabotage mission, he disguised himself as a manual laborer and found a job with an Arab contractor in the port. In a stroke of luck, the contractor was assigned the task of repairing the oven in the Patria’s galley and Mardor was ordered to carry bricks and bags of cement onto the ship, enabling him to study the target from close up. The decks were swarming with British paratroops and policemen. The refugees were crammed into inadequate quarters and there wasn’t enough food. “I was shocked and angry at what I saw on board, particularly at the condition of the children, the women and the old people,” he wrote. He planned the sabotage operation. He himself would carry the bomb into the port and onto the Patria. One of the young refugees would take it down into the bottom of the ship and, at the appointed time, light the fuse.

The plan worked only too well. The blast was powerful, and the hole in the hull was too large. Mardor stood on the quay and watched as the ship keeled over and then began sinking, all in a matter of minutes. Hundreds of refugees were trapped below deck. Port workers tried to cut a way in with their welding equipment. Mardor stood there, stunned. Two hundred Jewish refugees went down in front of his eyes. “Those were nerve-wracking, soul-destroying times,” he wrote in his diary, “as each day they extricated more and more victims from the sea.” The hull of the Patria had been eaten through by rust, making it more vulnerable than it should have been.

The survivors were taken to an internment camp south of Haifa. The order to deport them was rescinded. But Mardor was inconsolable. “Every day since it happened, I have lived with the memory,” he wrote.

It is therefore no wonder that Ben-Gurion’s appeal to Mardor’s sense of national duty worked. Mardor agreed to become head of the new scientific division of the Defense Ministry, but on his own terms: total control, including the setting of research and development priorities. Bergmann would be his subordinate. Mardor was conscious of the burden of responsibility. He would be in charge of the principal body behind the biggest and most expensive projects of the young state.

Mardor’s first step was to go up to Jerusalem, to get the blessing of the Katchalsky brothers. After Bergmann, they were the scientists closest to the political establishment. Ephraim Katchalsky (later Katzir) was a physicist, his brother Aharon was a chemist.4 “We regarded them as totally trustworthy and partners in defense research,” Mardor wrote. The brothers had been active in the Haganah’s underground military industry, and in the foundation of HEMED. In Israel’s scientific community they were the exception, as most of the country’s academic researchers opposed Ben-Gurion’s integration of a scientific research institute within the military. In years to come, whenever defense research hit a crisis, the brothers would come to Mardor’s aid.

Ben-Gurion dubbed the division EMET, the Hebrew word for “truth” and also the acronym for “division of research and planning.” He saw importance in the symbolism of language and, according to Mardor, stressed that the unit would have to live up to its name to the fullest extent, both in striving to discover the scientific truth, and in always strictly reporting the truth about its activities. This was EMET’s hierarchy: Ben-Gurion, as minister of defense, would set policy; Mardor would be in charge of carrying it out; and Bergmann would head the scientific department and the Atomic Energy Commission that had secretly been established in the Defense Ministry, without any written definition of its sphere of authority. The liaison between the three factors—EMET, the commission, and the minister of defense—would be the youthful director general of the Defense Ministry, Ben-Gurion loyalist Shimon Peres.

In 1943, at the age of twenty, Peres had been chosen to head the labor-oriented youth movement, Hanoar Ha’oved, a post that gave him a degree of public exposure and brought him close to the leadership of the Jewish community in Palestine. This was the gateway to his political career. He met Ben-Gurion for the first time on a winter’s day in 1946. Peres had to travel from Tel Aviv to Haifa, and someone arranged a lift for him in the future prime minister’s car. The young man was excited. “Do you know what it meant to spend almost two hours in the same car as Ben-Gurion?” Peres recalled longingly, some fifty years later. “I got into the car, and to my disappointment, Ben-Gurion wrapped himself in his coat, turned his back on me and ignored my presence.” But as they reached the outskirts of Haifa, “Ben-Gurion suddenly turned to me and said: ‘You know, Trotsky was no leader.’ I was eager to converse with him, and I immediately asked him why, and he said, ‘Why do you ask why? What kind of policy was that? Not peace, and not war? You have either peace and pay the price, or war and take the risks. Otherwise, it’s a Jewish concoction, and not a political decision.’ Then Ben-Gurion said that Lenin’s intellectual ability was inferior to Trotsky’s, but Lenin reached the leadership position because he knew how to decide. And that was the first lesson that I learned from Ben-Gurion.”

Peres was born in 1923, in the Jewish village of Vishneva, about sixty miles south of Minsk, today the capital of Belarus, and then part of Poland. All of the one thousand families living in Vishneva were Jewish. His original family name was Persky. His mother was a librarian and gave him a love of books. At the age of nine, he read Dostoyevsky’s Crime and Punishment. Both his father and his grandfather had been born in nearby Volozhin and had studied at the famous yeshiva (religious seminary) there. The grandfather took charge of Shimon’s education and each day taught him a page of Talmud. “As a child, I was very religious, and it was only after we came to Palestine, in 1934, that I changed my behavior and the kind of clothing that I wore. It was like passing from one world into another,” he said decades later. In his new world, the boy would be educated in a new ideology: socialism. He was sent to one of the agricultural schools, where the labor movement elite were trained, and at fifteen he was one of a group of pioneers that set up a kibbutz in the Galilee. In 1946, he and Moshe Dayan were sent as representatives of the youth wing of the Labor Party to the Zionist Congress in Vienna. A year later, he was recruited into the Haganah, and made responsible for manpower recruitment and arms acquisition. During the War of Independence he filled various civilian staff positions. The fact that he never wore a uniform or bore arms was often used against him by his opponents. This together with his youth and lack of experience led many to sharply protest Ben-Gurion’s decision to make him director general of the Defense Ministry. But Peres was diligent and ambitious, which made up for his lack of charisma and of formal education. He didn’t know English but was a quick learner.

Peres was aware that he was the object of criticism: “That’s correct. Almost all the people over whose heads I was promoted were older and richer in experience than I was, and I think that Ben-Gurion chose me for the job because I was a daring young man and did not fear breaking the conventions.” In Ben-Gurion’s eyes, daring was indeed the decisive quality. He picked Mardor for exactly the same reason. Although Mardor was more experienced in security matters than Peres, the two found a common denominator in their shared goals.

“I had no illusions. It was clear that it was incumbent upon us to create a reality in which Israel would be able to rely upon itself in most spheres, and especially in weapons systems that there was no chance that foreign governments would permit us to purchase them because of their power, quality and sophistication.” That was how Mardor defined the challenge facing the organization he would build and manage. In other words, EMET would have to develop the same modern, advanced weaponry that was produced by large powers.

Ben-Gurion told EMET to make strategic projects the first priority. The military brass ground their teeth in frustration. They would have preferred a service unit that would fill orders according to their needs. They wondered why vast resources would be devoted to the research and development of long-term projects of doubtful feasibility, while the production of more basic munitions, simple but necessary, was subordinated. Mardor wrote: “We fought fanatically to avoid becoming a mere service unit with high technological ability, to provide the current needs of the IDF, but to be rather a body that initiates defense R&D, and tackles projects for sophisticated, advanced weapons systems.”

Bergmann helped Mardor draw up a work plan. In his imagination, Bergmann was toying with a grandiose scheme: Israel would with its own resources build a nuclear reactor for the production of atomic energy. A team headed by Israel Dostrovsky devised a process for the cheap production of the heavy water needed to operate a nuclear reactor. Fissile material could be extracted from the uranium found in the phosphate deposits in the Negev. Bergmann sketched a plan for the production of ten tons of natural uranium a year. These supplies of heavy water and uranium, Bergmann informed the prime minister, would enable Israel to set up a nuclear reactor and to produce, according to foreign sources, plutonium. “It is within our grasp to build a nuclear reactor and create atomic power,” he wrote in a memorandum.

Ben-Gurion adopted Bergmann’s positions unquestioningly. At the scientific adviser’s recommendation, the cabinet approved the establishment of a plant for the extraction of uranium from phosphates. But there were obstacles to implementation: The concentration of uranium in the Negev phosphates was very low, and the state’s coffers were empty. The small team plotting the nuclear project detected a tendency on Bergmann’s part to ignore the constraints of reality. Peres used the term “overenthusiastic” in describing Bergmann’s plans. Dostrovsky wondered how Ben-Gurion’s practical common sense had succumbed to Bergmann’s fertile imagination. At the Weizmann Institute, top scientists mocked Bergmann behind his back.

Fifty years later, Peres described a conversation he had with the prime minister: “There was a serious dispute with Bergmann, and I told Ben-Gurion about it. I never hid anything from him. I gave him all the reasoning. What did I have here to hide from him? I simply told Ben-Gurion that in Israel there was no industry that could forge the core of the reactor, the furnace. If Bergmann’s stand had been accepted, it wouldn’t have happened.” Despite Bergmann’s tendency to skew his view of reality to suit his needs, it is doubtful that Israel would have achieved its nuclear goals without his vision. Most of the people involved in implementing the project, including Peres and Dostrovsky, came to believe that Bergmann’s contribution was essential.

From the start of his career in the defense establishment, Bergmann held that the scientific infrastructure had to be developed from the very foundations. “It is impossible to skip pure research, and to begin from applied research,” he advised Mardor. But Mardor had his doubts. “I had the feeling that at the bottom of Prof. Bergmann’s outlook there was a belief that a scientist’s entire mission was research for the sake of research, in the nature of ‘art for art’s sake,’” he wrote, expressing the fear that after years of pure research, results would prove irrelevant to the production of armaments and a substantial investment would have gone down the drain. But Bergmann persisted, and convinced Mardor.

To the displeasure of the military command, Mardor and Bergmann stuck to the large-scale, long-term projects whose implementation required a high level of theoretical research. Later, after France supplied Israel with a powerful nuclear reactor and, as foreign sources have reported, a plant for the separation of plutonium, and the building of the nuclear option was stepped up, this pure research would supply solutions for streamlining physical and chemical processes. It is doubtful that without parallel development of both pure and applied research the defense establishment would have been able to build a nuclear option. One of the principal reasons for the delay in the development of the “Islamic bomb” was the absence of a cadre of high-level scientists in the field of pure nuclear research.

Mardor instilled an esprit de corps in his staff. You are the spearhead, he would tell them, the top team in the top league. He recruited graduates by offering similar terms of employment as those prevailing at the Hebrew University, including sabbaticals and special contracts. As the director, he reserved the right to move personnel around, an unusual practice in the socialist economic system prevailing in Israel at that time, when bosses couldn’t budge a worker without union approval.

Mardor also inculcated security consciousness among the staff. If there was anyone in the world with secrecy imprinted in his genes, it was him. On the phone, he would speak in code. If he took documents home, he would read them with a pistol at his side. He never spoke a word about his work to his children. “We grew up in the underground, in a reality of secrecy, everything was clandestine,” says his daughter, Gonnie; her brother, Rami, nods in agreement. Once Mardor found out that his chauffeur, Uzi, had told his son a secret, and immediately dismissed him.

A firm friendship grew up between Mardor and Bergmann. Mardor gave him almost total scientific freedom, and Bergmann blossomed. He was a born educator, who believed in people unreservedly and gave his young researchers boundless credit. After their first year of joint activity, before Rosh Hashanah, the Jewish New Year, Bergmann wrote to Mardor: “To me, the close cooperation with you was a pleasure and a great help…I hope we will be able to work together for many more years, and that we will make EMET one of the most important institutions in the country.”

That was in 1953. In September of the same year, Colonel Yuval Neeman returned to Israel, after completing his term as Israeli military attaché in Paris. The IDF chief of staff introduced him to the prime minister as the next head of planning in the General Staff. Ben-Gurion was impressed with the short, bespectacled young man. In his diary, he called Neeman a “genius” and noted that he graduated from high school at age thirteen. Ben-Gurion got it wrong—Neeman had been fifteen—but he certainly had the brain of a genius.

“I spoke to Ben-Gurion, and I got the impression that he had internalized the importance of the nuclear issue,” Neeman said fifty years later. “To me it was clear why so much was being invested in the nuclear thing, but I was not yet familiar with the physics.” In the course of the next nine years, Neeman would learn about nuclear physics. The doctoral thesis that he submitted in London, in 1961, was written under the supervision of the Pakistan born Nobel laureate Abdus Salam, and it would win Neeman renown in the scientific world. But in 1953, Neeman was still an active officer in the military. As the head of planning of the General Staff, he liaised with the Atomic Energy Commission (AEC). The five other members were scientists.5 The prime minister was intimately involved in the AEC’s work. As a rule, Bergmann spoke for him. “Bergmann would say, ‘the prime minister requests this,’ or ‘the cabinet requests that,’” Neeman recalled.

At its first meeting, the AEC discussed the application of a young doctoral student of physics, Amos de Shalit, for a further year’s study in Switzerland. This called for an allotment of $100,000 dollars, a hefty sum in those days. De Shalit was one of a group of doctoral students sent abroad by EMET to study various aspects of the structure of the atom, and of nuclear reactors, under renowned physicists. Most of them had completed their master’s degrees in theoretical physics under Giulio (Yoel) Racah, who had studied nuclear physics at the University of Florence with the 1938 Nobel laureate Enrico Fermi, one of the builders of the American atomic bomb. There were as yet no doctoral supervisors in Israel. The students worked in laboratories in Switzerland, England, Italy, Holland, and the United States. “We ourselves had to cultivate the professional potential necessary for defense research and development, and bring it up to the required level,” Mardor wrote.

Ben-Gurion and Bergmann set aside substantial sums for the training of the young scientists, and the results were good: In less than ten years, a pool of researchers was created in Israel that had acquired expertise from some of the most prominent nuclear scientists in the world, including Victor Weisskopf, Wolfgang Pauli, and Paul Scherrer in Switzerland; Isidore Rabi and Fermi in the United States; and some of Fermi’s successors in Italy.

When the young scientists returned to Israel with their Ph.D. degrees, Bergmann made sure that the state fully recouped its investment in them. Some tried to avoid repaying their debt to the nuclear program and to embark on independent academic careers, but Bergmann exerted ruthless pressure, including the threat of academic ostracism.

Amos de Shalit took the lead in the opposition to Bergmann’s nuclear initiative in the scientific community.6 He believed that building a nuclear option, dependent on a powerful reactor, was not appropriate in view of the dimensions of the Israeli economy, and he told Shimon Peres that “it is a thing for the powers, and not for a small, poor country like Israel.” De Shalit persuaded Meyer Weisgal, who had taken over from Bergmann as director of the Weizmann Institute, to offer EMET’s young scientists positions in the Institute’s department of nuclear physics. Bergmann and Mardor put up a tough fight against the move, but at least in the short term, political circumstances favored the Institute.

Early in December 1953, Ben-Gurion, exhausted after decades of continuous political responsibility, decided to take a rest “for a year or two” from his work as prime minister and minister of defense. He settled at Kibbutz Sdeh Boker in the Negev and devoted himself to writing. Before his departure from office, the staff of EMET held a farewell ceremony for him. Dozens of officers and scientists and office staff stood before him, anxious about the future. Mardor foresaw a crisis.

Replacing Ben-Gurion as prime minister was Moshe Sharett, who had served until then as foreign minister and who held dovish positions in the confrontation with the Arabs. The Defense Ministry was taken over by Pinhas Lavon, a leading figure in the labor movement since the 1930s, and a hawk. Mardor and Bergmann escorted Lavon on his first visit to EMET. From the very beginning, he was skeptical. The nuclear program seemed wasteful and impractical to him. The military command took the opportunity to insist on changes in EMET’s priorities, to cancel long-term costly projects, including nuclear research, and to expand projects concerned with conventional weapons. De Shalit and Weisgal took advantage of the defense minister change and planned to move all the nuclear research, including scientists and equipment, from EMET to the Weizmann Institute. They needed Lavon’s approval.

Mardor was on leave. Ben-Gurion’s absence troubled him a lot and Mardor’s work relations with Lavon were tenuous. Mardor’s deputy, Shalhevet Freier, became acting director at EMET. This man, whose unusual biblical first name means “flame,” was a talented and remarkable person. Ben-Gurion had conscripted him into the directorate of EMET because of his unique contribution to the underground. But he soon found himself in a sharp dispute with defense minister Lavon.

In January 1954, Lavon announced that he had decided to close down the physics department of EMET’s Institute No. 4. The entire department, including its equipment and instruments, would be transferred to the Weizmann Institute, just as de Shalit and Weisgal had planned. Lavon assigned the ministry director general, Shimon Peres, the task of implementing the transfer.

Mardor was not even consulted. His wife had given birth to their daughter, Gonnie, and he was still on leave. In his diary he quoted rumors that the deal for the transfer of Institute 4 was done over lunch between Weisgal and Lavon. He called this bargain “a general sale,” in which the Institute was to pay the state half a million lira ($280,000 at the January 1954 exchange rate). The Weizmann Institute issued a statement saying that the transferred physicists “would not be employed at any tendentious work, but only at completely pure research.” In other words, the team of physicists that Bergmann and Mardor had trained would no longer be working at applied science or on defense projects.

Mardor was furious. Removing physics research from EMET spelled the end of nuclear research. Transferring the physicists to the Weizmann Institute would be a fatal blow to the reservoir of scientists that HEMED and EMET had built up. The vast investment in the advanced training abroad of the brilliant young scientists, each of whom had been assigned a specific project, would be a total loss.

At the eleventh hour, Mardor broke his leave in order to meet the physicists and try to persuade them to stay with EMET, but they refused. The Weizmann Institute promised them working conditions and salaries far superior to those at EMET. And all of the country’s universities had lined up to inherit the staff and equipment of Institute 4. “In those days, this was the general mood,” Mardor wrote. Indeed, most of the academic community in Israel had reservations about the scientific defense projects initiated by Ben-Gurion and Bergmann. Lavon’s move was therefore in harmony with the spirit of the times. Atomic research came to a total standstill, and the activities of the Atomic Energy Commission ceased.

But Ben-Gurion would return to the political arena a lot sooner than Mardor had imagined. Only a few months after he moved to Sdeh Boker, Israel was shaken by a security scandal, which became known as the Lavon Affair, or just the Affair.

In July 1954, an underground cell set up in Egypt by Israeli intelligence was discovered by Egyptian police. Local Jewish youths had been recruited for an operation code-named Susanna, and instructed to sabotage American and British cultural institutions. The goal was to create the impression that Egyptian nationalists had carried out the attacks and thereby undermine relations between Egypt and the West and make the British give up their plan to hand over control of the Suez Canal to the Egyptians. In one of the cell’s first actions, a primitive incendiary bomb went off in the pocket of one of the agents as he climbed the stairs leading to a movie theater in Alexandria. He was caught and in the wake of his interrogation the Egyptian police rounded up all the others. Two were sentenced to death and six others to long prison terms.
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