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PROLOGUE

ON APRIL 9. 1976, South African prime minister Balthazar Johannes
Vorster arrived at the Yad Vashem Holocaust memorial in Jerusalem
with full diplomatic entourage in tow. After passing solemnly through
the corridors commemorating those gassed in Auschwitz and Dachau, he
entered the dimly lit Hall of Remembrance, where a memorial flame
burned alongside a crypt filled with the ashes of Holocaust victims.
Vorster bowed his head as a South African mmister read a psalm in
Afrikaans, the haunting melody of the Jewish prayer for the dead filling
the room. He then kneeled and laid a wreath, containing the colors of
the South African flag, in memory of Hitler’s vicims. Cameras snapped,
dignitaries applauded, and Israeli officials quickly ferried the prime min-
ister away to his next destinasion.! Back in Johannesburg, the opposition
journalist Benjamin Pogrund was sickened as he watched the spectacle
on television. Thousands of South African Jews shared Pogrund’s dis-
gust; they knew all too well that Vorster had another, darker past.

In addition to being the architect of South Africa’s brutal crackdown
on the black democratic opposition and the hand behind many a tor-
tured acuvist and imprisoned leader, Vorster and his intelligence chief,
Hendrik van den Bergh, had served as generals in the Ossewa Brandwag,
a militant Afrikaner nationalist organization that had openly supported
the Nazis during World War I1.*

The group’ leader, Hans van Rensburg, was an enthusiastic admirer
of Adolf Hitler. In conversadons with Nazi leaders in 1940, van Rens-
burg formally offered to provide the Third Reich with hundreds of

* Afrikaners are whive, Afrikaans-speaking Seuth AFicans descended frem seventeenth-
centuary Dutch, Ccrman, and Hugucnut settlers. Thcy account for approximatcly 60 per-
cent of South Africa’s white populanen.
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thousands of men in order to stage a coup and bring an Axis-friendly
government to power at the strategically vital southern tip of Africa.
Lacking adequate arms supplies, van Rensburg’s men eventually aban-
doned their plans for regime change and setded for industrial sabotage,
bombings, and bank robberies. South Africa’s Brigsh-aligned govern-
ment considered the organizaton so dangerous that it imprisoned many
of its members.

But Vorster was unapologetic and proudly compared his naton to
Nazi Germany: “We stand for Chrisdan Nationalism which is an ally of
National Socialism . . . you can call such an anti-democratic system a
dictatorship if you like,” he declared in 1942. “In Italy it is called Fas-
cism, in Germany National Socialism and in South Africa Christan
Nationalism.” As a result of their pro-Nazi activities, Vorster and van
den Bergh were declared enemies of the state and detained in a govern-
ment camp.

Three decadeslater, as Vorster toured Yad Vashem, the Israeli govern-
ment was stll scouring the globe for former Nazis—extraditing or even
kidnapping them in order to try them in Israeli cours. Yet Vorster, a man
who was once a self-proclaimed Nazi supporter and who remained wed-
ded to a policy of racial superiority, found himself in Jerusalem receiving

full red-carpet treaument at the invitauon of Israeli prime minister
Yitzhak Rabin.

PRIOR TO 1967, Israel was a celebrated cause of the left. The nascent Jew-
ish state, since its creation amid the ashes of Auschwitz, was widely rec-
ognized as a triumph for justice and human rights. Lefusts across the
world, with the notable exception of those in Muslim nations, identified
with the socialist pioneering spirit of the new nation. Africans welcomed
Israeli development aid and voted in Israel’s favor at the United INations.
Europeans for the most part suppoited the Jewish state, often out of
socialist idealism or sheer guilt. Even Britain, which fought Jewish guer-
rilla organizations until the eve of Israel’s independence in 1948, recog-
nized the state of Israel in January 1949. Although the South African
Jewish commnunity became the largest per capita finandal contributor to
[srael after 1948, reladons between the two countries’ governments were
cordial but chilly for much of the 1950s.
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In the 1960s, Israeli leaders’ ideological hostility toward apartheid
kept the two nadons apart. During these vears, Isracl took a strong and
unequivocal stance against South Africa. In 1963, Foreign Minister
Golda Meir told the United Nations General Assembly that Israelis
“naturally oppose policies of apartheid, colonialism and racial or reli-
gious discriminadon wherever they exist” due to Jews’ historical experi-
ence as victims of oppression.’ Israel even effered asylum to South
Africa’s most wanted man.

In addition to condemning apartheid, Meir forged close ties with the
newly independent states of Africa, offering them everything from agri-
cultural assistance to military training. Many African leaders accepted
invivations to Israel and some, impressed with the Israeli army, decided
to hire Israeli bodyguards. African states returned the favor by voting
with Israel at the U.N. in an era when the Jewish state had few diplo-
matic allies. At the ame, black American leaders such as Maran Luther
King]Jr. were also outspoken in their support of Israel, likening criticism
of Zionism to anti-Semitism.*

Things began to change with Israel’s sanning victory over its Arab
neighbors in the Six-Day War of 1967, which tripled the size of the Jew-
ish state in less than a week. The post-1967 military occupation of
Egyvpudan, Jordanian, and Syrian territory and the settlement project that
soon followed planted hundreds of thousands of Jews on hilltops and in
urban centers throughout the newly conquered West Bank and Gaza
Strip, saddling Israel with the sigma of occupation and forever tarring it
with the colonialist brush.

Israelis did not take Kndly to the colonial label. After all, Zionism
had in many ways been an and-imperial moverment. The World Zionist
Organization may have mimicked European colonial settlement tactics
in the early 1900s, but by the 1940s Zionism’s more extreme proponents
were fighung to oust the British Mandate government in Palestine.’
Consequently, many Israelis saw their independence as a postcolonial
wiumph akin to the successful liberaton struggles of newly independent
African and Asian countries and they bristled at any attempt to equate
Zionism with European colonialism.

Conquest and expansion had not been part of the IDF’s (the Israel
Defense Forces) strategic planning for a war that it perceived as a defen-
sive struggle for survival. Even Israel’s leaders were shocked by the extent
of their territorial gains in the Six-Day War. Indeed, before the shooting
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stopped, the first internal military memos proposed withdrawing almost
completely from the newly acquired territories in exchange for peace
with the Arab states.® Yet, as Arab negotiating positions hardened and
religious Zionists and soaalist idealists alike sought to redeem and settle
the land, the occupaton of the West Bank, Gaza, and the Sinai Peninsula
slowly ransformed Israel into an unwitting outpost of colonialism.

Aided by a healthydose of Arab and Soviet propaganda, Israel’s image
as a state of Holocaust survivors in need of protecton gradually detcrio-
rated into that of an imperialist stooge of the West. As criticism of Israel
mounted and Arab states dangled dollais and oil in the faces of poor
African nationsin the late 1960s and early 1970s, T hird World countries
increasingly switched allegiance. After the 1973 Yom Kippur War, all but
a few African countries severed diplomatic ties with the Jewish state, and
the Israeli government abandoned the last vestiges of moral foreign pol-
icy in favor of hard-nosed realpolitik.

It wasn't long before Israel initiated defense cooperation with some of
the world’s most notoriously brutal regimes, including Argentina’s mili-
tary dictatorship, Pinochet’s Chile, and apartheid South Africa.

At its core, the Israeli-South African reladonship was a marriage of
interests and ideologies. Israel profited handsomely from arms exports
and South Africa gained access to cutting-edge weapenty at a time when
the rest of the world was turning against the apartheid state. For the next
twenty years, a Janus-faced Israel denied its ties with South Africa, claim-
ing that it opposed apartheid on moral and religious grounds even as it
secredy strengthened the arsenal of a white supremacist government.
Israel and South Africa joined forces at a precarious and auspicious
time. The alliance began in earnest after the @ctober 1973 Yom Kippur
War, and shared military and economic interests drove the relationship
for the next three yvears. Though both countries were receiving varying
degrees of support from the United States, neither enjoyed a defense
pact with Washington and both were wary of relying too heavily on the
Americans for their survival-—especially in the early 1970s, when uncon-
ditional U.S. support for Isracl was by no means assured. This alliance
exposed Israel to great risks in the realm of public reladons, especially
when the Jewish state’s legitimacy was already under attack at the U.N.
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from pro-Palestinian groups and aligning itself with the hated apartheid
regime threatened to tarnish iw reputadon further.

Rabin’s Labor Party govermment, which ruled the county from 1974
te 1977, did not share the ethnic nationalist ideology of South Afiica’s
rulers, but Israel’s war-battered indusiries desperately needed export
markets and the possibility oflucrative rade with South Africa was hard
for Defense Minister Shimon Peres to resist. As Rabin, Peres, and a new
generauon of leaders inherited the party from David Ben-Gurion and
Golda Merr, the conviction that compromising certain values was neces-
sary for survival gained sway and socialist idealism gave way to realpoli-
tik. During the Rabin years, South African arms purchases breathed life
into the Israeli economy and Israeli weapons helped to reinforce the
beleaguered and isolated apartheid regime in Pretoria.

The impact of their ayst was felt across the globe. As the Cold War
spread south in the 1970s, Africa became an ideological battleground,
pitung Angolan government troops and their Cuban allies against South
Africa’s formidable military machine, which owed its prowess in no small
measure to Israel. The U.S. government feared that South Africa’s white
minority regime, driven by a siege mentality and militant anticommu-
nisin, might resort to the nuclear option when faced with Soviet proxies
on its borders. The U.S. govemment had by 1970 accepted that Israel
was a member of the nuclear club, but Washington worked tirelessly in
the late 1970s to prevent South Africa from joining it. As hard as officials
in Jimmy Carter’s administradon tried, their nonproliferadon policy
failed to prevent South Africa from acquiring the bomb soon after Carter
left office, and subsequent U.S. administrations couldn’t stop Israel from
helping the apartheid state develop more advanced components of its
nuclear arsenal.

These twoisolated states formed an alliance that allowed South Africa
to develop advanced nuclear missile technology and provided Israel with
the raw material and testing space it needed to expand its existing arsenal
of missiles and nuclear weapons. All of this occurred in the face of
intense international criticism, surveillance by U.S. and Soviet intel-
ligence agencies, and constant condemnation by the United Nations
General Assembly.

This mutually beneficial relationship was forged outside the jurisdic-
tion of international conventions such as the Nuclear Non-Proliferation
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Treaty (NPT) and the Missile Technology Control Regime (MTCR),
the comnerstones of Western efforws to prevent the spread of weapons of
mass destruction. The two countries developed and improved their
respective weapons systems under such secrecy that not even American
intelligence agencies knew the full extent of their cooperadon.’

The Israeli-South African relatonship was not only about profit and
battlefield bravado, however. After Menachem Begin’s Likud Party came
to power in 1977, these economic interests converged with ideological
affinities to make the alliance even stronger. Many members of the Likud
Party shared with South Africa’s leaders an ideology of minority survival-
ism that presented the two countries as threatened outposts of European
civilization defending their existence against barbarians at the gates.

Indeed, much of Israel’s top brass and Likud Party leadership felt an
afinity with South Africa’s white govermment, and unlike Peres and
Rabin they did not feel a need to publicly denounce apartheid while
secretly supporting Pretoria. Powerful militarv figures, such as Ariel
Sharon and Rafael (Raful) Eitan, drew inspiration from the political tra-
dition of Revisionist Zionisin—a school of thought that favored the use
of military force to defend Jewish sovereignty and encouraged settle-
ment of the biblical lands of Greater Israel, including the West Bank and
the Gaza Strip. Sharon, Eisan, and many of their contemporaries were
convinced that both nations faced a fundamentally similar predicament
as embatded minorities under siege, Aghting for their survival against
what they saw as a common terrorist enemy epitomized by Nelson Man-
dela’s African Nadonal Congress (ANC) and Yasser Arafat’s Palestine
Liberation Organizaton (PLO). The ANC may have never employed
indiscnminate violence to the extent that the PLO did, but in the eyes of
the generals in Tel Aviv and Pretoria, Mandela and Arafat were one and
the same: terrorist leaders who wished to push them into the sea. And
for the top brass in both countries, the only possible solution was tight
control and overwhelming force.

Foreign Ministry officials in Israel did not always approve of close ties
with South Africa, but it was the defense establishments—not the dip-
lomatic corps—that managed the alliance. The military’s dominance
was so comnplete that the Israeli embassy in Pretoria was divided by a
wall through which no member of the diplomatic corps was allowed to
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pass. Only when opponents of apartheid within the Israeli govermment
sought to bring down that wall in the late 1980s did the alliance begin
to crumble.

THE RESEARCH FOR THIS BOOK took place in a world where infermation and
disinformation are equally important. Even decades after the fact, Israel
remains extremely sensitive about keeping secret the details of its collab-
oration with a regime that is now universally condemned as immoral.
Journalists and scholars who wrote on the Israeli-South African relation-
ship during the 1980s suffered from a lack of access to key participants
and official documents. As a result, the story they told, though paitially
accurate, was incomplete.? For the past six years, I have struggled to ill in
the gaps by prving open bureaucratic doors, accessing highly restricted
archives, and interviewing more than one hundred key players in both
countries.

In Israel, dozens of people initally refused to speak with me. | traced
former ambassadors to desert kibbutzim and elderly South African Jew-
ish émigrés to designer apartments in the posh northern suburbs of Tel
Aviv. From the ofhices of defense contractors to assisted living communi-
ties, I was treated to battlefield tales and old photo albums offering
glimpses of a relationship that until now few government officials have
dared to talk about.

In South Africa, retired military intelligence officials asked for my
U.S. passport number and ran background checks before inviting me to
their homes for interviews. Tracking down the key protagoniss led me
to sprawling rural farms and gated retirement communities. I met for-
mer defense ministers and generals for coffee in strip malls and over
shots of brandy in Pretoria’s bars. A Soviet spy who had sent some of
South Africa’s and Israels most sensitive milisary secrets to Moscow
invited me to his home on the windswept coast of the Cape Peninsula,
where he now lives comfortably among the retired naval officers he once
betrayed. Former employees of the arms industry giant Armscor and the
nuclear scientists involved in building South Africa’s atomic weapons
were the most reluctant of all, but several eventually opened up. My fam-
ilys roots in South Africa helped ¢ase the suspicions of several octoge-
narian generals, who instantly became candid in the presence of someone
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they regarded as a fellow white South African in the hope that I would
share their nostalgia for the old days.” Some saw the interviews as an
opportunity te secure their place in history and were self-aggrandizing to
the extreme; others guarded their secrets closely. I have therefore not
relied exclusively on oral history.™®

Accessing govermment and military archives was even more difficult.
The South African authorities repeatedly rebuffed and then delayed my
requests. But after sixteen months of waiung for documents, I managed
to getmy hands on over seven thousand pages of records from the South
African Defense Ministry, the Foreign Ministry, and the defense con-
tractor Armscor, including the Israeli side of the correspondence—but
not before Israel’s government didits utmost to prevent me from getting
them.

In April 2006, the Israeli Defense Ministry intervened to block South
Africa’s release of a 1975 agreement outlining the planned military coop-
eration between the two countries, which is signed by Defense Ministers
Shimon Peres and P. W. Botha. The Directorate of Security of the De-
fense Establishment (known by its Hebrew acronym Malmab) insisted
that declassification of the 1975 document or any others would endanger
Israel’s national security interests. Fortunately, the South African Defense
Ministry disregarded these protests. This is due in no small measure to
the fact that the people whose records I sought are no longer in power in
Pretoria. While the ANC government has net fully thrown open the
doors to the apartheid government’ archives, it is far less concerned with
keeping old secrets than with protecting is own accurmnulated dirty laun-
dry after sixteen years in power.

Israel, of course, is a different story. There, intense secrecy surround-
ing this relatonship remains in force. The actions of Israeli administra-
tons from the 1970s and 1980s are sull regarded as state secrets, and
many of the architects of the Israeli-South African alliance—including
Israel’s president as of this writing, Shimon Peres—remain in powerful
positions. Even so, South African records pieced together with the oral
testimony of retired high-level officials in both countries provide a star-
thingly clear, if incomplete, picture of the relatonship.

This book does not equate Zionism with South African racism, asa 1973
United Nations resolution infamously did. Rather, I contend that mate-
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rial interests gave birth to an alliance that greatly benefited the Israeli
economy and enhanced the security of South Africa’s white minority
regime. Yet ideology was a factor, too: while the relationship was driven
by concrete economic interests, it would have begun far earlier and
ended much sooner had itnot been for the influence of ideology. "

As the Israeli-Palestinian conflict festers and the prospecs for peace
appear gloomier each day, it has become increasingly popular to com-
pare the situaton in Israel to the dying days of the apartheid regime in
South Africa. This is not a new argument, but it is gaining traction in
some circles as hopes fade for a two-state solution. During the 1980s,
both the Israeli and South African governments were the targets of
vicious criticasm and international condemnation. In the end, apartheid
South Africa collapsed while Israel survived, albeit as a fortress state
mired in war. This was not surprising. As two leading South African
academics wrote in 1979: “Israel solicits empathy because she stands
for the minority right to live after experiencing the most systematic
genocide in history. Israel can offer the Western world the continuous
exorcism from fascism.”"? Apartheid South Africa, by contrast, had no
such moral standing. The government’s overt racism offended Western
political sensibilities far more than Israel’s occupation of Palestinian
land, and American and European policymakers did not believe white
South Africans deserved protecdon in the same way Jews did after the
Holocaust.

Yet today, left-wing acuvists are attempung te paint Israel as a latter-
day South Africa, erode its claim to a unique moral position, and ques-
tion its legitimacy. By calling for boycotts and divestment from Israel,
these acavists are following the script that proved so effective for the
anti-apartheid movement during the 1980s. And to their own detriment,
Israel’s leaders are playing their parts by building Israeli-only access
roads, erecung coundess military checkpoinw, and expanding settle-
ments in the West Bank.

@f course, Israel’s leaders have a responsibility to protect their citi-
zens, but the Israel they have created is a far cry from the “light untothe
nations” that was once revered by the African liberation heroes and
American cwvil rights leaders.

Countless authors have chronicled, with varying degrees of fairness,
how the Jewish state betrayed is% founding ideals, abandoned socialist
Zionist principles, and saw its democratic soul corrupted by occupation
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after 1967. ButlIsrael’s domestic policies are only part of the story; its for-
eign policy, especially its tes with some of the world’s most reviled
regimes, also contributed to is moral decay and the rise of anti-Israel
sentiment abroad. Israel’s intimate alliance with apartheid South Africa
was the most extensive, the most lucrative, and the most toxic of these
pacs. Just as expanding settlements in the West Bank and Gaza eroded
Israel’s democratic values at home, arms sales to South Africa in the early
1970s marked the beginning of an era in which expediency numped
morality in Israeh foreign policy and sympathy for the conquered gave
way to cooperation with the conqueror.



THE REICH THAT WASN'T

South Africa’s Jews in the Shadow of Nazism

WHEN ABTHUR GOLDBEICH. an eighteen-year-old Jew growing up in rural
South Africa, left home in 1948 to fight for Israel’s independence, he did
so with pride and confidence. Goldreich was one of a few hundred Jews
ina rural town filled with Afrik:aners who hated the British and hoped for
a German victory in World War II. His uncles had battled Hiter’s
armies in North Africa and Goldreich himself had fought off pro-Nazi
classmates as he walked home from school. As a teenager, Goldreich—
who would two decades laver become the apartheid regmme’s most
wanted man—followed the war religiously through the newspapers. A
budding artist, he drew portrais of Allied heroes, including Winston
Churchill, Joseph Smlin, and Chiang Kai-shek. But none of this pre-
pared him for the images from Auschwiz and Buchenwald he saw after
the war. Those pictures marked a turning pointin his life. “I decided that
studving architecture in South Africa was a luxury that I polidcally or
morally . . . couldnt afford,” he says. The struggle for a Jewish state
appealed to Goldreich as a just anticolonial war on behalf of a nearly
exterminated people. And so, along with four thousand other South
African Jews, he signed up to fight.'

As Arab armies invaded the newly independent state of Israel in the
spring of 1948 and Goldreich journeyed north to join the fight, South
Africa’s Jewish community remained on edge. They were a minority
within a minority—a community of just over 100,000 constituting less
than one percent of South Africa’s population and a mere 4 percent of
the country’s ruling white minority.” For them, May 1948 was a month of
great jubilation and terrible anxiety. Within a matter of weeks, both
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nations were transformed: the state of Israel declared its independence
and an Afrikaner nasonalist government, led by Danicl Frangois Malan,
came te power in South Africa.

Malan was trained as a minister in the Dutch Refermed Church and
left South Africa in 1900 to pursue his doctoral studies in divinity. While
his Afrikaner nadonalist colleagues fought for independence from the
British Empire in the Anglo-Boer War, Malan was studying at the Uni-
versity of Utrecht in the Netherlands. When he returned to South Africa
in 1905, Malan was ordained as a manister and in 1915 he became the
feunding editor of the National Party’s (NP) mouthpiece, Die Burger.
Malan and his party became famous for making white supremacy and
strict racial separation-—a policy known as apartheid—the law of the land
after 1948.

The Afrikaner nadonalist ideology that would define South African
politdcs for nearly five decades went beyond white supremacy, strictly
enforced segregason, and vicious racism toward blacks; it also drew on
dour Butch Calvinisttheology and a deep and abiding haared of imperial
Brisain. Before the 1938s, however, it was not particularly and-Semiudc;
in fact, Afnkaner nasionalists drew heavily on Jewish history and symbol-
ism. They imported the framework of the Old Testament wholesale to
twendeth-century South Africa, branding the counuy a “new Israel” and
elevating their defining national moment—the Great Trek of the 1830s,
during which pioneering Afnkaners moved north into the interior of the
counmy to seek independence from the British colonial government—to
the status of a biblical exodus. With a heavy dose of political mythology,
the Afrikaners portrayed themselves as chosen people destined to domi-
nate the nadve “Canaanites,” giving birth to a uniquely South African
brand of Christian Natonalism.’

Beginning in 1918, the Broederbond, a secret society comprising
much of the Afrikaner elite, spread the ideology of Christian Mationalism
to schools, universities, and through the press,* purveying an explicitly
ethnic definition of white South African identity, in which the Afrikaans
language and culture were the central natonal traits. The Broederbond
became an incubator of ideas and a launching pad fer future NP leaders—
both a policy think tank and a “ubiquitous political mafia.” In the coming
vears, gaining prominence as a member of the Afnkaner intelligentsia or
joining the NP polidcal elite would become virtually impossible without
membership in the Broederbond.
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As more Afnkaners moved to large cities such as Johannesburg, a
natonalism that had always been defined primarily by gricvances against
Britain began to give way to a new focus on segregaton and control of
the black population. In 1924, more than two decades befere apartheid
became official state policy, James Bariy Hertzog, a heroic Afrikancr
general from the Boer War, defeated his fellow general Jan Smuts at the
polls and beeame prime minister. Hertzog promised to restore Afrikan-
ers’ natonal pride and to make them the equals of Englishmen. Ten
vears later, as a worldwide depression took its toll on the South African
economy and Hertzog’s popularity, the prime minister extended an olive
branch t his old rival Smuts and the two leaders forined a Fusion gov-
ernment under the banner of the United Party in 1934. A zealous younger
generation of Afrikaner nationalists had no time for the gentle polities of
compromise, however, and they abandoned Hertzog’s moderation te
form the Purified National Party under the leadership of Malan.® From
the oppositon benches in Parliament, the Purified Nationalists preached
the gospel of AMmkaner self-reliance and espeused a platform thar re-
mained deeply hostile to imperial Brimin.

Four years later, in 1938, the Broederbond’s public front organized
a centenary celebration of the Great Trek, unleashing an outpouring
of natonalist senument and nostalgic kicch. A procession of wagons
departed Cape Town and slowly inched its way to Pretoria. For five
months, crowds of folk-dancing farmers greeted the wagons as they
rolled through rural towns. Men grew beards, streets were renamed for
Afrikaner heroes, and young couples married in nineteenth-century
Trekker garb.” The nationalist revival unleashed by the centenary ex-
ceeded the ideologues’ wildest expectations. The Second Trek culmi-
nated in three days of ceremonies outside Pretoria, where 200,000
Afrikaners gathered as bonfires blazed on the hilltops surrounding the
city. There, Reverend Malan told the crowd, “There is still a white race.
There is a new volk. . . . You and your children will make history.”® Ten
vears later, his electoral triumph would make apartheid the law of the
land and satisfy the Afnkaners’ long yearning for control of the state.

As fascism flourished in Europe durving the 193@s, Malan’s younger
nationalist colleagues went north to study abroad. The future Ossewa
Brandwagleader Hansvan Rensburg was an open admirer of Hitler dur-
ing his student days in Germany. As head of the German-Afrikaans Cul-
tural Union, he was received in Berlin by Hermann Goring, Joseph
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Goebbels, and Hitler himself® Piet Meyer, another member of the
Broederbond intellectual elite, led a 1934 Afrikaner National Student
Union trip to Europe during which he went skiing with Rudolf Hess in
the Alps and saw Hider “close up.”'°

In addigon to meeting top Nazi leaders, the Afrikaner students bor-
rowed liberally from the great continental thinkers of the nineteenth
century while absorbing the newer fascist ideas emanating from German
universities. Romantc nationalists, who celebrated the revival of culture
and literature in their Teutonic mother tongue, were particularly appeal-
ing te young Afiikaners secking their own cultural and linguistic renais-
sance. From Johann Gottfried Herder, they took the idea of the nation as
an organic ve/k with common traits and a specific “national genius” that
would be hindered if diluted by outside influences.'" From Johann Gott-
lieb Fichte, they borrowed the idea of an exclusive historical mission
assigned to the German vo/k.” Fichte’s belief that nations could only
achieve their rue potential when allowed to develop in isolation struck a
powerful chord among Afnkaners seeking to rationalize racial segrega-
tion. The young students carried these concepts back to South Africa in
the 1930s, where they proved particularly attractive to the men of the
Broederbond, as did ant-Sem itism.

Although racism toward blacks was an integral part of Afrikaner
nanonalist thought, explicit hosulity toward Jews had never been a part
of the Chrisuan Nationalist werldview. Exposure to fascist ideas in
Europe during the 1930s changed that. Nazisin provided the Broeder-
bond with precisely the sort of scapegoat it needed to rally poor, unem-
ploved Afrikaners, who resented the ballooning Jewish population,
whichhad grown from+7,000in 1911 to over 90,000 by the late 1930s."
At the time, the Broederbond’s influence as an elite intellectual move-
ment was still limited; their new ideology was shared by the educated
classes, but it had not yet succeeded in mobilizing the people. To gain
power, the Afrnkaner intelligentsia needed mass support. And in order to
create a cohesive sense of national identity that included poor whites, it
was essential fer the educated elites to blur class differences aimong
Afrikaners.'* Anti-Semitism was the perfect glue.

Socially and intellectually steeped in Nazism, the students remrning
from Europe graduated into powerful positions in the Broederbond,
their racist ideas endowed with a veneer of legitimacy by the rise of total-
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irarianism in Europe.” The Broederbond beg-an to argue that Jews were
the group that “stands in the way of the Afrikaner’s economic pros-
perity,” while denouncing “Jewish money power” and “British- Jewish
capitalism.”® The fictional villain Hoggenheimer—a fat, hook-nosed
capitalist—soon became a fixture of politcal cartoons in South African
newspapers. As Jews fled Nazi Germany, the Broederbond’s leaders
acuively protested the influx of refugees and demanded quowms in the
business world in order to protect Afnkaner jobs that were supposedly
being usurped by Jews.'” All of this scapegoating appealed to the Afri-
kaner poor and working classes, who began to blame Jewish immigrants
for unemployment and other economic woes.

In fact, Jewish immigration had already slowed in the wake of a 1930
law designed to stop Eastern European Jews from flocking to South
Africa, but anti-Semitic sentiment among Afnkaners continued to grow
nonetheless.'® In October 1936, when a ship carrying German Jewish
refugees arrived in Cape Town’s harbor, the newspaper editor and future
prime minister Hendrik Verwoerd joined the Nazi-aligned Greyshirt
moverent in protest at the docks. And in 1939, South Africa’s future for-
eign minister Eric Louw introduced yet another immigration bill in Par-
liament, declaring Jews “unassimilable.” For his part, Malan blamed the
counmv’s ills on “the steely, calculatng, greedy visage of Hoggen-
heimer.”® He accused Jews of having “so robbed the population of its
heritage that the Afrikander [sic] resides in the land of his fathers, but no
longer possesses it,” while pursuing a policy of neutrality toward Nazi
Germany ?°

Hider’s invasion of Poland on September 1, 1939, was the death knell
for Hertzog and Smuts’s Fusion govemment. Suddenly their United
Party found itself riven by conflict between supporters of Smuts, who
wished to join the Allied war effert, and fellowers of Hertzog, who,
raindful of their Afrikaner constituents, refused to adopt an openly pro-
Briash ssance. Smuts prevailed in a narrow parliamentary vote, South
Africa declared war on Germany, and Hertzog resigned in protest, clear-
ing the way for Smuw to becore prime minister.

When Hertzog crossed the aisle to join the Purified Nationalists,
Malan offered the elder statesman leadership of the opposition. But
Hertzog’s moderation was unacceptable to Malan’s more radical follow-
ers and the doubly defeated former prime minister eventually retired to
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his farm in the Orange Free State—a cural province in the country’
Afrikaner hcartland. Hertzog passed away on November 21, 1942, and
with him the last hope for moderate Afrikaner polidcs was extinguished.”

As South Afriican forces fought the Nazis n North Africa and Europe
during the carly 1940s, exwemist factions to the right of Malan’s Purified
Nauonal Party were growing more popular. Louis Weichardt, an unre-
pentant anti-Semite, led the Christian National Socialist group known as
the Greyshirts; Oswald Pirow, Hertzog’s old defense minister, endorsed
Nazi principles and launched a New Order movement; and Hitler
admirer Hans van Rensburg led the most popular of these splinter move-
ments: the Ossewa Brandwag.?’ Like many other extremist nationalist
movements that have influenced right-wing poliucal parues, the OB
subtly pulled Malan’s platform te the right.” Van Rensburg explicitly
deneunced Britain and its liberal tradition, declaring that “if democracy
is not yet dead, it is in any case well on the way.”** German diplomatic
records reveal thatin 1940 van Rensburg formally offered to providethe
Third Reich with 170,000 OB members to help overthrow Smuts’s gov-
ernment if Germany provided the arms. The OB leader gave the Nazis
multiple opsions, suggesting that they fly weapons to South-West Africa
or Southern Rhodesia and that his members then sabotage the South
African railroad network and blow up the offices of English-language
newspapers. The coup never materialized due 1o alack of adequate sup-
plies, so the OB turned to bombings of government buildings instead as
well as the occasional bank robbery to fund its activities.”

A year later, the Germans hatched their own plans for a putsch in
South Africa. A fermer South Afriean Olvmpic boxer and Nazi sympa-
thizer, Robey Leibbrandt, was transported on a German yacht to a
remote area off the Atlantic coast and dispatched to assassinate Prime
Minister Smuts and stage a coup. Leibbrandt had been workong as a Ger-
man agent and harbored such extreme views that even the OB’s politics
were too moderate for his liking. In the end, his extremism proved to be
his downfall. @B leader van Rensburg frvared that if Nazi victories cen-
tnued in Europe and the coup succeeded, he might be passed over as a
future leader of the South Afiican Reich. Afraid of being eclipsed by
Leibbrandt, van Rensburg leaked details of the plot to government of fi-
cials, who lured the boxer spy into a police trap.?® Still, even after Leib-
brandt’s capture, Afrikaner natonalists continued to enthusiastically
supportthe Nazi war effort.
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AS NITLER'S FORCES suffered setbacks in North Africa, France, and on the
Eastern Front and revelations of the Holocaust began to emerge, Malan
decided to steera more moderate course and fecus on domestc politics.
He dissanced himself from the OB’s Nazism and sought to bring its sup-
porters under the exclusive control of his party.”” In May 1948, Malan
defeated Smuts by running a superior campaign and promising to shield
white areas from orstroming (inundation) by blacks, purge the govern-
ment of communists, and improve the economic lot of the downtrodden
Afrikaner. By depicting Smuts as a liberal darling of the international
community who would end segregationand sell out white South Africans’
interests, Malan prevailed and became prime minister.”® He owed his
victory in no small part to a young party operative named P. W. Botha,
who corralled the right-wing splinter groups, including the OB, and
unified them behind Malan.

As the rest of the world moved halungly toward self-determinaton
and decolonization, South Africa veered off in precisely the opposite
direction, looking inward and shunning the international community.
With his aiumph over Smuts, Malan’s dream of a white man’s counuy
was now within reach.

Not surprisingly, South Afriea’s Jews were teirified. Given the NP’s
recent history of and-Semitism, the counuy’s Jews—especially refugees
from Nazi Germany—worried that they might once again find them-
selves sargeted by an anti-Semitic government. “I can remember the fear
that swept through the community,” recalls the liberal journalist Ben-
jamin Pogrund, who was a teenager at the time. “These were the guys
who'd been detained during the war. Nazi lovers! Eric Louw was known
as South Africa’s Goebbels.”?* As a child refugee arriving in Cape Town
from Naay Germany in 1934, Harry Schwarz had looked out from the
deck of a ship as anti-Semitic crowds protested against Jewish immigra-
ton. “If you read some of the stuff that somebody like Eric Louw said in
Parliament,” says Schwarz, who later became South Africa’s ambassador
to the United States, “you can’t differentiate between that and what the
Nazis said in Germany.”*? Indeed, in early 1943, four months befere the
fall of Berlin, Louw was stll reassuring readers of his newspaper column
that Hitler’s Reich would prevail.

In the early 195085, however, the tone in Pretoria began to change, eas-
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ing the fears of the Jewish community. Having won an upset victory by a
small margin, and faced with the challenge of maintaining a minority
regime ruling over more than nine million disenfranchised nonwhite
South Afiicans, Malan needed every white vete he could get. He was
chardng a new course, firmly rejecing the ant-Semitism of Louw and
the @ssewa Brandwag and broadening his vision of the NP to include all
whites.*! The last vestiges of institutionalized anti-Semitism soon fell
away as the Transvaal Province branch of the NP, which included Johan-
nesburg and Prevoria, finally allowed Jews to join the party in 1951.%7
Under these circumstances, excluding Jews was simply bad politics.

When Parliament passed apartheid legislatien formalizing the separa-
ton of races, Jews were left unaffected by the draconian new laws, which
included the Group Areas Act, the Bantu Education Act, and other
measures that stripped black, Asian, and Colored (mixed race) South
Africans of fundamental rights. Though they had feared persecution by
the state, South Africa’s Jews were instead granted the privileges of
whiteness under apartheid. As South African professor Steven Friedman
notes, for the first dme in history, “Jews were defined into the ruling
caste.”” For immigrants from Nazi Germany and Czarist Russia, who
had suffered oppression, disenfranchisement, expulsion, and atctempted
annihiladon, gaining a berth on the ruling-class ship was a dramadc and
unexpected reversal of fortune.

Fears among Jewish South Afiicans subsided further in 1953 when
Prime Minister Malan went to Israel. For Malan, an ordained minister,
visiting the Holy Land had been a lifelong dream. Upon his retum, he
voiced his admiratgon of the Jews’ ability to maintain their national iden-
aty despite centuries of adversity and described the restoratdon of the
Jewish homeland in Palestine as a momentous historical event.** Warmer
relatons between Afrikaners and Jews soon fellowed; as Pogrund recalls,
“Evervone realized they needed each other and they became friends.”’’

But even as South African Jews breathed a collective sigh of relief,
Israel’s Zionist Labor government, led by David Ben-Gurion, began to
voice i% opposition to apartheid policies. Laws mandating residential
segregation, restricting the movement of black atizens, and creating
separate and unequal educational insatutions reminded Israeli leaders of
the Nuremberg Laws, which hadinstitutionalized discrvnination against
German Jews in the 1930s. Despite being a young state with few friends,
Israel vowed to oppose thein.
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Having defeated multiple Arab armies on the battlefield in 1948
and driven hundreds of thousands of Palestinian rchugees into exile in
neighboring states, Israel was facing a new challenge. The defeated Arab
governments immediately began te organize against the Jewish state,
seeking to delegitmize it in the diplomauc arena by recruiung newly
independent countries to their cause, voung against Israel at every turn,
and seeking to expel or exclude it from U.N. bodies?¢ Israel needed
allies, and rather than turning to the racists in Pretoria, Ben-Gurion and
Meir looked te the emerging nations of the Third World.



A LIGHT UNTO THE NATIONS

Israel’s Hone ymoon in Africa

®nce | have wimessed the redempton of the Jews, my people, |
wish also to assist in the redemption of the Africans.
—Theodor Heizl, Altnenland, 1902"

IN 1955, ISRAEL WAS INYITED to participate in a cenference of independent
Asian and African states in Bandung, Indonesia. But no sooner had the
invitadon been issued than Indian premier Jawaharlal Nehru withdrew
it, much to Ben-Gurion’s dismay. Nehru did so under pressure from
Egvpt, other Arab states, and Pakistan, all of whom threatened not to
attend the conference if Israel did.

Throughout the mid-1950s Israel’s relations with its Arab neighbors
steadily deteriorated.” In July 1934, Britain signed an agreement with
Egvpt, agreeing to withdraw its forces from the Suez Canal Zone. In a
betched effort to derail the accord, Israeli military intelligence set up a
spy ring, planted explosives, and sabotaged public venues in Egypt. But
one of the agenw was caught, leading to twelve arresw, eight guilty ver-
dicts, and two death sentences. In September, Israel attempted to sail an
Israeli vessel, the Bat Galim, into the Suez Canal; the ship was seized and
i% crew imprisoned. @n the northern front, five Israeli soldiers were
eaptured several miles inside Sytia’s borders, and in January 1955, two
Israelis driving tractors were murdered by Jordanians who had sneaked
across the border. Ben-Gurion returmed to the Defense Ministry in Feb-
ruary 1955 and within a week launched a devastaung reprisal: (BF para-
troopers commanded by the young Ariel Sharon attacked Egyptian
soldiers outside Gaza City, killing at least thirty-seven and escalating
tensions with Egypt.’
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A vear after Bandung, Israel was excluded from the second Interna-
tonalist Socialist Conference in India, despite the strong socialist lean-
ings of Ben-Gurion’s government.* Both moves came as a shock to
Israel’s leaders and laid bare theJewish swate’s diplomatic weakness in the
Third World. This lack of allies in Africa and Avia left Israel exposed and
vulnerable to the growing clout of the well-organized and vehementdy
anti-Zionist bloc of Arab and Muslim countries at the United Nations.

With independence on the horizon for many African natons, the con-
tinent was an obvious warget for an Israeli diplomatic offensive; building a
network of pro-Israeli leaders throughout Africa became a pet project of
the Mossad—Israel’s intelligence agency. In the mid-19358@s, Israel’s rela-
tions with the United Swates were not particularly strong and Western
pewers were at the time trying to convince Egvpt to join a defense pact, a
hope that was soon extinguished by Egyptian president Gainal Abdel
Nasser’s massive milisary buildup of Soviet weaponry and Moscow’s
growing influence in the Middle East’ While allies in Africa could not
replace the patronage of a major Western power, Israel desperately
needed friends and the newly independent states of Africa and Asia, by
sheer force of numbers, were becoming increasingly powerful at the UN.

Courting allies in Africa would not be easy, especially considering that
Israel’s chief ally and arms supplier was a hated colonjal power: France.®
Israel's French connection went back to the immediate postwar years,
when members of the Jewish underground had flocked to Paris to plan
anu-Boush attacks and liberate Palestine. These Zionist leaders met
with everyone from literary svmpathizers, such as the cognac-guzzling
Arthur Koestler, to the Zionist philanthropists who congregated at the
Rothschilds’ Parisian residence, and te the French bishops who wielded
dout at the Vadcan. The postwar French government tolerated their
presence, realizing that the end of British control in Palestine would
strengthen its own hand in the Middle East.” Many of these government
officials were racked with guilt over the fate of French Jewry under the
Vichy regime; some gentiles with ties to the French Resistance possessed
aneven deeper bond with the Jewish survivors of the Holocaust. One of
these Frenchmen was Abel Thomas, a young bureaucrat who would have
an enduring impact on Israel’s defense essablishment.
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Thomas had served as a soldier in Charles de Gaulle’s Free French
army and survived the war. His younger brother, a French Resistance
fighter, was murdered in the Buchenwald concentradon camp in 1945 at
the hands of Gestapo torturers. Thomas’s natural affinity with the] ewish
victims of the Holocaust made him a staunch supporter of Israel. Arising
star in the Radical-Socialist Party, he became the chief of staff to Interior
Minister Maurice Bourgés-Maunowy in 1955, a position that allowed
him ve play a major role in building France’s postwar defense indusuy.®
Thomas became Israel’s key ally in the upper echelons of the French
government and was insuumental in crafting the intimate French-Israeli
relationship that developed in the late 1950s. Although he made an awk-
ward first impression, striking the Israelis as unkempt and absentminded,
Thomas soon became an indispensable link. His chief Israeli contact n
Paris was a young technocrat named Shimon Peres.

Born Szymon Perski in 1923 in a Polish shtetl three miles by horse
carriage from the nearest railroad station,’ Peres immigrated to Pales-
tine as an eleven-year-old. He left Tel Aviv after three years te attend
school in the youth village of Ben-Shemen, where he studied under the
Zionist intellectual and leader Berl Katznelson. Bookish to an extreme,
Peres confesses to attempting to seduce his future wife by reading her
passages of Das Kepital in the moonlight as a teenager.'® Under the tute-
lage of Kaznelson and later as an aide to Ben-Gurion, he tempered his
adolescent Marxism and became a pillar of the Mapai Party establish-
ment, the precursor to the modern Labor Party." In 1953, before he
turned thirty, Peres became director-general of the Defense Ministry
and was sent to Paris to coordinate relations with the French military
eswmblishment.

Peres believed that securing a reliable arms supply should be the
primarv objective of Israeli diplomacy. He declared openly that “the
conduct of foreign policy cannot be left to the foreign office alone,”
and proposed that the Defense Minisuy take the lead role in managing
relations with Israels hostile neighbors and obtaining arms from its
friends."? In this spirit, Peres created a parallel Foreign Ministry behind
the back of Foreign Minister Golda Meir. Taking advantage of his perch
at the Defense Ministry and the close personal relationship that gave him
a direct line to Ben-Gurion, Peres simply circumvented traditional
diplomatic channels and conducted arms deals with France on his own.
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Peres was given access to high-level officials almost immediately thanks
te introducdons provided by Georges Elgozy, a glamorous Algerian-
Jewish intellectual who socialized with literary lumninaries such as André
Malraux and Albert Camus and seirved as an ad~iser to the French piime
minister.”’ Buthigh-level hobnobbing did not translate into the arms sup-
plies Peres sought right away. It was not untill Peres met Thomas that
genuine deals began to materialize.

The two men met for the first ume in 1955 at a restaurant in Paris’s
tony 16th arrondissement, where Thomas promptly launched into a
lengthy monologue about the need for France to aid Israel that ended
with him proposing a back channel relationship between the two defense
ministries, precisely the sort of arrangement Peres had hoped for. Soon
afterward, Peres was introduced to Maurice Bourges-Maunoury and
other leading French government officials, including the prime minister,
Guy Mollet. In April 1956, Peres’s efforts vielded results for the first
time. Over the objections of the Quai d’Orsay and without informing the
Americans, Bourgés-Maunoury dispatched two dozen Mystére fighter
jets to Israel. In June, Peres presented him with a wish Iist of weapons
that the Israelis considered fantastcal. To his great surprise, the French
Defense Ministry approved it, resulting in a $70 million arms deal that
included two hundred tanks and seventy-two more jets.'*

Three months later, Egypuan president Nasser sent shock waves across
the world by nadonalizing the Suez Canal, the narrow waterway through
which the bulk of Europe’s and America’s oil supply passed on a daily
basis. This act set in motion a chain of events that would lure Israel into
a risky war, strain i% reladonship with the United States, and forever
alter the geography and balance of power in the Middle East.

Opened in 1869, the canal had been under London’s control since
1882, when the British aimy occupied Egypt. Even after Egypt became a
republic in 1953 and Britain agreed a vear later to begin gradually with-
drawing its troops from the Canal Zone, the Suez Canal Company still
remained in the hands of British and French business interests. Nasser’s
move to nationalize it threatened the security of Western oil shipments,
and Britain and France soon beg-an to plot a military intervention, enlist-
ing Israel to do the dirty work.
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Bourgeés-Maunoury, now the defense minister, arranged for Peres to
meetwith the French General Staff, whose members asked him how long
Israel would need to conquer Sinai. Peres assured them it would take
no more than two weeks.” In late @ctober, Ben-Gurion and General
Moshe Dayan convened at Seévres with top British and French ofhicials to
plan the Suez campaign. British prime minister Anthony Eden feared a
domestic backlash and damage to Buitain’s standing in the Arab world
and refused to go to war if his government was seen as an aggressor. Eden
eventually gave in, however, making crucial decisions about the war while
suffering from biliary tract disease and heavily drugged on Drinamyl, a
medication known to produce irritability and overconfidence. '

The French eventually persuaded the Israelis to launch the invasion
and, with Eden’s consent, all three countries moved forward. According
to the Sévres plan, Israel would conquer Sinai, Egypt would retaliate by
moyving into the Canal Zone, and the international community would
demand that both withdraw. Israel would comply and Egypt would
refuse, providing a justification for joint French and British intervention.
And behind closed doors, in exchange for Israel’s agreement to launch a
unilateral invasion of Sinai, the French made a promise to Peres: I'rance
would finarice the constructon of a 10 megawatt nuclear reactor in
Israel.'”

Israel invaded on October 29 and, as planned, France and Britain
demanded that both Egypt and Israel withdraw from Sinai. Israel agreed
and Egvpt refused, giving London and Paris the pretext they needed to
invade.'® But the superpowers were not pleased: the Sovies responded
te Israel’s invasion with a blunt nuclear threat, while U.S. president
Dwight Eisenhower, fresh from reelecuon, demanded an immediate
Israeli withdrawal." Israel’s adventure in Suez alongside the British and
the I'rench ended as a miserable failure.

Allying itself so closely with two colonial powers had seriously dam-
aged Israel’s already precarious position in the Third World, where
many countries saw it as a pariah and made it the target of numerous
international boycotts within the U.N. During the mid-1950s, national-
ist movements blossomed and more and more countries broke free of
their European colonial masters: Irance lost Viesnam in 1954, Tunisia
and Morocco in 1956, and Ghana declared independence from Britain in
1957. As these African and Asian states fought for and attained their
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independence, Israel began to change tack and look for other allies. The
United States’ special relatonship with Israel had notyet developed and
rather than overtly aiding the hated French colonizers, the Jewish state
began aggressively courting newly independent African nations.

GOLDA MEIR FIRST YISITED Africa in 1958. Her tip began in Liberra—a
nation ¢stablished by freed American slaves in 1847 that identified with
Israel due to their similar diaspora roots. Meir’s Liberian hosts marveled
at her nonchalant familiarity with the land of the Bible and in a rural
village she was honored with the utle of “Paramount Chief.” After a
ceremony mvolving male singers and dancers whirling around her, two
hundred women of the Gola tribe whisked Meir away to a tiny, suffocat-
ing thatch hut, dressed her in brightly colored robes, and perfermed
secret initiation rites while the prime minister’s baffled security escorts
waited nervously outside.”®

From Liberta, the newly crowned Paramount Chief traveled to Ghana
to celebrate the one-year anniversary of iw independence. In Accra, Meir
met with Ghanaian liberation hero Kwame Nkrumah and was invited to
address other visiung African dignitaries on the topic of economic devel-
opment. But rather than discussing agriculture, public health, and infra-
structure, Meir found herself confronted by sixty skeptical men seated
around a table. Black African leaders supported the struggle against
French colonialism in the Arab nadons of North Africa and deeply
resented Israel’s ties to France. The Algerian representative rose to
demand how Israel could jusufv itsaes with “a govemment that is fight-
ing a ruthless and brusal war against my people . . . and that is the pri-
mary fee of the self-determination of the African people?”

The chain-smoking Meir paused, lit a cigarette, and replied coolly:
“Our neighbors . . . are out to destroy us with arms that they receive free
of charge from the Soviet Union. . . . The one and only counay in the
world that is ready . . . to sell us some of the arms we need in order to
protect oursehres is France.” She then put the question to her audience:
“If you were in that position, what would you do="*!

Meir’s blunmess killed the tension and her audience of skeptical
statesman turned their focus to how Israel could help them. The Israelis
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had much to offer: many African countries had arid climates like Israel’s
and Israeli development experts were able to provide the farming and
irrigation technology they needed. These African states were also in dire
need of professional, well-trained armies. Inreturn foreconomic aid and
milisary waining, Meir asked only for their friendship and diplomaiic
support.

Meir’s 1938 visit to Africa was the first of many. In the years that fol-
lowed, she became close friends with s-veral African swtesmen, feeling
an affinity with them due to their common history of fighting fer inde-
pendence. “Independence had come to us, as it was coming te Africa, not
served up on asilver platter but after years of struggle,” she later wrote in
her autobiography. “Like them, we had shaken eff foreign rule; like them
we had te learn for ourselves how to reclaim the land, how te increase
the yields of our crops, how to irrigate, how to raise poultry, how to Ive
together and how to defend ourselves.”? In her eyes, Israeli aid to Africa
fulfilled a dream of Zionism’s founding father, Theodor Herzl, to assist
in the redemption of the Africans.

Israel’s charm offensive in Africa went hand in hand with a broader
foreign policy initiative known as the “alliance of the periphery,”
whereby Israel sought close ties with countries just beyond the hostile
Arab states surrounding it.”> The brainchild of Mossad leaders Reuven
Shiloah and Isser Harel, the periphery swrategy was a crucial part of
Israel’s plan to check the expansion of Nasser’s pan-Arabism as well as
Soviet influence in the region.

By the late 1950s, Moscow had firmly enwenched itself as an enemy of
Israel by supplying arms to Egyptand Sy11a. Meanwhile, Israel’s requests
for a formal defense pact with the United States had been repeatedly
rebuffed by the Eisenhower administration. Harel saw alliances with
an outer circle of states as the next best opuon. Turkey, Ethiopia, and
Iran—strategically positioned, staunchly andcommunist, and fearful of
pan-Arabism—uw-ere the main targets. Israel’s leaders later forged close
relationships with minority groups within enemy swmtes as well, such as
the Iraqi Kurds and the Lebanese Christians. **

Extending this approach further afield with the goal of courting addi-
tonal allies, Israel launched technical assistance, police and intelligence
training, and military aid programs throughout Africa in the early 1960s.
By 1966, ten African countries were receiving military aid and Israelis
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were training young people and paramilitary groups in seventeen African
natons. Unlike American and Soviet aid, Israel’s did not come with ide-
ological strings ateached; Israel may have wanted supportat the U.N. but
it did not demand that African swates take sides in the Cold War. African
leaders saw Israel as a fellow small nation facing similar challenges, and
appreciated the nonpatronizing attitude of their Israeli mentors.?’

The Israeli diplomats and aid workers who fanned out across Africa
were not Foreign Minisuy bureaucrats, but socialist kibbutzniks. They
were laid-back, sandal-wearing sabras,’® who blended easily with states-
men and famers alike. They were willing to werk in the fields and sam-
ple local cnisine, in contrast to the more polished and distant European
and American heads of mission who reminded Africans of the old colo-
nial day's. Several Israeli ambassadors became close confidants of African
leaders. The Mossad ran training programs for new intelligence services
throughout Afries, allovwving them to break free of dependence on fermer
colonizers for their security.?’

Many African statesmen, especially those in francophone West Africa,
had more personal reasons for supportng Zionism. Leaders such as
Senegal’s poet-president Léopold Senghor and Félix Houphouét-Boigny
of the Ivory Coast had served as ministers in France and saw postwar
Socialist prime minister Léon Blum, a Jew and a staunch Zionist, as their
pelitical mentor.”® Ghanaian president Nkrumah also maintained a close
relationship with Israel and was gaining influence at the Organization of
African Unity (OAU), providing a countenweight to Egvpt’s anti-Israel
rhetoric.

In contrast to these warm ties, Israel had a low-profile relationship
with South Africa, and it was becoming increasingly strained. By 1960,
Israel’s blossoming relations with newly independent black African states
and its strident denunciations of apartheid had putJerusalem and Preto-
ria on a diplomadc collision course.

ON THE MORNING OF March 21, 1960, a crowd of twenty thousand black
South A fricans gathered at the gates of a police station outside Johannes-
burg. The crowd had descended on the Sharpexville police departmuent to
protest the hated “pass laws” that required blacks to carry identification
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lisung their place of residence and employment at all times. Anyone fail-
ing to produce the document or traveling to a forbidden “white area”
where he or she was not employed faced immediate arrest. As tension
mounted, security forces tried to intimidate the crowd with low-flying
fighter jets overhead and armored cars on the ground. VVhen the demon-
strators refused to disperse, the police opened fire. @fficers unloaded
over a thousand rounds of ammunition in less than two minutes, killing
sixty-nine people.” Many of the vicims were women and children, sev-
eral of them shot in the back as they fled.’® The Sharpeville massacre
ignited the black opposition, led te the formation of the armed wing of
the African National Congress, and brought sustained international
media attention to South Africa for the first ime. Demonstrators filled
central London, the Vatican condemned Preteria, and Israeli diplomats,
along with those from many other countries, protested at the U.N.

As Israel’s denunciations of South Africa grew louder, the South
African Jewish community—placated by Malan’s embrace in the early
1950s—began to worry once again. Hendrik Verwoerd had replaced
Malan as prime minister in 1938 and his past as a fierce opponent
of Jewish immigration from Europe during the 1930s added to their
fears. South Africa’s leading Jewish organization—the Jewish Board of
Deputes—feared an and-Semitic backlash if it failed to remain on good
terms with the government of the day.

The board served as the primary public voice of the Jewish commu-
nity and managed reladons with the government in Pretoria. Its politics
reflected the views of the Johannesburg lawy-ers, doctors, and business-
men who dominated its ranks. They were not the sort of men who took
on the government. Aleck Goldberg, a prominent member of the board
from 1958 o 1990, recalls that National Party leaders were “annoved
and taken aback” by Israel’s criticism of South Africa. “They couldn’t
understand it. It was a kind of slap in the face to what they thought were
gestures of friendship toward Israel and the Jewish community,” savs
Goldberg. Making matters worse was the fact that NP leaders seemed to
believe that South African Jews had the clout w influence Israeli foreign
policy at the U.N. Even if the board could have done so, Goldberg
insists that “being a very devoted Zionist community you would rever,
under any drcumstances, denounce Israel.”’! In 1961, however, the
Board of Deputies did just that.
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In October of that year, African states opposing apartheid lashed out
at Pretoria in the U.N. General Assembly. The South African govern-
ment was represented on this occasion by the nemesis of South African
Jewty, Foreign Minister Eric Louw. Israel voted with the African nations
to censure South Africa and its leading anu-Semite before the eyes of the
world*? Following the vote, Louw issued a radio statement calling on
South Afncan Jews to criticvze Israel and express solidarity with South
Africa. Asmuch as they despised Louw, the Board of Deputies and its sis-
ter organization, the Zionist Federaton, panicked and immediately
denounced the Israeli government for denyvng Louw his basic freedom
of speech and argued that Israel should have simply abstained from the
vote, as other Western nations had.” In the eyes of Israel’s leading diplo-
mat in South Africa, Simcha Pratt, theJewish community’s reaction was
disgraceful. “I saw before me panicky people, gripped by fear and with-
out backbone,” Pratt wrete to the Foreign Minisuy in Jerusalem after
meeting with Zionist Federation members.**

At that time, most Israeli government officials opposed apartheid
on moral grounds, but a minority worried that such opposidon might
endanger the South African Jewish community.*> Ben-Gurion himself
doubted that the Jews in South Africa would be punished for Israeli pol-
icy and did not want to alienate his new African allies. After a con-
tendous 1961 U.N. vote denouncing Pretoria, Israel’s founding father
declared to critics in the Knesset (parliament): “We knew the Jews there
wouldn’t suffer very much. . . . If there would have been pogroms—or if
their I'tves were in danger—then we would have abstained, but we would
not have voted in favour [of South Africa], certainly not. A Jew can’t be
for discomination.™

Back in Johannesburg, the parochial board leaders failed to grasp Ben-
Gurion’s broader moral vision and saw Israel’s actions only as a threat to
the well-being of their community. In the end, Prime Minister Ver-
woerd’s much feared remaliation against South African Jews was limited.
His private secretary sent a letter consaining veiled threats to a promi-
nent Jewish citizen, and the Finance Ministry suspended special transfer
privileges for South African Zionist organizations that raised money for
Israel*’ Jewish leaders in Johannesburg saw these restrictions on their
ability to send money to Israel as a serious setback,’® but their fears were
overblown. In fact, most of the funds trapped in South Africa were even-
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tually used by the Israeli government to buy an ambassadorial residence
in Pretoria.*® Israel continued to critcize apartheid, and the dreaded
anu-Semitic backlash never materialized.

ON A YISIT TO AFRICR as foreign minister in the early 1960s, Golda Meir
joined a busload of African dignitaries on a visit to Victoria Falls, along
the border of newly independent Zambia and white-ruled Southern
Rhodesia (now Zimbabw-e). When the white Rhodesian soldiers invited
Meir to visit the Rhodesian side of the falls but rumed away her black
colleagues, she declined. Meir was already revered by the leaders of
Africa’s anticolonial revolutions, and this act further cemented her repu-
tation as a foe of racism and colonialism.*

Meir’s streng line against apartheid was driven both by strategic con-
siderations and by principle, and she was not afraid to publicly denounce
South Africa’s government. In 1963, Meir told the U.N. General Assem-
bly that Israelis could not condone apartheid due to Jews’ historical
experience as victims of oppression and went on to pledge that Israel had
“taken all necessaty steps” to prevent Israeli arms from reaching South
Alfrica, directly or indirectly.*' That same vear, Israel took a stand against
apartheid in another international forum, this time at the founding
convention of the Organizadon of Afncan Unity in Ethiopia—a group
that Israel feared would be co-opted by hostile Arab states. When Ben-
Gurion addressed the assembled African dignitaries in Addis Ababa, the
Jewish Board of Deputies in South Africa panicked once again, com-
plaining, “One can understand that Israel has her own policies, but why
should her Prime Mumnister go out of his way to harm this country?”
South African Jewish leaders pleaded with Israeli diplomats to take a
softer line; they viewed Israel’s stand against apartheid not as principled
opposition, but as “interference” in South Africa’s domestic affairs and a
threat to their own good relationship with the apartheid regime.** They
felt the same way about members of their own Jewish community who
dared to speak out against the government.

Three months after Ben-Gurion’s OAU speech, the South African
Jewish community found itself in the limelight once again when Arthur
Goldreich and Harold Wolpe, a fellow Jew, were arrested and charged
with conspiring to overthrow the government. Goldreich had stayed in
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Israel for five years after going there to fight in the War of Indepen-
dence, and he returned to South Africa in 195-4 to pursue his studies in
art and design. He was soon winning awards for his painting and emerg-
ing as one of the country’s most talented young architects. But Goldreich
was leading a double life; he was also a prominent figure in the under-
ground struggle against the regime.

Goldreich’s personal saga as South Africa’s most wanted man began n
1961, when someone by the name of Mr. Jacobson began searching for
a quiet, secluded farm in suburban Johannesburg. Claiming that he
needed a place where an ailing family member could recover, Jacobson
asked real esmte agents to show him properties far from major thor-
oughfares and surrounded by trees. Finally, he settled on Liliesleaf Farm,
a twenty-eight-acre plot with a four-bedroom house in Rivonia, fifteen
miles north of downtown Johannesburg. But rather than handing over
the house to his convalescing relaave, Mr. Jacobson—whose real name
was Michael Hannel—rented it to Goldreich and his family for 100 rand
per month.*

Goldreich was the last personanyone in Pretoria would have expected
of underground revolutonary acuvides. He deliberately cultivated the
image of a high-society dandy. Clad in tweed and riding boots, he held
dinner parties at the ceuntry house, joined the polo club, and when
pressed by lefust friends to take a stand polinally he claimed he preferred
the good life to the struggle.

Little did Goldreich’s foppish friends and the security police in Preto-
ria know that the ANC’s underground leader, Nelson Mandela, was liv-
ing at Liliesleaf disguised as a domestic servant. Mandela used the alias
David Motsamayi and spent his days taking out the garbage and making
tea for black constructon workers who looked down on him as a house-
boy in blue overalls. Meanwhile, Goldreich made tripsto Czechoslov-akia
and East Germany to study munitions and guerrilla warfare; he even vis-
ited Moscow and Beijing, where he spent four hours meeting with Beng
Xiaoping in 1962.% Mandela later credited Goldreich with providing the
ANC with much crucial military expertise: “[Arthur] was knowledgeable
about guerrilla warfare and helped fill many gaps in my understanding,”
he wrote.*

Soon Michael Harmel—the faux Mr. Jacobson—and other leaders of
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the South African Communist Party began to visit Liliesleaf regularly,
turning it into an “incubator for a revoludon™ where everyone from
SACP head Joe Slovo to ANNC leader Walter Sisulu would gather.*” Hav-
ing concluded that a purely nonviolent struggle could not succeed in a
state where peaceful dissent was viewed as treason, the SACP and A\NNC
began to plot a sabotage campaign targeting government installations
and property. Mandela and Slovo were put in charge of forming a sin-
gle armed movement. Umkhonto we Sizwe, or Spear of the Naton.
Liliesleaf was their headquarters and Goldreich was seen as an especially
valuable adviser given his batdefield experience during Israel’s \Var of
Independence.**

By July 1963, the police realized something was afeot in Rivonia.
They staked out Liliesleaf and eventually raided the farm. Goldreich and
Wolpe were arrested along with many other key A’NC and SACP leaders
and soon they all joined Mandela, who had been arrested several months
earlier, behind bars. The arress led to the infamous Rivonia trial, during
which Mandela and other leading anti-apartheid figures such as Walter
Sisuly, DenisGoldberg, and Govan Mbeki, the father of future president
Thabo Mbeki, were sentenced to life in prison.

The prosecutor of the Rivonia defendants was Percy Yutar, a promi-
nent member of the Jewish community. Yutar had grown up with seven
siblings and went on to receive the first Ph.D. in law ever awarded by the
University of Cape Town. As a student, he adormed his walls with images
of robed, wig-wearing Briagsh legal giants and set his sights on a career as
a judge. Despite his stellar academic achievements, the anti-Semiticlegal
eswmblishment gave him menial work fer much of his early career. After
vears of stoically enduring the slights of his academically inferior bosses,
Yutar finally became a junior prosecutor. For an obsessive social climber
with a chip on his shoulder, the Rivonia trial was the perfect opportu-
nity to move up in govemment; by prosecuing enemies of the state—
including several Jews like Goldreich and \Wolpe—he could finally prove
te and-Semitic government officrals that Jews were loyd citizens.* The
Rivonia tnal launched Percy Yutar’s leg-al career, earned him the praise
of apartheid regime leaders, congratulations from his synagogue’s rabbi
and the Board of Deputies, and the nickname “Dr. Persecutor” from his
critics.”

But Goldreich and \Wolpe never faced Yutar in the courtroom. They
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escaped from prison before the trial. After first failing to cut their way
out of a cell with razors smuggled in to them in loaves of French bread,
the two settled on bribing a white prison guard they had befriended. The
guard was bored working the night shifr at the Marshall Square prison in
downtown Johannesburg and spent most of his time talking about cars
and women with the inmates. When Goldreich and Wolpe offered him
4,000 rand, enough to buy the new Studebaker he dreamed of, the guard
agreed to let them out a back door before knocking himself out and using
his unconsciousness as an alibi.

The two men fled through the darkened streets of downtown Johan-
nesburg, eventually reaching a suburban cottage, where they hid out for
eight days. The fugitives then traveled 230 miles in the trunk of a car,
dressed themselves as priests, and crossed the border into Swaziland.
Posing as visiting English missionaries, they flew to Francistown in the
Briash colony of Bechuanaland (now Botswana).

By the ume Goldreich and Wolpe arrived in Francistown, hordes of
journalists had already discovered their whereabouts and set up shop in
their howl. South Afncan intelligence agents were close behind. On the
moming that they were scheduled to leave on a passenger plane to Tan-
zania, Goldreich and Wolpe found their ride te freedom devoured by
flames on the Francistown runway. For days afterward, no other com-
mercial aircraft dared to land at the airport, for fear of sabotage by South
African agents. The local police chief invited the fugitives to stay in jail
rather than risk assassination in a hotel room. In the end, it was a corre-
spondent for the American broadcaster NBC who bailed them out.”

Goldreich and Wolpe were flown to a U.N.-administered zone of the
Republic of Congo and from there to Dar es Salaam on a plane chartered
at NBC’s expense in exchange for an exclusive interview.”” Goldreich set-
tled in London after his escape but soon moved to Jerusalem at the
express invitation of the Israeli Foreign Ministry. He became the head
of the world-famous Bezalel Academy’s architecture department—and
eventually of the Israeli anu-apartheid movement.

Back in Johannesburg, the board’s leaders seized every opportunity to
dissociate themselves from the escaped prisoners. Goldreich remembers
that “they went to great lengths to say that I wasn’t really a Jew, that I
didn’t observe. When I escaped they offered to pay addiGonal money for
the reward on my head.””* The Afnikaans press focused obsessively on
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Goldreich. An article entitled “Portrait of a Communist” ran in Die
Vaderland denouncing Goldreich and declaring that the Jcwish commu-
nity had disowned him: “Jewish leaders in Johannesburg who are just as
disturbed as others by the events of the past weeks, assure us that Gold-
reich, except at his circumcision, has never again been in a synagogue.”
Dagbreek published the ardcle under a six-column headline “JEWISH
BOARD CONDEMNS GOLDREICH AND CO.,” just the sort of
distancing the board wanted.*

The Jewish immigran® who had fled Russian pogroms and Nazi
extermination continued to fear another round of persecution in their
new homeland. But by 1961, South Africa’s Jews were not in danger of a
stase-sponsored backlash—no matter what Goldreich or the Israeli gov-
ermment did to oppose apartheid.

After Goldreich settled in Israel, the Israeli government continued to
speak out against apartheid and seek closer ties with black African
nations while disregarding the grievances of South African Jews. Mean-
while, Arab states were attempting to woo African countries to their side
with offers of aid, but most black leaders remained neutral, and some
were openly hosule. The Arab slave trade in Africa was a not-so-distant
memery and African statesmen did not appreciate being manipulated by
wealthier Arab states. On one memorable oecasion in 1960, during a
U.N. debate on the Israeli-Palestnian conflict, a Saudi delegate accused
African countries of “selling out” to Israel. This was too much for the
delegate from Ivory Coast, who replied, “The representatve of Saudi
Arabia may be used to buying Negroes, but he can never buy us.”™’ It
appeared that Israel’s Africa policy was working as planned.

Yet even as Israel was publicly pushing a highly moralistic policy at the
U.N. and courting African allies, it was still maintaining some contact
with South Africa through a low-level diplomatic mission in Pretoria and
mutual fiiends in France. The early 1960s was a time of intense, if secre-
tive, military cooperation between France and Israel. Despite the failed
1956 Suez campaign and the objections of Israel’s African allies, the
cvo military establishments remained close. France—which had a large
defense industry and had always demonstrased a willingness to sell arms
te controversial and isolated regimes—had also become South Africa’s
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largest military aircraft supplier by the early 1960s. At the time, the
South African government was well aw-are that growing opposition to
apartheid might eventually lead to an arms embargo against Pretoria.
The government was therefere eager to develop its own domestic de-
fense industry and to buy any weapons the French were willing to sell.

South African diplomats were frustrated with Israel’s public opposition
to apartheid and believed that the French could help them smooth things
over and convince Jerusalem to do business with Pretoria. Several of the
most powerful politcal figures in France were openly pro-Israel, includ-
ing the deputy speaker of the National Assembly, Raymond Schmittlein,
and the renowned World War II general Pierre Koenig, for whom streets
were named in Jerusalem > Pretoria was especially interested in cultivat-
ing a relationship with Schmittlein because he was head of the French-
South African friendship group in the National Asseainbly, was close to
the Rothschilds and the Suez Finance Company, and had a direct line to
Prime Minister Georges Pompidou and General Charles de Gaulle.>’

Schmittlein had long advocated greater investmentin South Africa and
soon arranged for a team of high-level government ofhcials and indusui-
alisw to visit South Africa and look into developing the country’s infra-
structure to facilitate arms production.’® Privately, Sclunittlein pledged
to use the project “as a screen behind which substantal French military
and other essential supplies could be made available to South Africa in the
event of international sanctions.”® The deal promised to benefit the
French defense industry, which was a major employer and engine for eco-
nomic growth; it was also an offer the isolated regime in Pretoria could
not refnse.

As much as they resented Israel’s increasingly harsh anu-apartheid
rhetoric, the men in Pretoria were afraid to take action against Israel lest
it endanger the flow of arms from France.*® In 1963, as anti-South
African rhetoric from Israel reached a fever pitch, with denunciations of
apartheid coming from both Foreign Minister Meir and Prime Minister
Ben-Gurion, the South African Foreign Ministty debated whether to
sever ties with Israel. A top secret memo stressed that “our relations with
France are of the utmost importance.” More importantly, its author
argued, French Zionisw like Schmittlein would “play a leading role in
the current negotiations regarding the delivery of weapons to South
Africa.”®!
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In the end, it was the Israelis who took the initiative and recalled their
ambassador on Septembcr 15, 1963.°° The South African government
nonetheless remained extremely sensigve about offending the Israelis,
and the Foreign Ministry stressed that IsraeP's low-ranking representa-
tive should be treated with all the usual diplomatc courtesies. Indcred, it
was “sarongly recommended . . . that he still be invited to all state func-
tions such as the President’s Garden Party . . . just like all the other heads
of diplomatic missions. ™

As Israel and South Africa were busy keeping up appearances, the
French were helping Israel put the finishing touches on its first nuclear
reacter in the desert town of Dimona.



THE ATOMIC BOND

The Isvaeli-South African Nuclear Connection

IN THE EARLY 1960S, soon after Israel and France broke ground in the
Negev Desert, South Africa began to seek its own nuclear capability. But
South Africa’s roleas a global nuclear heavyweight goes back much fur-
ther, to the final days of World War II, when South Africa’s emergence as
one of the world’s primary uranium producers suddenly made it a strate-
gically vial ally for the United States.

Prior to World War II, uranium was not considered a commercially
significant product, let alone a strategic asset. But as scientists in the late
1930s discovered its fissionable properties, strategists began to woiry
about uranium falling into German hands. At the time, the world’s
largest reserves were found in the Belgian Congo, specifically in the
Shinkolobwe mine in the southern Katanga Province.

Afver Hitler’s ferces took control of Belgium in June 1940, U S. pres-
ident Franklin Roosevelt’s advisers urged the Belgran mining company
operating in Shinkolobwe to move all extracted uranium out of the
region fer safekeeping. @ver one thousand tons were shipped across the
Atlanuc and stored in a warehouse on Staten Island. Five years later,
those same minerals, enriched and reprocessed, exploded over Hiro-
shima and Nagasaki." At the time, as historian Thomas Borstelmann
notes, “few people in the world had any idea where the ingredients for
this extraordinary power came from. The men of the Truman adminis-
tration, however, knew that they had feund the key to unprecedented
power in the mines of southern Africa.”

As the Cold War aims race intensified, American planners worried
about their excessive dependence on the Congolese mine and 1w finite
supply. In order to furel a massive nuclear buildup, finding new sources of
uranium became a paramount concern. Two days after D. F. Malan’s his-
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toric electon victory in May 1948 ushered in the era of apartheid in
South Africa, the Briush-American Combined Policy Committee on
atomic energy development projected that South Africa would become
the United States’ primary source of uranium by 1952 and recom-
mended signing import deals immediately in order to gain access to as
much of it as possible. The State Deparunent warned policymakers to
“bear in mind the impor#ance of South African uranium in all our future
dealings with the Dominion.”

Anticipated dependence on South African uranium led the adminis-
tration of Hairy Truman to adopt an extremely sofr policy toward the
newly installed apartheid regime. South Africa became the eighth largest
market for American producw in 1948 in the midst of a postivar export
beom. Pretoria was an especially favored customer as it paid for imports
not in currency bur in gold.* In 1950, South Africa agreed to produce
and sell uranium ore to the United States and sent one of i% air force
squadrons, led by an ace pilot named Jan Blaauw, to fight on the Ameri-
can side in Korea.

Responding to this show of goodwill, an appreciative Secretary of
State Dean Acheson assured South Africa’s amibassador in Washington
that Pretoria’s requests for American arms would receive “the most
sympathetc consideradon.” Then, in 1957, the Eisenhower administra-
don signed an agreement with the South Africans under the auspices of
the Amercan Atoms for Peace program—an effort to provide nuclear
infrastructure, materials, and training to other countries in order to fur-
ther the peacefnl uses of atomic energy. Washington offered to provide
South Afnica with its ficst research reactor, SAFARI-1, at Pelindaba, out-
side Pretoria, and the highly enriched uranium needed to fnel it.* Two
decades later, South Africa would have the bomb.

Israel, too, received a small research reactor from Washington under the
Atoms for Peace program; but without its friends in France, Israel may
bave never become a nuclear power.

In @ctober 1956, befere Israel agreed to launch the invasion of Egypt
that set off the Suez War, Shimon Peres had insisted that the French pro-
vide Israel with a nuclear reactaor for research purposes. Defense Minis-
ter Maurice Bourges-NMaunoury, Foreign Mlinister Christian Pineau, and
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Prime Minister (Guy Mollet gave Peres a verbal commiunent but no
mention of a nuclear deal appcrared in the Sévres protocol signed by
Britain, France, and Israel on the eve of the war.” Although some French
officials believed 1t was intended solely fer civilian puiposes, Peres and
his pro-Israel allies in the French defense establishment knew that the
promised research reacver could make a far more significant contribu-
tion to Israel’s nascent nuclear weapons program than the smaller 3,000
kilowatt reactor the United States had provided three years earlier.®

The Suez War may have been a failure for all three invading armies,
but Israel sull had its promise from the French. It would take another
year before they sealed the deal. Bourges-Maunoury, an enthusiastic
supporter of Israel, succeeded Mollet as prime minister in 1957, but his
government faced a crisis of confidence after only three months mn
office.’ As the French administration faltered in September 1957, the
Israelis feared that their nuclear program would collapse unless the reac-
tor agreement was signed. Ben-Gurion began to panic.

Israel’s scientific attaché in France told Shimon Peres to fly to
Paris immediately to salvage the reactor deal.'® By November, Bourgeés-
Maunoury’s coalition government was crumbling and Peres beg-an a furi-
ous round of lobbying, relying on all the contacts he had cultivated
during his years as Israel’s deputy defense minister and unofhicial ambas-
sador to the French military establishment. Abel Thomas, the man who
had lost his brother to the Nazis and helped Peres craft the French-
Israeli relatonship, convinced the head of the French Atomic Energy
Commission to go along with the plan; the approval of leading scientists
satisfied fermer prime minister Mollet; and Mellet persuaded his succes-
sor, Bourges-Maunoury, to close the deal. The French prime minister’s
signature on the pact was his last of ficial act as head of state.

The agreement provided Isracl with a 24 megawatt reactor that both
pardes knew was not going to be used exclusively for peaceful pur-
poses.!’ While France agreed to supply some fuel for the new Israeli
reactor being built in Dimona, the Israclis were forced to seck other
sources of uranium to power their covert nuclear weapons program.
They found a willing seller in Pretoria.

South Africa’s status as a major nuclear player was well established by
the late 1950s thanks to i% key role as a uranium supplier to the United
States. Pretoria sent representatives to international atomic energy meet-
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ings and played an influential role at the newly created Internamonal
Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA) in Vienna. Other nations soon began to
turn to South Africa for uranium as well, including Britain and Sweden.
Only one of these new customers would end up acquiring the bomb
coverty: Israel.

Initially, Pretoria refnsed to sell any uranum to Jerusalem due to the
loose conditions the Israelis insisted upon. Most troubling was their
oppositon to South African inspections, which Israel believed would
limit its sovereignty."? These were the days befere the 1968 Nuclear
Non-Proliferation Treaty (N PT) and mandatory IAEA safeguards, which
subjected nuclear transactions between signatories to much closer inter-
national scrutiny.” At the time, contracting governments were left to
sort out issues of peaceful use and inspections en their own, and Israel’s
demands made South Africa suspicious.

Pretoria was concerned that the Israelis “certainly possess the know-
how to make a bomb and. . . there is considerable incentive for them
to constiuct one”; Israel’s close ties to black African states at the time
did not endear it to South African diplomats either. For these reasons,
they concluded that it was not in South Africa’s interest to sell “anything
but an insignificant quantity of uranium to Israel in this troubled year
1960.7"

A year later, however, South Africa became a republic, loosening its
ties to the British Commonwealth and reshuffling the Foreign Ministry’s
leadership. The new crop of diplomaw was more open to a deal with
Israel, and in 1962 the two countries finally signed an agreement. South
Africa pledged to supply Israel with yellowcake—a uranium compound
that, after extensive processing, can be enriched in centrifuges to make
weapons-grade uranium or used to fuel nuclear reactors. The amount of
vellowcake South Africa shipped to Israel—ten tons—was fairly small
and both partes agreed that the shipment would be registered with the
[AEA after delivery. The sale was duly reported to the Vienna agency in
1963." Two vears later, in 1963, the governmenw reached a formal bilat-
eral agreement on safeguards.’ It included detailed provisions forbid-
ding the use of South African uranium for atomic weapons or weapons
research and allowing South African inspectors to view the reactors used
to process the material and their operating records.'” Sealed three vears
before passageof the NPT—a treaty that neither Israel nor South Africa
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would sign due to their covert weapons programs—the uranium deal
seemed as safe and secure as was possible to the atomic scientsts and
policvmakers in Pretoria.

The 1965 agreement not only governed the ten tons sent to Israel, but
envisioned a constant flow “for purposes of stockpiling and not for
immediate use.” The Israelis agreed to keep these future uranium ship-
ments in sealed storage facilities and to allow one inspection by South
Africa each year.'”” The IAEA was not mentoned anywhere in the
detailed five-page document or in the letter signed by South African
prime minister Hendrik Verwoerd attached to it; rather, regulation and
inspection of the uranium in Israel would be the sole responsihility of the
agency that had sold it: South Africa’s Atomic Energy Board.

In the early 1960s, both Israel and South Africa were beginning to take
the first tentauve steps toward a nuclear weapons capability. This re-
quired both savvy sourcing and subterfuge. As Pretoria and Jerusalem
sought to acquire the physical infrastructure and nuclear fuel needed to
expand their respecave programs, they had to deceive hoth their West-
em patrons and each other-

J. P. Hugo, the former administrator of the Atomic Energy Board’s
uranium enrichment program, recalls that the govermment decided that
“we’ll sell secretly to Israel beeause they’d felt the pulse of the Amerieans
and Briash and others and had been turned down.”"” By the mid-1960s,
Washington and London had found other uranium suppliers—namely
Australia, Canada, and domestc supplies in the United States-—and were
no longer dependent on the increasingly vilified apartheid government
for this crucial resource. Israel, on the other hand, needed uranium and
South Africa was looking for new customers.

Sitang in his backvard in a leaty diplomatc enclave of South Africa’s
eapital, Hugo explains that the initial ten-ton sale helped the Israelis to
build uranium-tipped bullets capable of piercing tanks. Hugo remains
proud of the project and keeps a replica of one of the foot-long Israeli
shells on his desk at home, mounted on wood alongside a plaque hearing
his name.

As Hugo explains, stringent safeguards were included in the agree-
ment because he and other scientists at the Atomic Energy Board
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insisted on them. Hugo conducted an inspection himself in 1966 and
recalls seeing the uranium in welded drums—evidence that it was not
being used. He is confident thart the South African uranuim did not end
up in Dimona, the heart of the Israel’s clandestine nuclear weapons pro-
gram; and in the mid-1960s it probably didn’t. Instead, as predicted in
the bilateral agreement, a growing stockpile of South African uranum
began to build up m Israel. This stockpile would reach five hundred tons
by 1976, when a South African minister of mines, enamored of Israel and
facing near cersain bankruptcy, would agree to lift the bilateral safe-
guards that had ensured its annual inspection and prevented i% mili-
tary use.

OFFICIALLY, TRE STATE OF ISRAEL does not acknowledge that it has nuclear
bembs even though it is well known that the nation possesses a forinida-
ble arsenal of close to one hundred of the most advanced weapons.*®
This “opaque” policy is exemplified by the oft-repeated phrase that
“Isr-ael will not be the first nation to introduce nuclear weapons to the
Middle East,” which became the declared policy under Prime Minister
Levi Eshkol during the crucral years 1963-66, when Israel was busy pro-
ducing its first weapon and deceiving the United States about its level of
nuclear advancement.” The definition of “introduce” was lefr deliber-
ately vague to allow interpretations ranging from develop and build, 1o
deploy and launch.*?

Israel never debated the nuclear option openly in parliamentand only
a select group—Ben-Gurion’s most trusted associates and the scientsts
involved—was privy to early discussions of Bimona. The divisions in this
secret debate did not fall along predictable political lines. Instead, it pit-
ted ambitdous voung technocrats set on the idea of going nuclear against
those who preferred to invest the state’s limited funds in conventional
military power. By the early 1960s, many generals saw the nuclear and
missile programs as fanciful. At a tme when the army needed boots and
bullets, they argued, the government was pouring all of its money into a
project that many in the military regarded as “hallucinatory.” With a
sufficient territorial cushion separating the Jewish state from its hostle
neighbors, most generals believed, Israel would notneed anuclear deter-
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rent. Arguing in favor of the bomb were Peres and Dayan.** With a
nuclear deterrent, they insisted, the country’s narrow nine-mile “waist”
would nolonger be such a dangerous liability. By openly declaring Israel’s
nuclear capability, it was unlikely that anyone would dare lay a finger
on it

During the mid-1960s, diplomatic contact between Israel and South
Africa was minimal. It was the Six-Day War of June 1967 that changed
everything. In mid-May, Egyptian president Nasser unilaterally dis-
missed the U.N. peacekeeping force in the Sinai Peninsula as his troops
built up their positions in the desert and the U.N. stood idly by.** Then,
on May 22, Nasser closed the Straits of Tiran to Israeli vessels. The nar-
row maritime passage into the Red Sea was a commercial hifeline for
Israel, and closure was seen in Jerusalem as a major provocation.

Without a security guarantee from \Washington or the assent of the
U.S. government, Israel launched a daring preemptive attack on the
moming of June 5. As Egypuian pilots sat down to breakfast at 8:15 a.u.
after recurning from their moening patrols, more than two hundred
planes—almost the entire Israeli Air Force—took off flying west just fifty
feet above the Mediterranean, leaving the skies over Israel empty and
exposed.”” As the Israeli ighters banked south and ascended into the
view of Egypuan radar, the Egypuan pilots on the ground ran to their
planes. They were too late: in less than two hours, the Israeli Air Force
destroyed thirteen Egyptian bases and 286 of the 420 aircraft in Nasser’s
arsenal. Israel’s air force commander reported to IDF chief of staff Rabin
that “the Egvptian Air Force has ceased to exist.”*® In less than a week,
Israel proceeded to conquer the Jordanian West Bank, the Syrian Golan
Heights, and take the endre Sinai Peninsula and the tiny Gaza Suip
from Egypt, nearly doubling the amount of territory under its control.
In the eyes of Israel’s admirers in Africa, this stunning and unexpected
victory marred its image as a socialist beacon and instead cemented its
repusstion as a colonial outpost aligned with the West.”

In 1969, the Harvard sociologist Seymour Martin Lipset declared that
“Israel is now held to be a strong and rich nation, whereas the Arabs are
weak, underdeveloped, poor.™*
he observed, were shifting to support the new Arab underdogs. The Old
Left that had aggressively supported the creation of a Jewish state in
1948 had been replaced by a New Left that painted Israel as an imperial-

The sentiments of radicals everywhere,
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ist aggressor. “The only way Israel can change it is to lose,” wrote
Lipset.*!

In the United States, militant African-American groups targeted
Israel in their publications, depicting it as a colenial aggressor and Amer-
ican Jew's as economic oppressors of the black community. Israel’s rela-
tons with African states gradually soured as well. The Arab attempt w©
brand Israel as a Western imperialist stooge wws finally beginning to
suck.

Arab countries soon redoubled their efferts to compete with Israel for
influence ever black African leaders. Weal thy Gulf states offered attrac-
tve aid packages to poor African nations in exchange for their support of
the Palestinian cause. At the same ume, the OAU began to throw its
unequivecal support to the Palestine Liberatien Organization. It didn’t
help that the apartheid govermment had lifted all restrictions on South
African citizens wishing to transfer funds to Israel during the war, allow-
ing South African Jews to raise $30 million for the Isr-aeli war effort.

To add to the complications, the Suez Canal was closed for eight years
n the wake of the Six-Day War as Egypt and Israel continued to fight in
the Sinai Peninsula. East African states were hit hardest; close to a third
of their diy cargo had been shipped through the canal. While these
countries lost more than $100 million per year in export revenues, the
Suez closure enriched their greatest enemy, apartheid South Africa, by
diverting the bulk of international freight around the Cape of Good
Hope. Israel’s occupation of Egyptian territory and its consistent refusal
to give back the Sinai led most African states to blame the Jewish state
for the post-1967 canal closure.*

The reacdon to Israel’s victory in the Six-Day War was markedly dif-
ferent in South Africa. There, government officials and military of ficers
clamored to visit Israel and learn from the victorious generals, leading
the Board of Depudes’ joumnal, 7ewish Affairs, to declare proudly, “The
destinies of the two countries are . . . so alike in a much more meaningful
sense than any enemy propagandist could conceve.”* The euphoria was
not confined to the Jewish community. The South African press’s atu-
tude tow-ard theJewish state also warmed considerably as more and more
white South Africans began to sense that they and the Israelis shared a
common lot. The mouthpiece of the Natonal Party government, Die
Burger, declared, “Israel and South Africa. .. are engaged in a struggle
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for existence. . . . The anti-Western powers have driven Israel and South
Africa into a community of interests which bad better be udlized than
denied ™*

It was a remarkable change of tone. The same South African newspa-
pers that had denounced Israel for saking in the escaped “terrorrst”
Arthur Goldreich feur years earlier were now singing i praises. When
Goldreich escaped from prison and chose te settle n Jerusalem, he
had viewed Israel as a wue light unto the nations.” Little did he know
that merely a decade later he would find himself leading Israel’s ant-
apartheid movement, attempting in vain to convince his new govern-
ment to cease i growing economic and military ties with the apartheid

regime that had once imprisoned him and suill kept his comrade Mandela
behind bars.

TRE SIX-DAY WAB OF 1967 widened Israels waist, giving it the territorial
buffer the generals craved. A more comfortable strategiccushion between
Israel and its enemies proved no obstacle to Israel’s nuclear ambitions,
however, nor did it stop the defense establishment from deceiving the
internatdonal community—as it had done for years.*

During the 1960s, as Israel was working tirelessly to develop its
nuclear capability, it succeeded in hiding the true capacity and output of
Dimona from a succession of pro-Israeli American presidents, from John
F. Kennedy to Richard Nixon.’” The deception began in 1961, after
Israel refused to allow International Atomic Energy Agency inspectors
inside Dimona, claiming it would be an affront to Israeli sovereignty.
Aware that Dimona existed, but uncertain of its level of advancement
and ignorant of what exactly was happening there, the United States in-
sisted on taking on the role of nuclear watchdog instead of the IAEA—
agreeing to disguise the inspections by leading American nuclear experts
as scientific exchanges out of respect for Israel’s pride. The first inspec-
ton took place later that year; thanks te Israel’s carefully curaved visit, no
evidence of a nuclear weapons program was found.*®

This policy of deception caused major disagreements within the
Israeli govermment and led to further tension between Golda Meir and
vounger Labor leaders such as Peres and Bayan. Meir feared that deceiv-
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ing the Americans would backfire. She pushed her colleagues to sunply
tell Kennedy what she saw as the simple truth: Isracl’s existence was
threatened and many of its cidzens had almost been exterminated less
than two decades before. After the Holocaust, who could deny the moral
imperatve or practcal necessity of the Jewish state’s right to defend itself
by any means necessary>® As always, Meir’s argument was not simply
moral; she was also a savvy realist. “If we deny that Dimona exists, then
we can’t use it as a bargaining point, because it is impossible to bargain
about something that doesn't exist,” she told Fereign Ministry colleagues
in 1963.%

After Kennedy was assassinated in November 1963, Israel found an
even more willing friend in the White House. Lyndon Johnson had been
told by his pious grandfather to “wke care of the Jews,” a compulsion
heightened by Johnson’s own biblical attachment to Israel. As a young
congressman in the 193@s, he had arranged visas for European Jews and
helped smuggle Jewish refugees with fae passports into Galveston,
Texas.* Even so, Israel did not trust the United States enough to reveal
its biggest secret. The Israelis continued to elaborately conceal their
nuclear weapons production facilities, for years fooling inspectors sent
from Washington into believing they were not producing plutonium at
Dimona.**

During the Johnson administration, American arms sales were made
conditional on both Israeli disclosures of all nuclear research activities in
Dimona and ongoing U.S. inspectons of the reactor. The Israelis made
the most of these visits by distracting inspectors with days of “scientific
rescarch discussions,” thereby limiting the amount of time the visitors
could spend inside the Dimona complex. They insisted on scheduling
the inspections on Saturdavs, when most employees were off for the
Jew1sh Sabbath, and refused to allow American inspectors to bring their
own measuring instruments.” By denying unfettered access to the visit-
ing U.S. scientists, the Israeli government bought itself valuable time
and threw American intelligence agencies off the trail. While the CIA
suspected that Israel was secretly developing nuclear weapons, it was
unaware that Israeli scientists had managed to generate plutonium on
their own.* Instead, intelligence analysts assumed that Israel was exclu-

* Nuctear weapens rely on the fissien of radieactive isotepes for at least part of their ex-
plosive power. These isotopes can be cither enriched uranium or plusonium. Both are
ulumately dern-ed from velloewcake, but the lengthy production cyvdle 1s different. Weapens-
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sively seeking enriched uraniurm supplies and that large amounts of
nuclear fuel had been illegally diverted from the United States by Zal-
man Shapiro, the Orthodox Jewish owner of a nuclear fuel facility near
Pittsburgh.*

The successful concealment of Dimona’s uue capabilities allowed
Israel to finish producing the plutonium it needed for a borb by late
1966. By the time of the Six-Day War, Israel had already finished build-
ing iw first nuclear devices.’ The Soviets were keenly aware that Isracl
had likely achieved a nuclear capability, and there are indications that
they monitored Dimona closely from the air in May 1967, perhaps even
drawing up plans to destroy it.** Following Israel’s stunning victory in
June, the government moved to expand its nuclear arsenal. It was then
that the Americans finally feund out the truth, and it care couitesy of
one of the most celebrated and controversial figures in nuclear physics:
Edward Teller.

Born in Budapest in 1908, Teller grew up in a neighborhood of eminent
Jewish scientists, including Nobel laureate Paul Wigner and chain reac-
ton pioneer Leo Szilard—both of whom would go on to play iportant
roles in the Manhattan Project during World War II. Teller disun-
guished himself as a physicist, too, and went on to study with giants
of the field, including Niels Bohr and Werner Heisenberg. In 1952,
J. Robert Oppenheimer, the scienafic director of the American nuclear
program, joined Teller on a rip to Israel. There, the twomen discussed
atonuic energy with Ben-Gurion, who was at the uime weighing the mer-
iw of pursuing a nuclear opdon.

As the Cold War arms race escalated, many nuclear scientists became
outspoken doves, but Teller veered to the right. During the McCarthy-
era witch hunt, he alienated many of his colleagues by publicly question-
ing Oppenheimer’s loyalty to America and casting doubt on others who
objected to his hawkish views and his leading role in the design and
development of the more powerful hydrogen borab. In Israel, a counary

gradc uranium is produced by eariching uranium hesafluori’de, a processed form of vellow-
cake, to a level at which over 90 percent of ithe vraniuvm s the highly fissionable U-235 iso-
tope. Plusonium is produced by irradiating uranivn fuel reds in an acGve nuclear reactor,
removing these rods, and reprocessing them at a separaee plant in order to produce pluto-
nium rich in the isesope Pu-239.
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threatened by Soviet-aligned Egypt, "Teller’s anscommunism was popu-
lar. He visited Israel often during the 1960s, lectured at Td Aviv Univer-
sity, and formed a close friendship with fellow nuclear physicist Yuval
Ne’eman.*’

As a leading nuclear weapons expert, Teller sensed that Israel was
building a bomb and he eventually broke the news to Ne’eman at an aca-
demic conference in upswte New York in late 1967. Teller sat down
beside a wree trunk with Ne’eman and teld him, “I am impressed by your
high level, and I think that you have already fnished.” Teller shared
Golda Meir’s view that “the cat and mouse game” with the Americans
was not healthy and let Ne’eman know that he intended to tell the CIA,
but assured him that he would “explain that it is justified, on the back-
ground of the Six-Day War.”*® The CIA% science and technology gurus,
still beholden to the diverted uranium theory, were reluctant to believe
what Teller told them: that Israel had developed its own nuclear capabil-
ity and that highly enriched uranium from the United States had nothing
to do with it. Instead, Israel had fed yellowcake—obtained from South
Africa and other sources—mnto its reactor, reprocessed the spent fuel
rods at a well-concealed plant, and built bombs fueled by plutonium
rather than enriched uraniom.

Indeed, while the CIA and FBI were obsessively investigating Shapiro,
Israel had successfully obtained two hundred tons of yellowcake in a
1968 Mossad smuggling operation.*® Israel feared that buying uranium
on the open market would arouse suspicion at the European nuclear
regulatory body, EURATOM, and opted for a clandestine operason
instead. The Mossad used a Liberian front company te purchase a ship,
the Scheersberg A. In Antwerp, workers loaded the ship with a cargo of
yellowcake—concealed in barrels marked “Plumbat,” which is a lead
derivatve. @fficrals in Bonn helped Israel disguise the operation as a
transaction between West German and Italian firms, reportedly in ex-
change for offers to aid the Germans with uranium enrichment technol-
ogy. The Mossad fabricated a false Italian recipient for its cargo,
declaring that a paint company in Milan would be receiving the ship-
ment. But the ship never docked at its stated port of call in Genoa; when
it reached Rotterdam, the crew was told that the ship had been sold to a
new owner and they were dismissed. With a new Israeli crew on board,
the Scheersberg A set sail for the eastern Mediterranean, bypassing Italy
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altogether. Oft the coast of Cyprus, and under tight military supervision,
its new crew wansferred the secret cargo to an Israeli naval vessel. A few
days later, as the uranium was unloaded in Haifa, the Scheersberg A
arrived in the Turkish poit of Iskenderun, empty and with several weeks
of pages mysteriously missing from its logbook.>®

For the South Africans, whose nuclear research reactor had gone critical
three years before, in 1963, the Israeli model of nuclear ambiguity cou-
pled with covert weaponization was enticing.” In order to gauge what it
could get away with down the road, Pretoria was watching developments
in the Middle East closely and, more important, observing the reactions
of the superpowers.

Five years later, when Egypt launched a surprise attack on Sinai in
October 1973, Israel’s undeclared nuclear arsenal had grown to approx-
mately a dozen weapons. Facing the real possibility of defeat, Israel
seemed prepared to use themn or threaten to do so in order to force
Washington to intervene.” André Buys, a leading South African nuclear
weapons engineer who served as manager of the facility where Pretoria’s
weapons were built, reinembers bearing that Israel’s nuclear threat had
prompted U.S. aid during the Yom Kippur War. He admits that “the
allegation probably subconsciously influenced our thinking. We argued
that if we eannot use a nuclear weapon on the battlefield . . . then the
only possible way to use it would be to leverage intervendon from the
Western Powers by threatening to use it.”>*

Buys is now a professor of engineering at the University of Pretoria.
His small office on the quiet campus is a world apart from the secretive
environment he worked in for most of his career. Back in the early 1970s,
Buys and his colleagues were beginning work on a nuclear explosive
device. The scienusts involved in the program maintain to this day that
their research was inspired by the Atoms for Peace program, which
encouraged the production of so-called peaceful nuclear explosives for
53

mining and construction purposes.”” South Africa’s Atomic Energy

* A nuclear reactor “goes cnitical” when dhere 1s a sufficient amount of fissile material pres-
ent (“a critical mass”) in an apprepriase geemetric arrangement 80 sustain an ongoing
nuclear reaction. This is achieved when the number of acutrons produced by fission reac-
niens cxceeds the number of neutrens lost
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Board was well aware, however, that its counwv would soon be pro-
ducing enough enriched uranium for a nuclear weapon, and they issued
a report recommending the development of various devices, many of
which were far too powerful for purely peaceful puiposes.” A small team
of scienusts, including Buys, was sent to work on the new designs at
Armscor’s Somchem explosive and propellant facility near Cape Town.

For all their salk about peaceful commercial use, South Afiica’s leaders
were not naive, and it is inconceivable that the nuclcar option on
the horizon did not cross their minds when the peaceful nuclear explo-
swve research began. Indeed, Pretoria’s refusal to sign the NPT in 1968
and its highly secretive nuclear research program reveal that a nuclear
weapons capability was in fact always the ultimate objective.””



THE RISE OF REALPOLITIK

The Yorn Kippur War and Israel’s Realignment m Africa

IN THE SPRING OF 1368, as thousands of French students inspired by Marx
and Mao hurled Molotov cocktails at riot police in the boulevards of
Paris, the Israeli and South Afriean defense officials stationed in France
were busy sharing blueprints for new weapons systems. The protesters
were angry young idealisw who, in the words of American historian Paul
Berman, took tothe Latin Quarter’s sireets “threatening vague unimagin-
able revolutions against . . . every conceivable thing that could be labeled
avoke on theneck of mankind.”" And as they brought the city to a stand-
still, the Israeli admiral Mordechai Limon was quietly providing his
South African colleagues with technical inf ormation about Mirage air-
craft and illuminatng bombs at an office off the Champs-Elysées.” At
the ume, their cooperation was sall a well-kept secret, unknown to the
throngs of student revolutionaries who filled the nearby streets.

Back in Israel, right-wing polincrans were getting tred of Meir’s and
Ben-Gurion’s continuing cendemnations of South Africa. French presi-
dent Charles de Gaulle had withdrawn his support for Israel after it
ignored the old general’s explicit advice and launched the Six-Day
War-—a move that severely jeopardized the Jewish state’s arms supply. As
France pulled back, South Afriea’s leaders and much of the white popula-
ton cheered Israel on.

Knesset members Shmuel Tamir and Eliezer Shostak feunded an
organization called the Israel-South Africa Friendship League in 1968 to
promote commercial tes between the two countries. Nearly a hundred
Israeli firms joined the new group and the South Afriean business com-
munity set up a parallel organization in Johannesburg. With the enthusi-
astic support of Israel’s opposition leader, Menachem Begin, Shostak
took his fight for closer ties with South Africa to the highest levels of
government. In November 1968, he confronted Isr-ael’s foreign minister,
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Abba Eban, on the Knesset floor, demanding that Eban instruct the
Israeli U.N. delegaton “once and for all, not to vote against the S.A.
govermnent in order not to further jeopardize the relatdons between our
two states.”™

Eban, Israel’s most revered statesman on the international stage,
refused to be bullied. He was born Aubrey Solomon in 1915 in South
Africa. Eban’s father died when he was a baby and his mother took him to
England, where she remarried and began work as a translator for Zionist
leaders in London. Aubrey took his stepfather’s surname and eventually
Hebraicized his first. A swar student at Cambridge, he mastered ten lan-
guages, including Arabic and Farsi, and became a fixture at the Cam-
bridge Union debatng society. There he honed the oratorical skills that
would later earn him praise from the likes of Henry Kissinger and John
Foster Dulles. Eban served as an intelligence efficer in the Britsh army
during World War II and eventually moved to Palestine in the mid-
1940s, becoming Israel’s first representative te the United Nations and
its first ambassador to the United States. While Eban’s refined Oxbridge
English had been well received in the U.N. General Assembly, he faced
harsher wreatment back home in the Knesset.*

Eban reacted combanvely when faced with Shostak’s calls to normal-
ize relamons with the racist governunent of his native land. Shostak was
suggesting “an essenmal change in Israel’s policy towards racial discriim-
nation,” something Eban and his predecessor, Golda Meir, refused to
countenance.” But the mood in Israel was changing; after the Six-Day
War, completely shunning South Africa—one of the few states that had
praised its victory—was becoming politically untenable. Within a year,
the pro-South Afiica lobby got its wish: Yitzhalkk Unna was sent to South
Africa in February 1969 as Israel’s consul-general, with the express goal
of improving reladons between the two countries.

Unna was born in Germany and immigrated to Palestine with his
mother and sister in 1936, where they joined his father in a rat-infested
Haifa apartment.® During World War II, he enlisted in the British army
and saw action in places ranging from Jordan to Libya. It was in North
Africa that Unna encountered South Africans for the first tiine. There,
he met a South African warrant officer who refused to swim in the same
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pool with Unna’s dark-skinned Yemenite Jewish comrade Shaul. The
South African insisted that “all black bassards must get out.” Shaul
responded by punching him in the face.” Atthe end of the war, Unna met
a South African once again on a ship home to Palestine; this time it was a
violently anti-Semiuc air force officer who was constantly drunk and
eager to proveke the Jewish soldiers.®

Soon after the war, Unna joined the diplomatic corps, seving as a
low-lev-el embassy official in New York and Chicago and a counselor in
London and Bonn. In iNew York, he frequented the United Nations,
where he enjoyed sitting in on Security Council debates. During the
Suez crisis of 1956, Unna witnessed a particularly vociferous exchange
between American ambassador Henry Cabot Lodge and his Soviet coun-
terpart, Arkady Sobolev;, after Israel sent a ship through the Canal Zone
to test Nasser’s commitment to free passage through Suez. In a heated
debaw, Lodge defended Israel’s right to sail through the canal while
Sobolev denounced American imperialism and Zionist aggression. Dur-
ing a recess, Unna went to the delegates’ restroom, where he stumbled
upon the American and Soviet ambassadors casually joking around. He
was shocked to hear Sobolev lamenting his need to defend Egypt—in
perfect English. The lesson was a formative one for the young diplomat.
“Listening to this friendly jocular conversation . . . after they had given
the appearance of being at each other’s throat a few minutes earlier,
taught me that among diplomats officyal hostility did not necessarily
have to imply personal animosity,” Unna later wrote in his autobiogra-
phy.” It was an art he would learn to emulate as his career progressed,
allowing him to privately befriend those he publicly denounced.

Despite growing Soviet hostlity toward Israel, Unna became friendly
with several members of the Soviet mission during his posting in Lon-
don. These contacts did not have great diplomatic value, but they did
teach him how to drink. Because Unna arrived in London without his
wife, he immediately became a target for KGB recruiters in the Soviet
embassy, who saw a lonely man as easy to compromise with liquor and
ladies. Unna found their overtures amusing and never fell for the trap.
He would go drinking with the Russians, but enly after stuffing himself
with milk, sardines, and white bread—a formula that he maintains to this
day will allow anyone to consume unlimited amounts of vodka without
divulging state secrew to spies or prostitutes. "’
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When Unna arrived in South Africa in 1969, he caused a minor
uproar in the Jewish community by attending a reform synagogue rather
than one of the Orthodox congregatons that dominated South African
Jewish life. He made further waves when a leading Zionist Federation
official caught him eating ham and eggs for breakfast—an act of dietary
defiance that shodved many observant Jews.!! Unna seemed to have an
easier time forging ties with the WP government than with his fellow
Jews. He promptly learned Afrikaans—a langvage that was not terribly
difficult for him, given that German was his mother tongue—and in-
sisted on reading all the local newspapers, including the pro-government
Afrikaans press. His grasp of Afrikaans immediately endeared him to the
apartheid regime’s leaders, who rarely encountered a foreign diplomat
who spoke in their native tongue. South Africa’s ceremonial president,
Jacobus Johannes Fouché, refused to believe Unna was a Jew because of
his height and linguistic skills. “Listen to the bloody Jew, he speaks fluent
Afrikaans,” Fouché once exclaimed at a concert where Unna introduced
the Israel Philharmonic Orchestra. Unna dismissed these slights as in-
nocuous jokes that were “reallv a reflection of the affection they have
for the Jews, the occasional manifestation of anti-Semitisin notwith-
standing.”!?

Unna’s closest friend in the government was the former Ossewa
Brandwag general Hendrik van den Bergh, who had since become the
head of South Africa’s intelligence agency, the Bureau of State Secunty,
BOSS. Despite van den Bergh’s warame Nazi sympathies, the two got
on well. Van den Bergh always stressed to Unna that Afrikaners had sup-
perted the Germans in World War II due to their long-standing hatred
of the British. Although Unna was not completely convinced, thus histor-
ical baggage had no impact on his good working relationship with van
den Bergh, which allowed Unna to negouate the release of several
imprisoned Jewish ana-apartheid acuvists on the condition that they
emigrate to Israel. Thanks to Unna’s close ties with the upper echelons
of the South African security forces, the contact between the military
establishments that had begun a year befere in France continued quietly.

Yet as the Israeli and South African military representatives in Paris
forged closer ties with one another, Israel’s relations with France were
cooling off. In the wake of Algeria’s independence in 1962, French pres-
ident Charles de Gaulle had begun to play a dangerous double game: he
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sought closer ties with Arab states while remaining Israel’s primary artus
supplier. Wasbington had warmed to Israel during the Kennedy years
and had begun to sell it major weapons systems such as the Hawk missile,
but France remained paramount until the Six-Day War.” When Israel
launched its preemptve sirike on Egypt in June 1967, de Gaulle had
taken it as a personal affront. In response, he ordered the French gov-
ernment te cease supplying Israel with Mirage aircraft and eventually
placed an embargo on all weapons sales. Israel reacted by turning te the
United States as its primary source for arms and milking midlevel
French bureaucrats who remained sympathetic to Israel for any aims
they couldstll get.'

The final straw came in 1969 when de Gaulle refused to deliver five
missile boats that Israel had already purchased from France." For the
Defense Ministry officials in Tel Aviv, not following throughon a signed
contract was dishonorable and insulting. The Israeli Navy launched a
daring covert operation in December to smuggle the boats out of Cher-
bourg harbor, spearheaded by Admiral Mordechai Limon, the Israeli
Defense Ministry’s chief representative in Paris and its point man on
South Afri'ca. Limon tricked the French govermment into believing that
a Nonwegian oil company had bought the ships, secured the cooperation
of the shipyard’s owner with a hefty sum of money, and ensured the
silence of the local press with some more. As Cherbourg’s residents sat
down to dinner on Christmas Eve, Israeli Navy crews, who had entered
France in cwilian clothes posing as university students, boarded the
ships.!® High seas and gale force winds of over one hundred miles per
hour nearly derailed the plan, butat 2:30 a.»1. the winds subsided and the
ships slipped away.!” By the dme the international scandal broke, they
were in the middle of the Mediterranean, well on their way to Haifa.

Even after Cherbourg, many members of the French defvnse estab-
lishment remained loyal to Israel. Several lower-level defense officials
had looked the other way during the Cherbourg affair,'® and Israel’s old
friends in the French government soon found new ways to circumvent
de Gaulle's embargo.

There was also still strong support for Israel within the French arms
industry. In January 1970, an arms dealer using the name Mr. Jackel
approached South Africa on behalf of the French arms manufacturer
Dassault, claiming that the company was pro-Israeli and wished to con-
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dnue selling weapons to the Jewish state. For these pro-Israeli defense
officials, arming their old client now meant going behind the president’s
back. Jackel informed the South Africans that Libya had ordered fifry
Mirage jets from Bassault and he urged South Africa to place a similar
order so that the company could decline the Libyan request. He also
openly inquired whether “South Africa would be prepared to acquire
Mirages for re-expert to Israel”™® Even theugh the stridently anti-
apartheid Golda Meir was in power in Jerusalem, the behind-the-scenes
military contacts in Paris were escalating.

In June, South African fereign minister Hilgard Muller met Eban in
Brussels to discuss the fnture of their countries’ relations. Two years had
passed since Eban’s showdown with Shostak in the Knesset; by this time,
Unna had aruved in Pretoria and the relationship was warming. Still,
Eban was adamant that any evidence of Israel’s ties with South Africa—
beyond Unna’s presence in the country—be kept under wraps lest they
provoke a reaction against Israel at the U.N.?° The Middle East conflict
was now a mainstay of the OAU agenda, and Arab states, buoyed by
newfound pewoleum reserves, were attempung to lure African states to
their side with oil and aid.

Meanwhile, Israel was desperately trying co hang on to its friends
throughout black Africa and to prevent a larger anti-Israeli bloc from
forming at the U.N. In 1971, in an effort to shore up support in Africa,
Israel offered a trivial donation of 10,000 Israeli pounds (a paltry $2,850
at the dme) to an and-apartheid outfit known as the OAU’s Fund for
Assistance to the Peoples Struggling Against Colonialism and Racism.
Israel insisted that the donation would cover only innocuous humanitar-
ian supplies such as blankets and medicine.”! South African leaders did
not see it this way, however, expressing shock that Israel could send
money te its enemies when they had just announced that the South
African govermment would allow the Jewish community to transfer R8
million (then approximately $11 million) of aid to Israel over a period of
three years.”

The South African press followed the govermment’s lead, denouncing
Israel foraiding and abetting terrorism. “The terrorists are not guiltless
idealists. . . . They are murderers who are fully rained by Communist
powers and equipped by Communist weapons,” Die Transvaler fiuned.
“If they are previded with blankets, they are blankets which cover a
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terrorist at night. . . . If medicines are donated, they are medicines for
someone who is responsible for destroying a police vehicle on the Zam-
bezi border.””’ Somewhat less hysterically, Die Vaderlend chastised Israel
fer opportunistically currying favor with black Africa and subsidizing the
dark forces seeking to overthrow their government. Drawing parallels to
the Middle East conflict, the paper editorialized: “But now Israel with its
‘gesture’ towards ‘liberators’ in Africa has abandoned the whole principle
of is opposiuon towards ‘liberation’ in the Middle East . . . it has recog-
nized the right of its Arab neighbor swates, and all of the terrorist move-
ments within them, to ‘liberate’ the territories conquered by Israel”**

South Africa’s Jewish leaders were panic-stricken once again.”” They
insisted on condemning terrorism “wherever 1t occurs, by whomsoever
perpetrated, or whoever supports it,” and emphasized that “our Jewish
boys are also among those who are confronting terrorism at the bor-
ders.™® A delegation of Jewish leaders, headed by Isie Maisels—who
ironically had defended Nelson Mandela and many left-wing Jews dur-
ing the treason trial of 1958-61—went to Israel to meet with Golda Meir
and protest the proposed donauon. Conveniently, the @AU never
replied to Israel’s small offer and Eban eventually withdrew it, quelling
the anger of South Africa’s governinent and Jewish community. By late
June, only three weeks after the story broke, this last bump on the road
to smoother diplomatic relations had disappeared.

Harry Hurwitz, the editor of the 7eaish Herald, a widely read newspa-
per in Jewish communides throughout the country, began alling for
staronger ties between Israel and South Africa immediately after the
OAU spat subsided. Hurwitz was a close friend of Israeli opposition
leader Menachem Begin, and a powerful and influential voice in the
South African Jewish community. Like many South African Jews of
Lithuanian and Eastern European origin, Hurwitz was also a fellower of
the militant Revisionist school of Zionism, an ideology that would later
form the basis for Menachem Begin’s Likud Party.

IN THE YEARS PRIOR TO Israel's independence, the Revisionist Zionist
movement had gained widespread support among Eastern European
Jews. The Revisionisw rejected the purely diplematic approach to Jewish
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statehood advocated by the mainstream World Zionist Organization and
its chairman, Chaim Weizmann, a chemistry professor at the University
of Manchester who had aided the Bridsh war effort by developing vitally
important explosives for the Royal Navyin 1916.%” During World War |,
he had also befriended South Africa’s prime minister, Jan Smuts, writing
to him regularly, and transfonning him into a zealous supporter of the
Zionist cause while Smuts was serving as a key adviser to David Lloyd
George in the Brigsh Imperial War Cabinet.”® Weizmann rclied on
Smuts as a key source of influence in Whitehall’s corridors of power,
often using him as an intermediary to arrange meetings with Winston
Churchill, Lord Balfour, and other key British officials in the 1920s.*

By contrast, the Revisionists were skeptical of the British govern-
ment’s commitment to a Jewish national home in Palestine and advo-
cated a more aggresstve form of Jewish nadonalism, as well as a more
ambitious territorial claim to a Greater Israel on both sides of the Jordan
River—an area including what is today the kingdom of Jordan. They
were led by a fiery Russian Jewish intellectual named Vladymir (Ze'ev)
Jabounsky, whose tirades against mainstream Zionism helped lead to
Weizmann’s ouster as head of the WZO mn 1931.°°

Jaboninsky was born into a middle-class Jewish family in the port city
of Odessa in 1880. Apart from the poetry of Pushkin and Lermontov,
most of which he had memorized before high school, Jabotinsky did not
care much for academics and preferred te cut class. He was a budding
writer, though, and as a teenager published a Russian translation of
Edgar Allan Poe’s “The Raven.” Soon he was conaibuting regular dis-
patches from abroad in the pages of a major Odessa newspaper.*!

While studying and reporting in Italy as a nineteen-year-old, he fell
under the influence of Italian nationalist ideas, and in later years devel-
oped a critique of liberalism colored by debates among Italian Marxists,
the rise of Mussolini, and the advent of fascism. It was a harsh view of
society:

Stupid is the person who believes in his neighbour, good and loving as the
neighbour may be; stupid 1s the person who relies on justice. Justce exists
onlv for those whose fists and stubbornness make it possible for them to
realize it. ... Do aot believe anyene, be always on guard, carry your sdck
always with you—thisis the only way of surviving in this wolfish batile of

all againstall.’
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In this IHobbesi'an world, Jabotinsky believed that Jews needed military-
style discipline and he enthusiasdcally supported the Revisionist youth
movement Betar, which aimed to train young Jews in self-defense as a
way to instll national pride and unity. Throughout Europe, Jews were
routnely aricatured as effete intellectuals or money-grubbing capital-
isw, butnever the sarong and defiant soldiers that Jabotinsky envisioned
defending the Jewish homeland he dreamed of.

Jabounsky became a leading voice of Russian journalism and pub-
lished prolifically in Yiddish, German, French, Italian, English, and
Hebrew as well—often under the pen name “Alwlena.” He was openly
secular, hostile to the Orthodox Jews of Eastern Europe (who were then
largely suspicious of the Zionist project), and mocked biblical injunc-
tions to love the stranger as “childish hurnanism.” Jabotinsky argued that
for Jews to fully realize their dream of building a nation, they would have
to return to the land from which they had been uproosed and fight to
make it a Jew1sh state. In his eyes, territory plaved a crucial role in “shap-
ing the nadonal genius.””

Like the Afrikaner ideologues of the 1930s, Jabounsky was deeply
influenced by nineteenth-century European nationalism and its nosons
of a unique wo/k with its own destiny. He believed that an inherent
genedc code shared by a populaton determined the collecave identity
of nadons and that these immutable traits aocounted for the ongoing
cultural cohesion of the Jewish naton during two millennia in exle.*
In his 1913 essay “®n Race,” Jabounsky argued that each racial commu-
nity had its own respective psychology “which appears in one form or
another, in every member of the community despite all their individual
differences.” He believed that these distncuve, genetically determined
psychologies necessitated that each people should have its own national
home—a tall order fer European Zionists who did not at the time enjoy
the support of any of the great powers.

Jabotinsky applied his ideas about race directly to the Arabs in Pales-
une. He regarded Arab culture as the “complete antithesis to European
canvilizaaon, which distunguishes itself by intellectual curiosity, free inves-
tigation, dvnamism and a minimum o f interference of religion in every-
day life.”*® Though Jabotinsky saw Arabs as culturally backward and
militarily inferior, he had no illusions about the natonalist ambitons of
the Arab population in Palestine. He may have belittled the legitimacy of
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the Arabs’ claim to the biblical land of Israel, but he regarded their
attachment to the land as authentc, conceding that the Arabs felt “the
same instinctve jealous love of Palestine as the old Aztecs felt forancient
Mexico and the Sioux for their rolling prairies.”*’

The clash of these two nadonal projects led him to declare that a vol-
untary political compromise was impossible. Inssead, Jabounsky argued,
overwhelming force would be necessary to bring about Jewish state-
hood.’® “History has decreed that the realizaton of Zionism will be
accompanied by fierce Arab opposition,” and only Jewish statehood im-
pesed by force and maintained by an “iron wall” of military power could
stop the Arabs from derailing the Zionist project.’” Jabotinsky mocked
Weizmann and other Labor Zionists, whom he regarded as “peace-
mongers” for believing the Arabs were fools or could be bribed out of
their national home,* and he planned instead to establish a Jewish state
with an Arab minority’ possessing some individual rights but no political
p.wel‘.

Buring the 1930s, Jabotinsky visited South Africa three times, raising
significant amounts of money for his Revisionist movement among the
immigrant Jews of Johannesburg and Cape Town, who enthusiastically
supported his views. One of his closest associates was the South African—
born Shmuel Karz, whom Jabounsky later sent to represent the Revi-
sionists in London. In 1937, Jabotinsky founded a newspaper entitled the
Eleventk Honr, which soon became the most widely read Jewish paper in
the country. It advocated aJewish-majority state on both sides of the Jor-
dan River and helped disseminate Revisionist ideas to a South African
Jewish community that was already receptive to Jabotinsky’s worldview.

After Israel’s independence in 1948, the South African Jewish commu-
nity became the largest per capita contributor to Israel in the world;
Revisionists channeled separate funds te Begin’s opposition Herut Party
(the precursor te Liknd), much to the chagrin of the mainstrearn Zionists
in both countries. Indeed, the bulk of Herut’s funding came from South
Africa, and Katz was elected to the first Knesset on the Herut list. The
Jewishcommunities of Johannesburg and Cape Town were such a crucial
support base for the cash-strapped opposition party that Begin, like
Jabotinsky before him, visited the country three times to fund-raise, in
1953, 1957, and 1971.* The Eleventh Hour, since renamed the Zewish
Herald, remained a powerful force in the Jewish community through-
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out the 1960s and early 1970s with Begin’s friend Harty Hurwitz as its
editor.

Under Hurwiez’s leadership, the Herald was unabashedly right-wing.
Its logo featured a borderless map of Israel and Jordan, leaving litde
doubt of its readers’ territorial ambidons. In September 1971, Hurwitz
penned an article in its pages contending that South Africa and Israel
faced common threats and shared fundamental interests. He called upon
the Israeli govemment to “adopt a new atdtude towards South Africa
and to communicate it from the top right down the line to the lesser
officials” and boldly proposed upgrading diplomatic ties and conducting
cabinet-level exchanges.*

While well circulated in the South African Jewish community, the
Herald had never been an influential ferce in shaping government policy.
Yer this time, Hurwitz made sure he distributed his article widely. When
he ran into a Middle East desk officer from the Foreign Ministry at a
dinner party, Hurwitz thrust upon him a copy of his manifesto. Widhin a
few weeks, the ardcle was on Prime Minister Vorster’s desk.*’ And when
Begin visited South Africa two months later, in December 1971, to fund-
raise for his party, he met with Vorster and brought his friend Hurwitz
along to discuss the need for closer relations between the two countries.
The editor of an obscure community newspaper now had the ear of the
South African prime minister.

Israel’s strategic thinking—colored by Cold War politics and new threats
te its security--changed dramatically in the early 1970s. The young swate
had become an occupying power, the Soviet stance toward Israel had
hardened, and the old Labor Zioniss who were born in Eastern Europe
and immigrated te Palestine in the early 1900s were giving way to a
vounger generatdon with an endrely diff erent worldview. Though Golda
Meir was leading the country in the early 1970s, younger leaders like
Shimon Peres, Moshe Dayan, and Yitzhak Rabin were becoming more
and more influentaal and battling the older gemeration over who would
inherit the leadership of the Labor Party.

Dayan and Rabin were sabras and hardened military men. Dayan,
known for the trademark black eyepatch that he donned after losing an
eve during World War II, commanded Israel’s forces during the 1956
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Suez invasion and became a national hero when he led Isr-ael o victoryin
the Six-Day War, presiding over the conquest of Jerusalem’s Old City.
He fancied himself an expert on Arab culture and frequenty spent week-
ends in the occupied territoiies he administered, plundering antiquities
from Palestinian villages.™ Rabin was also born in pre-Israel Palestine
and was in many ways groomed for Labor Party leadership from birth;
Golda Meir had known him since he was a baby. He went on to distin-
guish himself as a commander in the batie for Jerusalem during the
1948 War of Independence and became IDF chief of staff in 1964.%

Shimon Peres lacked the heroic battlefield record of his colleagues,
but he counted Israel’s founding father as his political mentor. Rising to
prominence under the tutelage of Ben-Gurion, Peres becarne the ulti-
mate technoerat, eschewing ideology and embracing science and tech-
nology to solve the country’s problems. Acquiring the weapons needed
to defend Israel’s existence was his primary objective. When the Knesset
was sharply divided over an arms deal with West Germany in 1963, Peres
berated his colleagues for harping on the past: “Is Israel’s enemy Ger-
many or Egypt?” he fumed, insisung that the “past must not be forgot-
ten, but neither must the future, which is the future of our existence. ”*
Peres viewed global politics strictly in terms of national interest, and
when swengthening the defense establishment meant going behind the
backs of his Foreign Minisuy colleagues, he didn’t hesitate to circum-
vent them.”

Peres developed a bitter personal rivalry with Meir during her tenure
as foreign minister, from 1956 to 1963, after effectively appointing him-
self the unofficial foreign minister to the military establishments of
Western Europe, where he cut deals with Abel Thomas and other
French government officials.** Meir was insulted by this undermining of
her authority, especially coming as it did from a junior bureaucrat who
was younger than her own children.*’

By the early 1970s, with Israel’s image as a socialist bastion tarnished
by occupation and Arab states attempting to lure African countries te
their side with promises of cheap oil, Meirs dream of a staunchly Zionist
African continent was fading. Its disappearance suited the new guard
well: Peres, Dayan, and Rabin saw Israel’s security as paramount and
they were willing to make moral compromises in order to ensure it. It
was precisely this worldview that gave birth to the alliance with South
Africa.
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As diplomatic and economic ties between Israel and South Africa in-
ercased, a few hints of a burgeoning secret relationship began to seep out
into the open. In April 1971, New York Times columnist and soon-to-be
executive editor C. L. Sulzberger wrote of a “Strange Nonalliance”
between Israel and South Africa. He noted that the two countries were
collaboraung more and more closely on strategic matters and that South
Mrica’s economy had enjoyed a boom as a result of the post-1967 closure
of the Suez Canal.

Sulzberger also marveled at the expressions ef ideological and histori-
cal affinity voiced bv South African leaders. Praime Minister Vorster told
him, “We view Israel’s position and problems with understanding and
sympathy. Like us they have to deal with terrorist infltration across
the border-, and like us they have enemies bent on their destruction.”®
Sulzberger concluded that the era of icy relasons was over: “For some
tme Israel’s policy of cultvating black African nations was resented.
Now this has been forgotten in the belief that Israel’s stand against Rus-
sia and Russian proxies at this continent’s exireme north helps prepare a
posiuon for a similar stand, if need be, when the day for such comes to
the extreme South.™! South African radio went even further, asserting
that “the Jordan Valley and the Zambezi Valley are alike frontiers today
of the free world.”**

As economic cooperadon increased, the two countries set up a joint
venture in steel manufactunng called Iskoor, ewned by the Israeli com-
pany Koor Industries and the South African Steel Corporation.”* South
Africa also began to supply Israel with most ef its coal and the rough
stones needed for its growing diamond-cutting industry.**

Diamonds had first come to Israel by way of Antwerp. The Belgian
cty was the heart of the world diamond-cutting industry prior to World
War II, and the trade was dominated by Orthodox Jews. As the Nazis
overran Belgium and occupied the Netherlands, Jews fled to Palestine.
By 1945, there were six thousand Belgian diamond cutters in Israel,
mostly in the northern coastal town of Netanya. De Beers-—a company
owned by the South African Oppenheimer family- —ontrolled the world-
wide diamond trade and during the 1950s and 1960s it shipped millions
of dollars’ worth of midsized diamonds to Netanya for cutting and pol-
ishing.”” By the early 1970s, the Israeli industry employed twenty thou-
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sand workers and accounted for 40 percent of the country’s nonagricul-
tural exports (a share that would soon drop with the expansion of the
arms industry).”®

All of this trade led to a public debate over whether to upgrade diplo-
matic ties with South Africa to the full ambassadorial level. In April
1972, Israel Radio broadcast a “mock trial” in which Israel's policy of
low-lev-el diplomatic ties with South Africa was in the dock. The radio
trial featured the fugitive anu-apartheid activist Arthur Goldreich as wit-
ness for the defense and pro-South African Knesset member Eliezer
Shostak as the prosecution’s expert, arguing that the old policy should be
scrapped in favor of fully normalized relations.

Goldreich had become a prominent architect and academic in Israel,
but he had not forgotten the struggle in his homeland or his ANC com-
rades languishing in jail. In his spare time, Galdreich assisted the anti-
apartheid movement however he could. Now, fer the first tine in nearly
a decade, his services were needed in Israel as Jerusalem abandoned its
staunch opposition to apartheid and inched closer to Pretoria.

@®n the swnd, Shostak nsisted that if Israel could maintain ties with
the Soviet Union under Stalin, there was no reason it couldn’t set aside
its moral discomfort and normalize relations with South Africa. Gold-
reich countered by denouncing the South African governinent’s repres-
sion and urged the Israeli government to build closer ties with South
Africa’s black majority instead.’” In the end, the on-air jury delivered its
verdict in Shoswk’s favor.

The South A fricans were elated at the outcome. Satished that it would
not face the embarrassment of mass anti-apartheid protests, Pretora
opened an official mission in Tel Aviv one month later under the leader-
ship of Charles Fincham, a finicky and proper anglophone diplomat who
seemed ill-prepared for the brusque infermality of Israeli politics. Even
the Israeli press seemed pleased; the left-leaning Haarer- only lamented
the fact that relations were not fully normalized at the ambassadorial
level.’® The only opposition came from a small group called the Com-
mittee Against Apartheid, led by Goldreich.”

As diplomatic officials cemented their relationship with Pretoria, Israel’s
Africa policy was collapsing. In the spring of 1972, after years of close
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relarions with Israel and despite his participation in an IDF paratrooper
course, Ugandan dictator Idi Amin abrupty shut the Israeli embassy and
expelled all of his Israeli advisers—along with the counay’s large Indian
population of eighty thousand later that year. The mercuiial Amin
promptly switched his allegiance to Libyan leader Muammar al-Gaddafi
and the Soviet Union, sending the first warning signal of Israel’s impend-
ing diplomatic downfall in Africa.

After Amin’s abandonment, Israel opened a diplomatic mission to
Botswana, Swaziland, and Lesotho, moving to align itself with states
geographically close to South Africa and within Pretoria’s economic
orbit. Compared to other black African states, these neighboring coun-
tries seemed a safer bet; they were not as openly hostile toward the
apartheid regime due to their economic dependence on South Africa,
and therefore Israeli ties with them did not alienate Pretoria in the same
way that reladons with Nigeria or Ghana did. Stll, dissent was brewing
in Israel’s defense establishment. General Zvi Zur told Fincham that
Israeli engagement in black Afiica was a “washout” and insisted that
Israel was too small and beleaguered by its own problems to “play the
role of philanthropist” in an effort to win votes at the U.N.%® According
to Zur, it was only a matter of time before other African states kicked the
Israelis out as Amin had done in Uganda.

Fincham saw clearly how the army’s disillusionment with Meir’s
Africa policy could eventually work to South Africa’s advantage, but it
happened sooner than he expected. @n the morning of September 25,
1972, he paid a routine visit to officials in the Israeli Foreign Ministry.
After engaging in the usual diplomatic niceties, Fincham reiterated his
oft-repeated request that Israel stop voting against South Africa at the
U.N. To his great surprise, the Israelis told him that “South Africa would
find the Israeli voting pattern more acceptable this time” and read aloud
a Foreign Minisry directive instructing Israel's U.N. ambassador to
“indulge in a minimum of rhetoric on issues touching South Africa,” and
“not take the initiatve” in denouncing Preteria. Most crueally, the
memo instructed the Israeli delegation to abstain from voting on resolu-
tons seeking to punish South Africa with sanctions or suspension of its
U.N. membership.*! This decisive shift was cenfirmed three days later
when Israel abstained from a vote to grant U.N. observer status to the
AN'C and other black liberation movements.*2
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The Israeli press picked up on the change, but was clamoring for an
even more dramatc break with black African leaders.®* The newspaper
Yediot Abronot chided the Foreign Ministry for forsaking “des with South
Africa in favor of ties with a collection of states that change their names
as fast as their leaders” and sacrificed their Israeli friends on the altar of
Arab financial aid.* The most damning critique came in the ferm of a
Haaretz political cartoon depicting Idi Amin and other African leaders
feasting on a stew of Isracli diplomats. The menu features “Ambassador
Hot Pot” and “Chopped Consul.” Abba Eban’s headis shown floating in
apotas Idi Amin, with his Israeli-issued rifle strapped on the back of his
chair, beckons for more African leaders at the door to join the feast. In
the kischen, Gaddafi strs the pot, Saudi king Faisal serves a plate of
eude oil, and Egyptian president Anwar Sadat washes the dishes. In the
background, pictures of Golda Meir dancing with an African general and
Eban walking arm in arm with another adomn the walls.

The cartoon, with its caricatures of cannibalistic African leaders, was
so politically incorrect that even the South Africans decried its “sheer

racialism” and compared it to “the anti-Sematic cartoons of the Nazi
»6>
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By the time the cartoon appeared in January 1973, Israel’s situation in
Africa was becoming dire. Chad, Niger, and Congo-Brazzaville had bro-
ken off relations and Libya began to pressure other OAU members to
sever ties. Even so, most black African leaders continued to bristle at
Arab efforts to dictate their foreign policy.* But eventually, in May 1973,
Algerian president Houari Boumedienne, a liberation hero who com-
manded far more respect than Gadda#, convinced the African leaders
to take sides on the Israeli-Palestnian quesdon. Boumedienne insisted
that “Africa cannot adopt one attitude toward colonialism in Southern
Africa ... and a completely different one toward Zionist colonialism in
North Africa.”’ The OAU passed a resolution denouncing Israel’songo-
ing occupation of the Sinai Peninsula as a “threat to the security of the
continent.”** It seemed that Israel’s romance with Africa was finished.

Yet Foreign Minister Abba Eban was still aving to salvage it. In Sep-
tember 1973, he signed an aid and cooperation agreement with Upper
Volta (now Burkina Faso) and made sure the press took notice.®® Fin-
cham wrote to Pretoria that Eban was “bending over backwards to polish
Israel’s image among the African states in order to avoid further defec-
dons.” The same day that the Upper Volta deleg-ation was visiting Israel,
South African information minister Connie Mulder came w town for a
quick meetng with Eban. Fincham, hypersensidve and obsessed with
diplomatic protocol, complained that “one could not help comparing the
red-carpet treatment accorded te an Upper Volta official with that given
to Dr. Mulder, who was entertained to tea in the public lobby of a hotel.”
To add to the offense, “Eban. . . (contrary to his usual practice) was
dressed only in an open-necked, short-sleeved shirt, for all the world as
though the encounter was a chance affair.””® The easily offended Fin-
cham was unaware that Mulder was busy laying the groundwork for
agreements that would be far more strategically valuable to Israel than
the U.N. vote Upper Volta could offer.

One week later, Egypt and Syria attacked Israel on Yom Kippur, the holi-
est day of the Jewish calendar. Along the Suez Canal, the full force of
the Egyptian army—hundreds of thousands of men, 2,000 tanks, 2,300
ardllery guns, and over 500 planes—bore down on 436 Israeli soldiers
and 177 tanks. Most IDF army reservists were at home or in synagogue
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and it would take twenty-four hours before all soldiers reached their
units. By the evening of October 6, 30,000 Egyptian troops had moved
across the Suez Canal. On the northemn front, Syrian tanks poured across
the 1967 cease-fire line into the Golan Heights.”

South African defense minister P. W. Botha immediately declared his
solidarity with Israel “in its struggle against forces supported by commu-
nistic militarism” and promised to “find ways and means te prove our
goodwill towards Israel.””” Dozens of Jewish South Africans joined the
war effort and eighteen of them fell in hattle, including one of the IDF’s
most promising young officers, twenty-three-year-old Gideon Weiler.

On the first day of the war, Syrian forces pushed into the Golan
Heights and reclained the town of Quneitra, which Israel had con-
quered in 1967. IDF forces were vastly outnumbered, often ten to one,
but they fought tenaciously to stave off the Syrian advance until rein-
forcements arrived. On the night of October 8, after three Israeli tanks
went missing, Weiler crossed enemy lines to find them. Syrian missiles
slammed into the turret of his tank, killing him and two other men
instantly.”

Thatnight in Washington, Israeli ambassador Simcha Dinitz was des-
perate. He called Henry Kissinger at 1:45 a.». on October 9, insisting
that the United States send weapons to Israel. The secretary of state was
perplexed; just twenty-four hours earlier Dinitz had seeined optunistic
and was predicting a swift Israeli victory. Kissinger went back to sleep
without making any commianens. At Prime Minister Meir's urging,
Dinitz woke him again at 3:00 a.i., waming that Israel could face immu -
nent defeat without emergency military aid from Wasbington. Kissinger
scheduled an 8:20 a.»1. meeung at the White House. There, Dinirz told
him that forty-nne aircraft had been shot down and that the IDF had
lost almost five hundred tanks, a staggering toll for only seventy-two
hours of fightung.”* Dinitz had another card to play that morning: a
threat to deploy the most powerful weapon in Israel’s arsenal.

The Israelis believed that preparing their nuclear weapons for deploy-
ment would ferce the Soviets to rein in Egypt and Syria; more impor-
tantly, they could use the weapons as leverage with the Americans. While
the Soviets resupplied the Arab armies, and Israel faced mounting losses,
the Nixon administraton was stll refusing to resupply Israel with
urgently needed arms. VWhile neither Kissinger nor Dinitz has ever
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revealed the exact details of the conversation, many experts believe that
Israel signaled that its nuclear weapons were ready for use on the morn-
ing of October 9 and that, rather thanrisk nuclear war, the United States
agreed to Israel’s demands.”

The Nixon administration abruptly reversed course and agreed to
resupply Israel the next day despite opposition frrom Pentagon officials,
who believed Israel would eventually win the war and did not want to
antagonize the Arabs. President Nixon had no pauence for the Penta-
gon’s stalling, however, and wld Kissinger, “Goddamn it . . . tell them to
send everything that can fly.” The airlift of over twenty thousand tons of
weaponry began on October 12; the firse shipment arrived in Israel owo
days later.”®

The lesson of the airlift was not lost on the South Africans, who were
building their own aromic weapons and formalating a nuclear strategy
throughout the early 1970s.”” Without an overt declaration of its nuclear
weapons capability, Israel’s deterrence rested, as Israeli nuclear historian
Avner Cohen has written, “on the presumptien—te be encouraged by
sporadic rumors and leaks—that it had a nuclear weapons capability and
that, under certain conditions of extreme threat, it might be compelled
to use it.”’® Indeed, according to Yuval Ne’eman—the Israeli nuclear
physicist who had received the news that Washington knew of Israel’s
bomb from Edward Teller in 1968—Golda Meir prepared some of
Israel’s nuclear Jericho missiles fer use in mid-October 1973.”

In the end, bolstered by the airlift, Israel did not need to resort to
overtly flexing its nuclear muscle. Remarkably, by October 15, Isr-aeli
ferces had already regrouped, crossed the Suez Canal, encircled the
Egvptian Third Army, and were threatening to march on Cairo. Israel
made impressive gains on the northern front as well, closing to within
ten miles of Damascus. Egvpt and Svria pushed for a cease-fire at the
U.N. and Secretary of State Henry Kissinger flew to Moscow in the wee
hours of the morning on October 20 to negotiate it. By the following
evening, he and his Soviet counterparts, who were negotiating on behalf
of Egvpt and Syria, had finalized the terms.

Back in New York, just after midnight on October 22, the U.N. Secu-
rity Council approved Resolution 338, requiring that all hostilities end
within twelve hours. The Israelis, hoping to push ahead with their
ineredibly successful counteroffensive, reacted angrily and Kissinger did
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little to discourage them from fighting on. Withiw army besieged, starv-
ing, and thirsty, Egvpt bcgan to doubt Kissinger’s sincerity as a peace-
maker and sensed he was giving Israel a wink and a nod. Soviet premier
Leonid Brezhney publicly denounced Israel and vowed that a continued
Israeli advance would have the “gravest consequences.”

Kissinger and other leading officials in Washington took this threat
and other alarming intelligence reports so seriously that they placed U.S.
forces on nuclear alert for the first ime sinoe the Cuban Missile Crisis
of 1962—without the consent of President Nixon, who, dejected and
exhausted from the Watergate scandal, was fast asleep at the time of the
alert.” Both superpowers backed down the next day after agreeing to a
new U.N. resolution ending the war and establishing an emergency
force in the Sinai Peninsula. The peace institutionalized astalemate that
would not be fully resolved until the Camp Bavid Accords in 1979.

Israel may have fended off catastrophe, but its eneinies had won the
propaganda war. Egyvpt framed the Yom Kippur War as a Zionist inva-
sion of the African continent, and twenty more African states severed ties
with Israel during the fighting.®! The reaction in the Israeli press was
swift and furious. Shlomo Shamgar, writng in Yedior Abronot, denounced
the Africans for “spitting inte the well from which they drank only yes-
terday” and insisted that “the tme for smiling has now eeme te an end.
All that remains is to be sorry for the enormous ditch that we have to dig
for the Israel-Africa friendship—our illusion of the sixties when many of
us thought the road to Damascus and Cairo winds through Timbuc-
t00.”%> Meanwhile, as journalists competed to give voice to Israel’s sense
of betrayal, South Africa resupplied Israel with spare parts for its dam-
aged Mirage fleet® An appreciative Haaretz editorial asserted, “No
political fasadiousness can justify the difference between one who has
been revealed a friend and one who has betraved friendship . . . in our
hour of fate.” The editors urged the government to ¢swblish full diplo-
matic ties with South Africa as soon as possible.*

South Africa’s Jewish press wasted no time in echoing the Israeli
papers’ calls for closer des between the two ceuntries. Hurwitz’s Herald
beamed, “One of the few pleasing by-products of the Yom Kippur Whar is
a noticeable positve change in the atttude of Israel leaders, opinion
makers and a wide section of the public towards South Africa.”® The
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pro-Israeli American publicason World jewish Review lauded the new-
found cooperation, which it saw as long overdue, likening Israel’s honey-
moon in Africa to an adolescent romance that had been replaced by
something more “solid and secure.”%

It was not a shotgun marriage. Ever since the Six-Day War, Israel’s
alliances throughout black Africa had been tenuous. Calls from the
Israeli right to upgrade ties with the apartheid regime, Arab pressure on
African leaders to abandon the Jewish state, and clamoring among
Johannesburg Jews for closer links to Jerusalemn—all this strained Israel’s
relationships throughout Africa. Even so, with the exception of Idi
Amin, Israel’s network in Africa did hold fast fer six years. It wasn’t until
after the Yom Kippur War that the African strategy so carefully crafted
by Golda Meir and Abba Eban was left n tatters. Military leaders’
doubts about Africa’s strategic value to Israel, the IDF’s clandestine mili-
tary cooperation with Pretoria thathad originated in France, and a wide-
spread feeling of betrayal in the press all contributed to the unraveling of
Israel's Africa policy. Most important, the rising stars of Israel's Labor
Party did not see Africa through Meir’s moral prism, and they were per-
fectly comfortable aligning themselves with the apartheid regime if it
enhanced Israel’s national security. As an uneasy peace settled over the
Middle East in November 1973, Israeli and South African defense ofh-
cials quietly began to lay the foundations for a lucrasve and far-reaching
alliance.®’

AS ISRAEL BEGAN the slow process of rebuilding, the South African nuclear
engineer André Buys and his colleagues were busy putting the finishing
touches on a gun-tvpe nuclear fission device, in which a projectile of
highly enriched uranium is fired inte a larger mass of uramium, creating
the critical mass necessary for a nuclear explosion. They successtully
conducted a test using nonnuclear material in May 1974 and, later that
year, the South African Atomic Energy Board told Vorster that it was
able to build a full-scale nuclear explosive device for peaceful use.®
Louw Alberm, one of the country’s leading nuclear scientists at the AEB,
leaked to the press what this really meant: South Africa had the ability to
build the bomb.*

Warmer diplomatic ties between Israel and South Africa made the
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U.N.5s Special Committee Against Apartheid suspicious that a major
rcalignment was taking place on the African contincnt, but it remained
largely in the dark about the details of military cooperation between the
two countries. The committee began to collect evidence that Israel was
helping South Africa circumvent Europcan boycotts of its products,
from fruit to texules, by re-exporting South African goods under Israeli
labels.?® At the time, Abdul Minty, head of the Anti-Apartheid Move-
ment in London, was pardcularly concerned about a joint Israeli-South
African campaign to promote the sale of their orange juice in British
supermarkets, which he regarded as “just one illustration of the growing
links . . . that are contributing directly to the maintenance of apartheid
and white domination in South Africa.”®! In the coming years, Minty and
the Speaal Committee Against Apartheid would have much more than
orange juice to worry about.



BROTHERS IN ARMS

A Military Alliance Is Born

Small natons do nothavea foreign policy. They havedefense pelicy.
—DMoshe Dayan'

MAGNUS MALAN WAS GREETED by scenes of utter dewastation when he arrived
in Israel in late 1973.* On the northern border with Syria, South Africa’s
newly appointed army chief gazed out over battlefields littered with the
charred remains of tanks.” Israel had feught back to win the Yom Kippur
War, but at a desvastating cost. Over 2,500 IDF soldiers were killed in the
span of less than three weeks; for a nation of just over three million peo-
ple, it was the equivalent of the United States losing 175,000 men.’
Leading generals were forced to haul the bodies of their sons from
trenches and interrupt news briefings to receive news of other fallen
family members. Just a month after this bitter victory, Israel lost its
founding father. David Ben-Gurion suffered a massive brain hemor-
rhage in mid-November and died two weeks later, on December 1.
Malan was hosted in Israel by General Yonah Efrat, an old pal from
his days at the American Command and General Staff College in Leav-
enworth, Kansas—an elite milisary finishing school that had wained
evervone from Dwight Eisenhower and George Patton to the leaders
of countless Latin American military coups.® It was there that Malan
learned the counterinsurgency techniques that helped shape his handling
of the conflict n Southern Africa. He became close friends with Efrac
and his wife during their time in Kansas and they stayed in touch after
graduating in 1963. Efrat, who helped conquer the Old City of Jerusalem

* .\Iagnus Malanis disﬁnd}' related to feriner primc min isserD. F. Malan.
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in 1967, was a rising star in the Israeli army by the time Malan came to
Israel. “Having Yonah Efrat there made entrée te the military and most
of the generals very easy,” he recalls.” As Malan began to lay the founda-
tion for an Israeli-South African alliance, these: contacts were crucial.

The Yom Kippur War left the Israelieconomy in shambles, and the arms
indusuy was quickly becoming its biggest export earner. Washington’s
refusal to resupply Israel in the opening days of the war convinced the
Israelis that they could not rely on their American allies for military
hardware, prompting a massive expansion of the domestic arms industry.
The war had cost Israel an entire vear’s worth ef 1% gross national prod-
uct, vet the government still managed to increase military ex penditures
by 40 percent in 1974.

Like the economy, the Israel political establishment was in disarray.
In the spring of 1974, a postwar commission of investigation lambasted
the IDF chief of staff for not giving the army sufficient waming of an
imminent attack, but it largely let Defense Minister Dayan off the hook
and went so far as to praise Meir for her handling of the war. The public
was outraged at the commussion for absolving the country’s leaders; pro-
testers flooded the streets clamoring for Dayan and Meir to step down.
Weary and unable to continue, Meir resigned on April 10, unleashing a
decidedly undemocratic race for the premiership that would be left to
the Labor Party’s leadership to decide.” The presumed favorite was
Finance Minister Pinchas Sapir, a longtime power broker within the
party. But Sapir withdrew his name early on, telling Yitzhak Rabin he’d
rather jump from the tenth floor of a building than serve as prime minis-
ter. The eloquent foreign minster, Abba Eban, wanted to run but was
advised that he didn’t have a chance, due to his lack of strong support
withinthe Labor Party. That left the two young lions of Labor—Shimon
Peres and Yitzhak Rabin—to battle each other for the prime minmister’s
office. Their differences were more style than substance. Peres, the tech-
nocratc whiz kid, had the support of Dayan’s old loyalists, while Rabin
had proven himself a consummate battlefield leader and Washington
dealmaker. Eventually, after a narrow 298-254 vote in the party’s central
committee, Rabin emerged as prime minister.® Internal party politics
forced him to offer Peres the job of defense minister as a consolation
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prize, much to his chagrin. Rabin did not consider Peres up to the job
because he lacked combat experience and later wrote that the appoint-
ment was “an error I would regret.™

With arms production booming, Peres teok charge of rebuilding
Israel’s battered military. Though he had never risen above the rank of
sergeant in the army, Peres had extensive defense policy expertence and
quickly earned the respect of the top brass—if not the prime minister’s.'®

Israel’s nascent arms industty brought in much needed foreign cur-
rency, helped redress the country’s severe trade imbalance, and provided
work for countless engineers and scientists returning from overseas with
advanced degrees.'" It also forced factories to produce in excess of the
IDF’s own requirements. Higher volume meant lower costs, and it was
only a matter of time before the arms industry had to find export markets
to offset research and development costs and absorb its surplus supply. '’
Israel's defense contractors sought to fill every niche for its own armed
forces and those of other countries—-all without the help of foreign sup-
pliers. Their goal was to prove Israels militarv superiority to its Arab
enemies despite the advanced Soviet technology nations such as Egypt
and SyTia possessed."’

Prior to the Yo Kippur War, the arms industry had seen only a mod-
estincrease in export, but after the war, production increased and exter-
nal sales skyrocketed." Total exports for all Israeli arms producers would
increase nearly fifteenfold from $70 million in 1973 te nearly $1 billion
in 1981."> The government even began to push arms exports as the key
to resolving Israel’s economic woes, using expanded military budgets to
stimulate the economy during recessions and election campaigns.'¢ Sell-
ing weapons was not the only source of income for the defense indusuy;
Israel also modernized the aging weapons systems of foreign armies and
provided training for soldiers in countries ranging from Colombia and
Sri Lanka to Mobutu’s Zaire.'”

As Israel’s milisary-industrial complex grew; an increasingly influential
cadre of IDF officers who moved from the battlefield to the boardroom
began to lobby fer the defense industry at every opportunity.'® These
included decerated generals like Moshe Dayan and other prominent
defense officials such as Shimon Peres. This “security network” wielded
enormous power at the upper levels of government and indusury.'® Israel’s
economy was plagued by inflation during the 1970s, and the defense sec-
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ter was arare bright spot: a highly educated workforce and sophisticated
technological base allowed weapons makers and dealers te flourish.

Before long, this thriving industry would have an eager new customer.
The precarious security situation of the apartheid regime was deteriorat-
ing, and Pretorra wanted all the arms it could get. To the Isracli Defense
Minisay, South Africa seemed the ideal customer: a developing counoy
with a defense-conscious, right-wing government that did not have close
des to the Arab-Muslim bloc.” It was a perfect match.

IN LATE FEBRUARY 1974, a small book dtled Postugal and the Future was
published in Lisbon. The author, General Anténio de Spinola, was a
renowned veteran of Portugal’s colonial wars in Africa, and the impact of
his book would be felt across two continents. Upon retuming to Portu-
gal, the general had tied in vain to convince his government to grant
autonomy to the colonies. Spinola’s book argued that Portugal’s colonial
wars—including those in Angola and Mozambique- —<ould never be
won. It was a message that stunned and excited his countrymen. When
Portuguese dictator Marcello Caetano read the book cover to cover in
the wee hours of the moming just before it hit newsstands, he knew his
days were numbered. Two months later, Spinola launched a ceup,
deposed Caetano, and took power.”

The Portuguese soon began to formally withdraw from Angola,
paving the way for its independence. Suddenly, South Africa was faced
with two Soviet-supported regimes on its doorstep in Angola and Mo-
zambique, with a dying white supremacist regime fading fast in neigh-
boring Rhodesia. Pretoria had long relied on these colonial “buffer
states” as a front-line defense against the rest of black Africa. Now they
were gone, and the successor regimes were epenly hostle toward the
apartheid government. To add to the complieations, an independence
movement was brewing in Namibia (formerly known as South-VVest
Africa). In 1971, the International Court of Justice had ruled that South
Africa’s presence in Namibia—a relic of the post—World War I League of
Nations mandate granting South Africa rights to the former German
colony—was 1llegitmate and that the territory should be administered
by the U.N. As the Portuguese began to loosen their grip on Angola, the
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South-West Africa People’s Organization (SWWAPO) established bases in
southern Angola to fight for Namibian independence.

South African leaders began to view themselves as under siege.
P. W. Botha—once Prime Minister D. F. Malan’s youthful lieutenant—
had risen through the ranks of the Nadonal Party in Pretoria to be-
come a powerful polidcal force in his own right. In 1966, Botha—also
known as Die Groot Krokadil (the Big Crocodile) for his ruthlessness
and stubbornness—became defense minister. Botha beli-ved that South
Africa’s enemies were trying to foment a Marxst revolution in the region
and overthrow the white regime in Pretoria.” In response to what Botha
considered a “total onslaught,” South African def ense spending increased
dramatically. Beganning in the early 1970s, the budget tripled to over
R1 billion by 1975 ($1.35 billion in 1975 dollars).

While Botha obsessed over the communist threat across the border,
his colleagues set about purging South Africa of i black citizens. Appro-
priating the rhetoric of decolonization, the Vorster administration beg-an
to establish “independent, self-govermning” black homelands (also known
as bantuswans) on some o f the nation’s least desirable land inan attempt to
fosel the West into thinking Pretoria had gransed independence to blacks.
Information Minister Connie Mulder, who had been in Tel Aviv meeting
with Abba Eban and other high-level officials as Israel’s Africa policy col-
lapsed, declared, “If our policy is taken to is full conclusion, there will
not be one black man with South African citizenship. There will then no
longer be a moral obligation on our Parliament te accommodate these
people polisically.”” As the bantustans gained “independence” in the
early 1970s, millions of black South Africans were forcibly relocated to
these rural puppet states; Mulder and his spin doctors claimed it was self-
determination and billed the policy “separate development.”

Asnewsofthe inhumane apartheid legislation spread, South Africa’s in-
ternational isolation deepened. Pretoria’sfledgling arms industry dreamed
of becoming self-sufficient, but in the meantime the government was
desperate te buy weapons from any willing seller.”™* Money was not an
obstacle; in the late 1960s South Africa had enjoyed higher growth rates
than most of the industrialized world (apart from Japan), seeing its gross
national product increase 5 to 10 percent per year. The price of gold sky-
rocketed in the wake of the mid-1970s oil crisis, rising from under $100
per ounce in 1972 to over $800 in 1980.> Ceal prices soared and ura-
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nium prices quintupled during the same period, and South Africa rode
this mineral export boom. Flush with cash, Pretoria contnued to buy
arms from France and other European countries, but it was becomning
elear that Israel was a more reliable supplier. Whereas in the past discus-
sions of military matters had been held quiedy by junior officials in Par’,
the two countries were now ready for a more formal and far-reaching
arrangement. The French back channel was no longer necessary and
high-level talks between the Israeli and South Afncan defense ministers
soon began.*®

In November 1974, Shirnon Peres came to Pretoria to meet secretly with
South Afriean leaders. After the trip, he wrete to his hosts thanking them
for helping to establish a “vitally important” link between the two gov-
ernments. Peres—who routinely denounced apartheid in public—went
on to stess that “this cooperation is based not only on common interests
and on the determination to resist equally our enemies, but also on the
unshakeable foundations of our common hatred of injustice and our
refuisal to submit to it.” Peres predicted that “the new links which you
have helped te forge between our two countries will develop into aclose
idenuty of aspirations and interesws which will turn out to be of long-
standing benefit to both our countries.”?” Over the next two decades,
Peres’s prediction weuld prove te be remarkably accurate.

He met South African defense minister P. W. Botha the following year
in Switzerland, and it was there that the two ministers laid the foundation
for an enduring military relationship.”® They also signed the original
ISSA (Israel-South Africa) agreement, according to Dieter Gerhardt,
then a high-ranking South Afriean naval officer, who saw the thick docu-
ment when it was circulated for discussion throughout the South African
miliwry establishment. *°

Gerhardt was born in South Africa to German parents and he grew up
speaking their language at home and attending a German school. His
father had Nazisympathies and was interned during World War II along
with militant Afiikaner nationalists. Dieter did not share his father’s rad-
ical right-wing politics and, as he grew older, he started to rebel against
his parents, the Church, and everything about his austere upbringing.*®
As a teenager, he attended a high school for navy cadets. Despite his lib-
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eral politics, Dieter did what was expected of him after graduation and
joined the South African Navy.

Gerhardt recalls the original ISSA agreement that Peres and Botha
produced as “a very detailed layout of how they were going to cooperate
on a technical level” and how each counuy would store spare weapons
and parts for the other. It also established procedures for keeping every-
one outside the defense and intelligence eswmablishment in the dark.
Indeed, the Israeli-South African relationship was quickly becoming the
exclusive domain of the defense ministries and heads of stase. Beginning
in 1974, the two governments began holding biannual gatherings fer
Defense Ministry and arms industry officials. Likewise, military intelli-
gence officials convened annually, alternating between Tel Aviv and Pre-
toria, to discuss strategic cooperation.”!

In January 1975, South Africa hostedvisiting Israeli Air Force officers
in Pretoria. The group, chaired by military intelligence chief Hein du
Toit, addressed Soviet and Chinese influence in Africa, weapons sales to
African and Arab states, Soviet and Arab naval movements in the Indian
Ocean, and, most importantly, “Palestinian terrorist organizations and
[their] cooperation with serrorist organizations that operate in Southern
Africa.”*? Du Toit’s staff also passed information to Israel about a ship
bound fer the Red Sea port of Aqaba with a cargo of ammunition, ignit-
ers, and gunpowder destined for the Jordanian army.*’ Israeli officials
were more focused on fimancing fer new weaponssystems; they saw them-
selves as experts on war and did not seek advice from South Africans
when it came to counterinsurgency and combat. “They were more inter-
ested in what we could supplv them [with] than what we could teach
them,” du Toit recalls, reminiscing over a shot of whiskey in his subur-
ban Pretoria home. More than anyvthing, the Israelis wanted access to the
massive—and largely untapped--¢xport market that South Africa repre-
sented for its defense industry.

On March 31, 1973, leading Israeli and South African defense officials
met agan. This time, rather than exchanging intelligence, they same to
do business, discussing the sale of tanks, missile boats, and the joint
development of airplane engines. Most significantly, the Israeli delega-
tion fermally offered to sell South Africa some of the nuclear-capable
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Jertcho missiles in is arsenal—the same missiles that were readied for
use during the Yom Kippur War.>* South Africa’s leaders yearned for a
nuclear deterrent—which they believed would force die West to inter-
vene on their behalf if Pretoria were ever seriously threatened—and the
Israeli proposition put that goal within reach. Excited by the offcr on the
table, R. F. Annstrong, chief of staff of the South African Defence Force
(SADF), wrote an enthusiastic memo analyzing the benefits of nuclear
weapons for South Africa’s defensc strategy and sent it to his boss later
that day.* Armstrong argued that purchasing the Jericho missiles would
provide South Afriea with a deterrent if Russia or China becamme more
invested in the Southem African conflict. Armstrong attached maps of
theJericho’s three-hundred-mile range and prassed its accuracy. He con-
cluded by recommending that South Africa purchase the weapons
despite the high cost because, he believed, a nuclear capability would
make the West mke Preteria seriously.*®

Three days later. on April 3, 1975, Peres and Botba signed a security
and secrecy agreement govermning all aspects of the new defense relation-

(Fromn left) Sowtb A frican propaganda cbief Escbel Rboodie, Israeli
prime nrinister Yazbak Rabin, South African iatelligence bead
Hendrik can den Bergh, and Israeli defense minister Sbrnon Peres
atthe Prinse Mimnisters Residence, Jerusalem, Aprif 11, 1975.

CREDIT: DAVID RUBINGER
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ship. The agreement, known by its abbreviamon SECM NT, even pro-
vided for denial of its own existence, stating: “It is hereby expressly
agreed that the very existence of this Agreement. . . shall be secret and
shall not be disclosed by either partv.”’ The SECMENT agreement
would remain in force for an indefinite period and dictated that neither
party could unilaterally renounce it.*®

Israel’s offer of nuclear missiles, code-named “Chalet,” came up again
two months later, on June 4, when Peres and Botha held a second mect-
ing in Zurich.** Now the discussion turmmed v warheads. Minutes from
the June meeting reveal that Botha expressed interest in buying the Jeri-
chos if they came with “the correct payload,” and that “Minister Peres
said that the correct payload was available in three sizes.”*® Armstrong’s
exclusive focus on nuclear-armedJerichos in his March 31 memorandum
makes clear that Botha was talking about nuclear warheads when he
asked for “the correct payload.” Eventually Botha backed out of the
deal—due to iw high costs and the fact that planning for nuclear weapons
in South Africa was only in its early stages—and the nuclear transfer
never occurted.?’ The abortive deal in 1975 was only the beginning of
Israeli-South African cooperation on nuclear missile technology, how-
ever: a decade later, the two countries would begin work on a secret test-
ing range along South Africa’s rugged Indian Ocean coast.

N'uclear missiles notwithstanding, the Israelis were extremely eager to
sell anything and everything to Pretonia, including weapons from third
pardes. South Africa conveniently used Israel as an intermediary to buy
arms from countries off limis to them because of embargoes.* This
much was clear from a 1975 Israeli Defense Minustry letter informing
the South Africans thatone of their orders could not be filled because the
item “is at present not available and we have instructed our Purchasing
Missions abroad to scan every available source.”*

South Africa was growing desperate, and increasingly Israel was the
only country willing to help it. Having returned to Downing Street in
1975 after four years of Tory rule, British prime minister Harold Wilson
abrogated the Simonswewn Agreement, anaval treaty that had mamtained
close military des between South Africa and the United Kingdom and
allowed the British Royal Navyto use the strategically posisoned Simons-
town Base, which guards the waters surrounding the Cape of Good
Hope. France contnued to sell some weapons to South Africa but pres-



84 THE UNSPOKEN ALLIARCE

sure was increasing to abide by the voluntary 1963 U.N. arms embargo—
a measure that became mandatory in 1977. At Henry Kissinger’s urging,
President Gerald Ford’s administration was sull helping Pretoria, but this
source, too, would soon dry up in the face of mounting anti-apartheid
pressure in Congress. @nly Israel remained stcadfast.

In addidon to selling existng weapons, the Israelis were also intent on
convincing the South Africans to join them in developing new ones.
Israel possessed a great deal of scientific experase and advanced technol-
ogyv, but South Africa had more money and Pretoria was an attractive
partner for financing such projects. The defense ministers discussed
South African purchases of new Israeli tanks at $810,000 per unit, but
Peres was much more concerned about securing South African invest-
ment in his ambitious projects to build a lightweight fighter aircraft
engine and a longer-range missile code-named “Burglar.” Peres had ini-
tally asked South Africa to finance 25 percent of the aircraft project and
33 percent of the missile project. In the end, however, Botha declined the
latter, claiming “we have no aggressive intentions” and hence no need
for long-range missiles.** Turned down by the South Africans, Israel
resorted to i strategy of the periphery, initiating a joint missile project
with Iran, code-named “Flower,” that would continue until the fall of the
Shah in 1979.%

The minutes of the third ISSA meeting—held in Pretoria on June 30,
1975—for the first time put a concrete price tag on the Israeli-South
African relasonship. At this meetng, the two countries closed a deal for
two hundred tank engines with a total value of $84 million. In addition,
thev negotiated a massive ammunition purchase from the arms manufac-
turer IMI, Israel Military Indusuries, totaling over $100 million.* These
deals alone accounted for the bulk ofIsrael’s total arms exports in 197 5.%

Little did the top brass know that each line of every one of these top
secret contracts was being scrutinized in Moscow. Unbeknownst to his
colleagues, Bieter Gerhardt was not just a commodore in the South
African Navy; he had been working as a spy for the Soviet Union’s mili-
tary intelligence wing, the GRU, since the 1960s.

Bv mid- 1975, Angola was descending into chaos. An agreement signed
in the Portuguese town of Alvorin January had given the feuding libera-
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tion movements only nine months to prepare for a democramsic election.
“During five hundred years of colonial domination, the Portuguese had
done nothing to prepare [Angola] for self -deterinination,” writes former
U.S. State Departinent official Witney Schneidman. “It was now about
te be granted independence essentially overnight.”*®* The Portuguese
were leaving in droves and full-scale cvil war seemed inevitable.

The Soviet-backed Popular Movement for the Liberation of Angola
(MPLA in Portuguese) was vying for power with other armed indepen-
dence movemenss. Holden Roberto’s National Front for the Liberation
of Angola (FNLA) movement and Jonas Savimby’s National Union for
the Total Independence of Angola (UN'ITA) were receiving fumds and
milisry advice frem China, Romania, and neighboring Zaire and Zam-
bia. Despite this aid, South African intelligence predicted an MPLA
victery in the absence of Western or South African intervention, and
soon Preteria began supplving weapons to the FNLA and UNITA and
preparing its own forces for action. The prospect of a Soviet-backed
MPLA govemment in Angola terrified Preteria and threatened to dis-
rupt the Cold War balance of power. Both Verster and Kissinger pre-
ferred the MPLAS rivals; even if they were receiving funds from Beijing
and Bucharest, an FNLA or UNITA governinent would not expand the
Soviet sphere of influence.

Winks and nods from Washington encouraged the anm-MPLA forces
and prompted Vorster te approach U.S. president Gerald Ford for arms.*
He was not disappointed. Between July and August 1973, the United
States provided $25 million in covert aid to anti-MPLA forces in Angola.
As the MPLA secured large swaths of territory at the expense of the
northern FNLA and southern UNTTA movements, South African De-
fence Force uniw crossed the border from South African-controlled ter-
ritory into Angola and occupied two major dams that were part of a
South African hydroelectric project.”

Faced with a growing threat from the north, the top brass in Pretoria
dispatched Dieter Gerhardt and two other high-ranking ofhcials to
Israel. Their assignment was to learn as much as they could from the
IDF’s recent batdefield experience, with a focus on strategic planning
and operations. Chief of Staff Armstrong, who had enthusiastically rec-
ommended purchasing Israeli nuclear missiles a few months earlier, saw
Israel as “probably the only country that would be prepared to pass on”
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the information about contemporary Soviet weaponty that South Africa
so desperately needed.”' Given that the South Africans were preparing to
invade Angola a few weeks later, they needed all the help they could get.

The full-scale invasion of Angola began in @ctober 1975. The
SADF attacked bases belonging to SWAP@®—the Namibian indepcn-
dence movement—in southern Angola and pushed north with their
UNITA allies. Meanwhile, CIA-fuunded FNLA and Zairean troops closed
in on Luanda. Angola w-as quickly becoming a major Cold War battle-
ground and the Soviet Union and its allies were not prepared to sit out
the fight.>*

On November 4, Fidel Castro dispatched Cuban troops to Southern
Africa, beginning an intervention that would last more than a decade and
send upward of ferty thousand Cubans to Angela, dwarfing Castro’s pre-
vious forays into African liberation wars in Algeria, Zaire, and else-
where.”” The Cubans were airlifted with the aid of both Soviet military
aircraft and chartered planes ffom Aeroflot’* Without the Cuban pres-
ence, South Africa almost certainly would have prevailed; with Castro’s
roops on the ground, the war took an entrely ditferent course.

Ford administradon officials did not foresee the large-scale Cuban
intervention, nor did they consider the fallout in Congress and the dam-
age to the United States’ image that an apparent alliance with apartheid
South Africa would cause’” The Congress elected in the wake of the
Watergate scandal was radically antiwar and intensely suspicious of for-
eign interventions and covert operations.’® The fall of Saigon and Amer-
ica’s humiliating withdrawal from Vietnam just a few months before was
fresh in the minds of legislators, and the specter of another potential
Vietnam in the jungles of Africa did not appeal to them.

Senator Bick Clark (D-lowa), chairman of the Senate Foreign Rela-
tions Subcommittee on Africa, traveled to Angola in late 1975 and met
with FNLA leader Holden Roberto, UNTTA leader Jonas Savimbi, and
MPLA leader Agosunho Neto. Clark returned to Washington and told
CIA director William Colby that he thought covert aid to the Angolans
was “a bad idea”; soon afterward, he proposed an amendment barring
such funds’” In December 1975, the Senate voted overwhelmingly to
discontinue covert aid to Angola.”® President Ford fiuned that members
of Congress “had lost their guts,” and by early 1976 the flow of American
funds to the anticommunist forces in Angola had slowed to a trickle.’
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Politically and economically isolated, South Africa withdrew from
Angola after the Clark Amendment passed and concentrated its troops in
northern Namibia.®® They felt betrayed and abandoned and never for-
gave the Americans.®! As P. W. Botha complained bitterly to Parliament:
“They encouraged us to act and, when we had nearly reached the climax,
we were ruthlessly left in the lurch.”®

In 1975, Israel encountered a rough patch with its patrons in Washing-
ton as well. Following the Yom Kippur War, the United Swtes had
assumed the role France had played undl 1967 and began supplying
the Israehs with military aid on a large scale; much of it was quickly
reinjected into the U.S. economy because the Israelis used it to buy
American-made weaponry.%’ But Israel remained skittish about relying
too heavily on the United States, and these fears proved to be well
founded.

In early 1975, ralks between Israel and Egypt came to a standstill over
the question of further disengagement in the Sinai Peninsula, where
Israeli roops had remained deployed after the Yom Kippur War as a
buffer against firure Egyptan attacks. Egyptian president Anwar Sadat
argued that Israeli withdrawal was necessary to prove to his people that
the 1973 war effort had been as much of a victory as his govermuent had
claimed. Despite Henry Kissinger’s urgings, Israel did not budge.

President Ford became impatent with Israel’s intransigence and
declared in March that he would “reassess” American reladons with
Israel, claiming the United States “would not finance a state of deadlock
that would damage iw interess.”®* For a period of seven months, Wash-
ington halted economic aid and significantly reduced military aid to the
Israelis.%’ Ford refused to sell them F-15 fighter jets and missiles and
expressed fears that a new war in the region ceuld lead to another dam-
aging o1l embargo, such as the one imposed by the Organization of the
Petroleum Exporong Countries (OPEC) in 1973. The American move
caused Rabin to recensider his excessive reliance on Washington.*® He
resented Ford for signaling to Israel’s enemies that the Jewish state was
still dependent on the United States and could be forced to make con-
cessions in order to obtain arms. Meanwhile, the Soviets were rearming
Arab states with no similar strings attached *’
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Dieter Gerhardt was busy spving on Israel in the fall of 1975, and he
had a front-row seat to Israeli strategic planning during the reassessment
crisis. Much of what Gerhardt saw and heard during his trip confirmed
that the Israelis were hedging their bew to avoid relying exclusively on
the United States for their security. Increasingly, Israel vicwed South
Africa as a crucial pillar of its defense sirategy.

While in Israel, Gerhardt was hosted by General Abrasha ‘Jamir, who
told him that the counay needed “another leg to stand on” if the United
Swates ever left it out to dry again.®? Israel was looking fer a nation that
“could invest enough in our projec# so that they could be pursued inde-
pendently,” a role that South Africa was beginning to play, thanks to Shi-
mon Peres’s work in Pretoria.%®

With Tamir, Gerhardt visited 1M1, Israel Aircraft Industries’ research
and development division; the Defense Ministrv’s central computing
division; and the Lakam scientfic intelligence service. Gerhardt took
careful notes and sent all of them on to his minders in Moscow. Only
when he was captured vears later and revealed all that he knew did the
Israeli security establishment realize how many of 1% most sensitive mil-
itary secrets had been passed to the enemy.””

By the end of September 1975, the crisis had passed. The U.S.-Israeli
relatonship was now sufficiently strong to survive this kand of diplo-
madc uff, and thanks to pressure from Congress and Jewish organiza-
dons in Washington the flow of American arms to Isr-ael resumed. In the
meantime, Rabin’s popularity had skyrecketed. Rather than caving in to
American pressure, he had hardened his negotiaung posidon and sought
alternative allies.” Indeed, it was precisely during the months when the
Ford admmistration was “reassessing” its relations with Israel that Shi-
mon Peres was busy meeting with P. W. Botha and leading South African
defense officials, negotiating deals that promised to infuse the struggling
Israeli economy with nearly $200 million.”? When Israel was briefly left
out in the cold by the United States, South Africa had enthusiastically
welcomed it as a partmer.

The reassessment crisis drove home the lesson that selling arms, or
withholding them, was increasingly becoming a crucial diplomatic tool
for the United Sweates. \Writing in Foreign Affairs, the political scientist
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Andrew Pierre noted that old displays of force such as formal alliances
and foreign bases were on the way out. Instead, major powers were
inclined “to shore up friendly states through the provision of arms.”” Or,
as Henry Kissinger later put it more bluntly in his memoirs, “contraiy to
what my colleagues at Harvard have been teaching for 10 years, history
shows you get much more influence with milatary sales than with eco-
nomic aid.””* For Israel, arms sales were becoming a form of diplomacy
as well.” Israel sold to unfriendly states, including post-revolutionary
Iran, under the pretext that these arms sales would ensure good treat-
ment of Jews.” The same argument was advanced to rationalize sales to
South Africa, though the true motives were far less noble. Arms sales to
Pretoria were really driven by the massive revenues they generated for
the Israeli government’s coffers.

AS DEFENSE COOPERATION between Israel and South Africa intensified,
politicians in both counuTes began to come out of hiding. In 1976, Prime
Ministers Vorster and Rabin decided that it was time to make a public
show of friendship, even if they continued to conceal the underlying rea-
sons for their bond.

Vorster had long doubted that Israel would ever invite him to visit
because of his Werld War II allegiances. Howeveer, as relations warmed
after the Yom Kippur War, Vorster decided to test the water. It would be
the firstvisitby a South African head of state since D. F. Malan’s pilgrim-
age to the Holy Land i 1953. And unlike most high-profile diplomatic
inidatves, the South African Foreign Ministry had virtually nothing to
do with it. Vorster authorized Hendrik van den Bergh, Information Min-
ister Connie Mulder, and Mulder’s deputy, Eschel Rhoodie, to bypass
the Foreign Ministy and arrange a trip to Israel to meet with defense
and intelligence officals.

Rhoodie w-as a master operator. Tall, handsome, cosmopolitan, and
refined in his tastes, he could hold forth on the relatve charms of the
George V and Hotel de Crillon in Paris, wewing his less cultivated
South African colleagues with his sophistication and puzzling them with
his quirky habit of shunning alcohol and meat—staples of any self-
respecting Afrikaner male’s diet. The son of a prison warden, Rhoodie
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went on to earn his doctorate from the Universitv of Pretoria. After a
brief sunt as a star provincial rugby player, he pursued his tiue passion:
selling South Africa to the world. Brash, conhdent, and quick to get
things done, he was a hitwith the Israelis.”’

While the official diplomats advocated treading cautiously, Rhoodic
and van den Bergh made a strong alliance with Israel their priority.”
Rhoodie believed that “Israel and South Africa formed the two pillars
supporaing the Free World’s strategic interest in Africa and the Middle
East.” He and van den Bergh firmly believed that both countries were
surrounded by hostile, implacable enemies and sought to convince the
rest of the world that if either govemment fell, the odds were good that
black African countries and Arab swates would gang up against the other,
endangering vital oil supphes in the Middle East and strategically valu-
able mineral supplies in Southern Africa. They saw the partmership as a
rare example of two isolated states joiming hands and stnking out on
their own and concluded that an Israeli-South Afrrcan alliance would
therefore have “great historical significance.” Although the clandestine
milieery alliance was already well established, Rhoodie and van den
Bergh wanted to deliver a diplomatic victory for the embattled Vorster
regime—a task that would require staging a public displav of affection
for South Africa.”

Rhoodie laid the groundwork for Vorster’s visit while Peres was in
Pretoria in 1974 and continued on a series of subsequent visits to Israel.*®
Vorster’s secretly planned trip was news to the South African ambassador
in Tel Aviv, Charles Fincham, as well as Foreign Minister Hilgard Muller
and his secretary, Brand Fourie.* Rhoodie’s shadow foreign ministry had
arranged evervthing behind their backs. Even Ambassador Unna had
surprisingly little to do with the arrangements, although he did join
Vorster on the gip.*

As we have seen, South Afrijcan prime minister Vorster began his five-
day state visitby touring the Yad Vashem Holocaust memorial on April 9,
1976.%° The South African leader faced surprisingly little opposition
while visiting Israel. Apart from a few mildly crisical newspaper arsicles,
Israelis seemed to collectively shrug their shoulders.® The Ferusalern Post
even praised Voister for “recharting his country’s racial and foreign pol-
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South 4 frican prime minister B. J. Vorster, left, at the Wailing Wall, April 1976.
CRE®TTI RAHAMIM ISRAELI

icy” and being a rare breed of leader “who has not flinched from the
political perils of re-educating his people in that direction.”®

Arthur Goldreich was one of the few ant- Vorster protesters outin the
streets. As the escaped fugitve plastered telephone poles with posters
featuring Vorster’s name alongside swastikas, he was confronted by pass-
ersby, including one elderly man who spat on his poster. At first he
thought the man might be a disgruntled South African immigrant who
supported apartheid, then he got a closer look at the vandal. “He had an
Auschwitz number on his arm,” Goldreich recalls, still shaken three
decades later by the memory of the confrontation. The Holocaust sur-
vivor lashed out at Goldreich, telling hwm, “We will make agreements
with the devil to save Jews from persecuton and to secure the future of
this swmte.” He was left speechless as the old man walked away. “That was
the climate of the time,” Goldreich recalls with dismay.*

The old man’s diatribe represented the views of the voung, security-
minded technocras running the country as much as those of the older
generation of fearful 11olocaust survivors. There was an acate sense that
Israel’s existence was threatened and that most of the world didn’t care—
and that those who did had betrayed the Jewish state in i% hour of need.
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By the rime Vorster set foot in Jerusalem, the idcalism of Israel’s early
vears had been replaced by hardened self-interest.

After his visit to Yad Vashem, the erstwhile Nazi sympathizer was
treated to an opulent dinner hosted by Prime Minister Rabin, who
toasted “the ideals shared by Israel and South Africa: the hopes for jus-
tice and peaceful coexistence™ during the banquet at the Knesset.*” A
Beaming Vorster told she press, “Relations between South Africa and
Israel have never been better.”® The visit gave South Africa a surge of
confidence and helped relieve its feelings of growing 1solation.

In the South African press, the visit was billed as an event “of pro-
found importance” and “one of the most successful diplomatic coups in
[Vorster’s} ten years of office.” Newspapers praised the prune minister
fer signing agreements with Israel and delivering “a triumph for his
counery.”® For the Jewish community in South Africa, it was “manna
from heaven,” recalls Mervyn Smith, a longtime member of the Jewish
Board of Deputies.”

The Zionist Record, a mainstream Jewish paper that was usually far less
vitriolic than the Revisionist Herald, launched into a bitter diautbe against

(From left) Isracli defense mmister Sbimen Peres, Seuth Afrtan prizne
minister B. 1. Vorster, and Isvaeli prime minister Yatzbak Rabin,
Ferusalem. April 1976. cREDIT: RARAMUM 1SRAELL
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“the moral degeneration of the UN and is virual conversion into a
tool of communism, terrorism, and moral nihilism [that] have had their
inevitable consequences.” Tracing Israel’s new fondness for South Africa
to its betrayal by other African states, the Record praised Jerusalem’s new
diplomatic pragmatism.”*

While this reflected the mainstream view within the South African
Jewrsh community, a minority of left-xving Jews opposed the Vorster
visit. “Here was the guy who was the ulimate monster in South Africa,
who had rammed through all of these appalling laws and then become
prime minister, was grinding people into the ground,” recalled Benjamin
Pogrund, then deputy editor of the liberal Ruznd Daily Mail. “And to see
bimm at Yad Vashem as an honored guest, I just thought was beyond the
pale.”"z

Much to the chagrin of Pogrund and other dissenters, leaders of the
South African Jewish community ‘mrited Vorster to another banquet in
his honor when he rerumed to South Africa. As news of the event spread,
more opponents began to speak out.

Dennis Diamond was executive director of the Board of Deputies at
the time of Vorster’s wip to Israel. Diamond was a rarity in that he came
not from Cape Town or Johannesburg but from rural Natal, spoke fluent
Zulu, and published poeuy in Afrikaans. He was also several decades
vounger than most members of the organizadon he would be leading.
Diamond had risen to that prominent position at the age of twenty-eight
with the encouragement of Mendel Kaplan, a steel magnate and promi-
nent Jewish and Zionist leader sometimes referred to as the “King of the
Jews” in South Afiica.

Diamond, who now lives on a quiet, wee-lined sueet in Jerusalem,
describes the Vorster visit as “a terrible and amazing thing.” Looking
back, he remains torn. “We thought it was very good that relations had
imnproved between the two. We hoped that would lead to better things,
we hoped that the relatonship with Israel would challenge South Africa
generally to change its social structure.”®® But such hopes were unrealis-
tic in 1976. The Israeli moralism of the 1960s was a thing of the past: far
from echoing Golda Meir’s denunciations of apartheid, Prime Minister
Rabin was now toasting the two countries’ shared ideals and Peres was
speaking of “their cominon hatred of injustice.”

On May 10, as a group of angry Jewish university students protested
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outside, Cape Town’s Heerengracht Hotel hosted a gala affair boasting a
guest list that included the entire Naudonal Party cabinet. Inside the
ornate, five-star hotel, Diamond recalls sitting beside colleagues and
friends who opposed the banquet. Toward the end of the evening, board
chairman David Mann—an old acquaintance of Vorster’s from their days
as lawyers at the Johannesburg bar—rose to give a speech with the prime
minister sitting direcdy in front of him.

He began by lauding the state’ tolerance and endorsing the govern-
ment’s policy of separate development. “South Africa has long affirmed
and I'ved by the political philosophy of cultural pluralism. It has jealously
guarded the right of each group of the population to preserve its own
traditions and to mainsin i% own way of life,” he affirmed. It was not
until the vewy end that Mann confronted Vorster:

I believe that there is a wide consensus today that attitudes and practices,
the hertage of the past, bearing upon the relations between our various
racial groups are no longer acceptable. ... [\We] must move away as
quickly and effectvely as is practicable from discrimination based on race
or colour, and that we must accord to every man and woman respect, and
human dignity and the oppertunity to develop to their fulicst petential.*

Diamond was pleased. “@f course there would be those who'd say it
could’ve been more. I think it was perfectly pitched. . . . [t was a speech
correct for i% tme.”” Mendel Kaplan, King of South Africa’s Jews,
agrees. “Who else stood up and said that?” he asks. “INot the leader of
the Anglicans. Maybe we didn’t do enough. But the Board of Deputies
was not elected te go in the sireets and lead a sireet movement.”*
@thers were not so placated. Dennis Davis, who is now a judge on
Cape Town’s High Court and a well-known television personality,
remembers protesting outside the banquet that night. “It was hardly a
rebuke,” says Bavis. “It was the minimum that could be done to show
some sense of commitment to Jewish ethics,” and to acknowledge the
“controversy that was brewing both outside the hotel and generally that
Vorster the Nazi had been invited.” At the ume, Davis was editor of the
Jewish student newspaper, Strike, at the University of Cape Town. In i
pages, he lashed out at the Jewish community’s leaders: “Mr. Vorster
is . . . leader of a political party whose policies, based so firmly on race,
are the antithesis of the very body and soul of Jewish ethics,” he wrote.
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“We cannot surely honour and pay homage to the leading proponent of
such policies even ifhe has pulled off a diplomatic coup with Israel.”*

Davis saw Mann’s speech as pathetic. The board had heralded Vorster
as a hero and then lightly rapped him on the knuckles.”® Board dissident
Mervyn Smith was even more adamant. “Here he was standing before
Der Fiibrer, there were a hundred students or a thousand studenw saying
apartheid is evil [ouwide]. . . . In Vorster’s life it was a total nonevent,”
says Smith. “The crying shame w-as that the board hosted him.”**

The Vorster visit may have been hailed as a public relations coup in
South Africa, but 1% primary purpose remained largely obscured. The
media in both countries stressed that the agreernents signed were limited
to trade, investment, and peaceful scientific and industrial coopera-
tion.!” @nly the Cape Times hinted briefly at the true reason for the visit,
reporting Vorster’s stop at the headquarters of Isr-ael Aircraft Industries,
where he saw Kfir fighter jets on the assembly line.!®

Indeed, much of Vorster’s ume in Israel was spent shopping for
weapons. To facilitate this, Admiral Binyamin Telem—the commander
of Israel’s navy during the Yom Kippur War—joined Ambassador Unna
in showing the South African prime minister around Israel. Due in part
to the $100 million ammunition conuact signed the previous year, Israel’s
defense industry now had excellent ties with South Africa and Vorster’s
visit helped seal a much bigger deal, totaling more than $700 million,
Telem recalls.'

As Vorster casually visited Israeli arms manufacturers and journalists
began to notice, pro-Israel organizatons abroad sought to convince the
public that nothing unseemly was happening. Moshe Decter of the
American Jewish Congress insisted in a shaill New York Tisnes celumn
that “Israel’s small arms trade” with Pretorra was “dwarfed into insignifi-
cance by the South African arms traffic of other countries,” pointing
fingers at France, Britain, and others. He decried the focus on Israel
as evidence of “rank cynicism, rampant hypocrisy, and antd-Semitic
prejudice.”'??

Soon after, in late 1976, Telem was sent to South Africa at the per-
sonal request of Defense Minister Shimon Peres. The navy was the only
element of the IDF to emerge from the Yom Kippur War relatively
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unscathed, owing largely to the tremendous success of its Reshef missile
boats, which, along with the ships smuggled out of Cherbourg, outper-
formed their Soviet-made ceunterpars.'® As the commander of the
navy and because one of the first major sales to Pretoria was the 450-ton
Reshef attack craft, Telem was a natural choice fer the job.'® Pcres even
managed to convince Golda Meir, who had stubbormly resisted closer
relations with South Africa fer over a decade, that Telem’s posting to
Pretoria was necessary. Meir, no longer at the country’s helm, was scarred
by the Yom Kippur fiasco. “He went to Golda and she was not very
happy with it,” recalls Telem. “I think she finally gave in once she real-

ized . . . we needed this relationship economically.”’*

TELEM NAD BEEN DISPATCNED to a country in flames. A few months before his
arrival, black schoolchildren in the sprawling Jehannesburg township of
Soweto had organized a demonstration against mandatory instruction in
Afrikaans—a language most of them did not understand and many of
their teachers could not even speak. Early in the morning, thousands of
students in school uniforins poured into the streets, converging at a high
school in the @rlando secdon of the township. The security forces were
caught off guard and released police dogs into the crowd, followed by
tear gas and live ammunition. Students reacted by pelting police with
stones and officers fired on them as they fled, gunning down dozens.
A single image—showing a weeping man fleeing the police with the
bloody, limp, unifermed body of thirteen-vear-old Hector Pieterson in
his arms alongside the dead boy’s screaming sister—was splashed across
the front pages of newspapers worldwide and came to symbolize the bru-
tality of the South African government. Urban unrest spread quickly,
prompung further police violence throughout the country and the great-
est outpouring of international outrage that Pretoria had ever seen.
The riow lasted for months and the death toll exceeded five hundred,
dwarfing the sixty-nine killed in the Sharpeville massacre of 1960.

As many \Western countries began to fermally distance themselves
from the apartheid regime, Israel Shipyards signed a contract to build sw
Reshef missile boats for South Africa and a licensing agreement was con-
cluded feor the remainder to be built in Durban. It was a boon fer both
sides. “They were able to develop their own military industries by using
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our know-how and our expertise which we sold sometimes, I thought,
too easily,” says Telem. “But we did because we were very much in nced
of this relationship.” %

Naval officers and engineers began streaming back and forth between
Israel and South Africa and Rabin gave the reladonship “the highest pri-
ority,” insisting that it take place under the table in order to maintain
deniability and prevent negative publicity. “Nothing was official,” recalls
Telem. He therefore perfermed the dutes of a military attaché but on
paper held the utle “counselor,” as his predecessor had, n order to avoid
any attention and maintain the secrecy of the Defense Ministry’s mission
in Pretoria.'*®

At the Israeli embassy in Pretoria, Telem and Ambassador Unna got
along well, maintaining an understanding to stay out of each other’s
business. Following the model Peres established during the 1950s in
France, the Defense Ministry and its export office all but eclipsed career
diplomats when it came to conducting foreign relations in South Africa,
where arms sales were crucial.'”

Israel was not only building and modernizing weapons; it was also
offering formal advice to the South African military. In 1976, the Israeli
Defense Ministry sent Colonel Amos Baram as a special adviser to the
chief of the SADF. Baram viewed the situation as one of friendly cooper-
ation and was happy to advise the South Africans. His attitude was, “We
have a common interest—security problems. Not just borders, internal
problems too.” The challenge was not simply fighting communist n-oops
in Angola, but helping South Africa maintain domesaic security, accord-
ing to Baram. “If you know how to defe:nd yourself against an enemy out-
side the borders you know how to deal [with him] within your borders.”

Baram’s first recommendation was to extend the term of military ser-
vice in South Africa to a compulsory two years. He also attempted to shift
the SADF’s doctrine away from the Britsh system toward the Isr-aeli one,
incorporate a full year of training for new soldiers instead of three
months, and to referm the staff eemmand school."'® During Baram’s two
vears in South Africa, the period of compulsory service for white males—
the only soldiers fer whom conscription was required—did in fact in-
crease to two years. More and more reseiviss were called up to serve
under a new active-reserve dutv requirement that lasted eight years,
eventually leading to widespread protests against conscription.""

Baram and Telem were often invited to join the army chief, General
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Constand Viljoen, on trips to the frent lines. Viljoen, a serious, intelli-
gent farmer-turned-soldier, was the archetypal milisary man. He was
born into an aristocratic rural Afrikaner family whose lineage went back
to the seventeenth century and he had risen quickly through the ranks to
become chief of the army, and eventually head of the SADF. His identi-
cl twin brother, Braam Viljoen, had gone in the opposite direction,
studying theology. \WWhen his meral eppesitien to apartheid alienated
him from the Dutch Reformed Church, he had joined forces with the
black political and religious leaders that his brother’s men sought to
silence and defeat. As Braam immersed himself in the liberatien theology
of the South African Council of Churches- —censidered a terrorist front
by the goverrunent—his brother, Constand, was spearheading South
Africa’s invasion of Angola and managing its aftermath.’?

In the wake of South Africa’s failed intervention, GGeneral Viljoen was
eager to leam all he could from the Israelis. “We flew with his offieial
plane a lot to Angola,” recalls Telem. “He used to take us along and ask
our opinion on everything.”''’ The two Israelis were also taken on a
security-oriented helicopter tour of the Mozambican border and after-
ward wreated to a stay, with their wives, in South Africa’s premier safari
spot—the Kruger National Park.'!*

Telem insists thathe had no qualms about selling Israeli arms to South
Africa, especially the Reshefboats, which he did not envision being used
against South Afrieen blacks. But he was tremendously unsettled by
the country’s racism. When Telem discovered that the German embassy
paid its black workers ten times more than the Israeli embassy, he was
shocked by the disparity and demanded autherizatien from his superiors
to pay the same wages as the Germans—a salary that would put black
workers on par with the Jewish South African and Israeli employees at
the office. His superiors at the Defense Minisuy—generally immune to
moral arguments when it came to arms sales—agreed with Telem about
workers’ righw, telling him that they refused to pay “apartheid wages.”
Telem was able to give his chauffeur such a massive raise that the driver
began building himself a new house, but dracenian apartheid laws that
controlled blacks’ mevements and banned interracial relationships con-
tnued to grate on Telem’s conscience.

Nevertheless, he continued his job, which required him to interact
continuously with leading SADFand Armscor efficials. “\Wehadanexcel-
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lent understanding on the professional side, I would not say the same
on the political side,” Telem recounw. “I had to go along with it, but the
longer I stayed in South Africa, the more it became difficult for me to
cooperate with them.

The tuming point came when the head of Armscor, Piet Marais,
mvited Telem and his wife to spend a long weekend at his farm in the
countryside. Marais was a Boer to the bone. With a farmer’s rough hands
and reeking of tobacco, he spoke Englishwith a harsh Ankaans accent. "'
At his farm, this pipe-smoking proponent of white supremacy set out to
convince Telem of apartheid’s virtues. “He tried to persuade me that our
way of trying ta solve the Israeli problem [with] Palestinians is the best
way and we should carry on with it even though we were an occupyving, we
still are, an occupying entity,” says Telem. Marais attempted to persuade
him that Israel “should further apartheid as [South Africans] do . . . in the

name of the God of Israel.” It was too much fer Telem. Soon afterward,
17

nlls

be asked to be wansferred home.

By contrast, Telem’s good friend Colonel Baram bad no such reserva-
tions. Baram never raised his voice against apartheid. “How could I? I
was advising them onhowto defend it,” be says bluntly. Those who don’t
like it, says Baram, should “stay at home.” The dramatically different
perspectves of Telem and Baram, who remain friends to this day, are
closely related to their domesaic politics in Israel now. While Telem
speaks regretfully of the ongoing occupation, Baram describes Israel’s
Arab ciuzens as “a cancer” and advocates gerrvmandering electoral dis-
tricts to prevent any Arab majorities capable of elecsing Arab members
to the Knesset.''

Unlike Telem, Ambassador Unna did not let moral qualms stop him
from carrying on with his work. When he returned as full ambassador in
1974, Unna was already acquainted with many South African politicians
from his first stint in the country as consul-general. He and the South
African intelligence chief, Hendrik van den Bergh, had become even
closer in the wake of a hostage crisis in downtown Johannesburg.

On the morning of April 28, 1975, an employee of the Israeli consulate
crept into the downtown Johannesburg building housing the consular
offices and shot the mission’s chief security officer. The shooter took the
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entire office staff hostage, clauning it was a security exercise. Initially, the
South African authorities thought they were dealing with terrorists.
They soon discovered that the consulate had been seized by a mentally
unswmble Jewish South Afiican named David Protter, who had once
served in the Israeli army and had been hired as a security guard despite
warnungs from high-level officials about his psychological problems.
Protter and his younger brother used the consulate’s formidable arsenal
to fire at police and snipers through the windows, injuring more than
forty people caught in the crossfire. It was Johannesburg’s first full-scale
hoswmge crisis, and crowds of onlookers eamped out overnight with blan-
kets and picnic baskets to watch the spectacle unfold. Van den Bergh
took control of the scene, commandeering the phones of a nearby shop-
keeper to keep an emergency line open for instructions from Prime Min-
ister Rabin in Jerusalem.''® Protter finally surrendered the next morning,
descending in an elevator behind a human shield of hostages.'*°

The Fox Street crisis cemented Unna’s friendship with van den Bergh
and they began to see each other socally. At the time, Unna and his wife
were living in the luxurious twin towers on the slope of Table Mountain
in Cape Town—South Africa’s legisladve capital during parliamentary
sessions. They enjoyed a panoramic vista from their balcony, overlook-
ing the city, the harbor, and the steep face of the mountain.””’ Unna
found vanden Bergh surprisingly forthcoming with politic-al gossip after
he’d had a few drinks. And although his habit of leaning over the railing
to enjoy the view while sipping vodka made Unna extremely nervous,
van den Bergh’s visits proved to be an invaluable asset for the Israeli
embassy.

Yet ironically, despite his close friendship with the man many regarded
as the power behind Vorster’s throne, Unna was arguably the most out-
spoken critic of apartheid in the diplomatic community. Television had
only reached South Africa in early 1976, and Unna was invited by the
South African Broadcasting Corporation to be the first foreign guest
interviewed Irve on screen. He conducted the interview in Afrikaans,
explaining thatJews could not accept apartheid because it was humiliat-
ing and discriminatory. The next morning, Unna went to see Informa-
don Minister Connie Mulder, who congratulated him on his interview.
Unna was shocked. He asked Mulder if he had not heard his criticism
of apartheid. According to Unna’s account, Mulder told him, “‘If the
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ambassador of Israel appears on our T.V. and speaks in our language,
Afrikaans, he can be as cridcal as he likes, we love to hear him.” !

This was not the only instance of Unna spitung in the face of his
hosts. A few years later, he caused a stir by driving his diplomatic car into
a black township during a police raid. “The Africans were being hunted
like stray dogs, and the look in their faces as they were trving to hide was
that of frightened and desperate fugitives,” Unna later wrote in his
unpublished autobiography.'” He told the officer in charge that such
raids were self-def eating because the “illegal Africans” found to be vio-
lating apartheid laws by living in the city without passes simply returmed
after being expelled to the bantustans. Later that day, he gave a lecture at
Stellenbosch University, the Harvardof Afrikanerdom, and told an aud:-
ence of prominent NP members that the township raid made him
“sick”—an outburst that eamed him praise from liberal English-language
newspapers. Unna caused yet another uproar when he refused to attend
a play about the life of Golda Meir because blacks were not allowed in
the theater. The entire Pretoria diplomatic corps eventually joined him
n boycotting it.)**

Unna’s criticism of apartheid and his closeness with the South African
regime’s leading figures presents an intriguing paradox. Unlike other
Israelis who hypocritcally paid lip service to the ant-apartheid move-
ment, Unna followed through with concrete actions. While most diplo-
mats resist the impulse to criticize a host nation’s internal policies lest it
damage reladons, Unna took every opportunity to lambaste apartheid.
Despite these outburss, he was revered by the white minority govern-
ment more than any other Israeli ambassador in history. Unna claims
that “we could get away with anything . . . even our criticism was accepted
because it came from friends.” Proudly, he adds, “They regarded me per-
sonally as an architect of the good relations between Israel and South
Africa.”'? This is not boasting; General Magnus Malan, who headed the
SADF during Unna’s tenure, agrees.

Sipping coffee in the basement of a shopping mall outside Pretoria,
the retred general brightened at the mention of Unna: “The relatons
between South Africa and Israel, I give him the credit for it. He was very
good, a hell of a bright chap.” And Unna’s denunciations of apartheid
did not bother him. “He even was prepared to defend that on the SABC
and I thought that was fantastic,” Malan exclaims. “And he did it in
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Afrikaans!™?¢ The fact that Unna was not meeting with black political
leaders made his personal crusade even less threatening.

Unna’s renchant moral criticisms were heartfelt and genuine but they
did not reflect a change in state policy. Malan and other key South
African leaders were savvy enough to realize that allowing Unna to crit-
cize them served their interests so long as he didn’t seek to undermine
the alliance. Condoning and even encouraging Unna’s televised out-
bursts against apartheid made South Africa seem more democratic and
tolerant of dissent than it actually was, convinced Israelis of the dubious
proposition that they could remain morally pure while selling arms to
Pretoria, and permitted the alliance to proceed without a hitch. Only the
straitlaced minister of fereign affairs, Brand Fourie, protested Unna’s
beyvcott of the Golda Meir play, fer which the ambassador refused to
apologize.

While Unna abhorred apartheid, he remains unapologetic about his
role in furthering ties between Israel and South Africa. He retired long
ago and now lives with his wife and cats in a modest condominium in a
small subdivision near Netanva built by South African immigrants to
Israel. Many of his neighbors have South African ties. As he argues, “We
were isolated and here was an important big connary developing relations
with Israel.” Turning down a far-reaching partnership with clear eco-
nomic benefits—especially when Israel had few other options—would
have been anathema to the new foreign policy thinking emanating from
Jerusalem in the mid-1970s. Unna maintains that the relatonship was
“important from a strategic point of view and from a comunercial point of
view and from a Jewish point of vicw.” The latter, of course, was a less
pressing concern. Unna admis, “VVe structured our whole relationshup
with South Africa through our trade and our defense relationship.”**?

Unna had learned a valuable lesson in a United Nations bathroom
twenty years earlier: vicious critcism of a government on the public
stage need not impede close personal relationships with its representa-
aves behind the scenes. It was another instance of the Janus face Israel
presented to the world.

The years that Telem, Baram, and Unna spent in South Africa helped to
cement the Israeli-South African alliance and bring leading military
figures into regular, close contact affording one another an insider’s view
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of the security operations being carried out against Israel and South
Africa’s enemies.

South Africa’s army chief, Consmnd Viljoen, visited Israel's occupied
teiritories in the spring of 1977, marveling at the Israeli checkpoint
system and the searches of Arabs conducted by soldiers at each road-
block.!?® “The thoroughness with which Israel conducts this examina-
ton is astomishing. At the quickest, it takes individual Arales that come
through there about one and a half hours. When the traffic is heavy, it
takes from four to five hours,” he observed admiringly.'** In addition to
studving how Israel controlled the movement eof Palestinians, the SADF
was also interested in Israels battlefield training methods and sent
owentv-two members of the army to Israel e study the IDF’s combat
school with the goal of establishing a replica in South Africa.'*®

Business was thriving, too. The Armscor subsidiary Naschem sent
three represenmtives to Israel Military Industries to study the manufac-
turing of bombs, while the South African Air Force flew a team to Israel
to work on plans for a new, heavily fortified base.'”! Armscor and IMI
signed two large contracts for bombs and ammuniton and tested them
together, paving the way for even closer cooperation between the two
countries.'*?

That same month, the South African government entered into final
negotations for yet another massive ammunition conwact with IMI,
known as Project Decor. After a visit to Israel in late July 1977, Armscor
officials reported that they had bargained the contract down from $450
million to $370 million—an amount fifteen times greater than the pub-
lished International Monetary Fund figure that defenders of Israel used
to downplay the extent of Israeli exports to South Africa (the IMF data
excluded arms sales).'”® It was the biggest infusion of cash ever from
South Africa and a major boost to the Israeli ecenomy. During their visit,
the Armscor representatives met Defense Ministry director-general Pin-
chas Zussman, a university professor turned weapons czar, who greatly
impressed them. They reported proudly to Pretoria that “he views the
contract as more than a transacton between IMI and Arinscor; indeed,
he views it as a transaction between two governments, with all that this
entails.” !

By now, the Ford administration, which had aided South Africa’s
adventure in Angolaunal Congress shut it down, was out of office. ] immy
Carter had been president for six months when Zussman and the South
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Africans negotiated the ammunition contract and Washington’s foreign
policy had lurched to the left, placing a new emphasis on human righws
and nonproliferation. It wasn’t long before the W hite House began to
show signs of a tougher swnce toward both Israel and South Africa, can-
celing the sale of five-hundred-pound concussion bombs to Israel and
publicly denouncing apartheid soon after Carter entered ofhce. It was not
an auspicious time for secret arms deals between international pariahs,
and the situation became even more perilous in November 1977, when
the U.N. passed a mandatory arms embargo against South Africa.'*

Reacting to news of the embargo, Moshe Dayan, who had become
Israel’s foreign minister after his embarrassing fall from grace after the
Yom Kippur War, misleadingly told Israeli Radio, “Firstly, whatever the
Security Council decides, or has decided, Israel will act accordingly . . .
we have no hidden under-the-table relations with the South African
government.” The South African ambassador in Tel Aviv worried that
Dayan might actually honor his word, but privately hoped that Israel
would go on “publicly professing to uphold the embargo and, atthe same
time . . . continuing for as long as possible, covertly, to disregard it.”"*

At Armsoor there was no such uncertainty. South African defense ofh-
cials knew the alliance they had forged was impressive and unique. While
covert arms sales occurred in many places during the 1970s, contracts of
this magnitude—negotiated at the ministerial level and approved at the
highest levels of government at a time of intense international scrutiny—
were exceptional. As Zussman had told them, “the size of the recent con-
tract . . . had made a big impression on the whole cabinet.”'*” Indeed, by
signing it, Israel took a huge politcal risk and reaped an even greater
economic windfall Three years after Peres and Botha had initiated the
alliance, it elevated the Israeli-South Afrnican relavonship to a whole new
level.

The captains of South Africa’s arms industry were well aware that the
nearly $400 million contract they had just signed would provide a major
stimulus te Israel’s sagging economy and help the country “to beceme
more independent of the United States through the extension of their
own production capacity.”’® As General Tamir had told the visiting spy
Dieter Gerhardt back in 1975, Israel needed another leg to stand on.
Professor Zussman had found one.
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Likud, Apartheid, and the Quest for Minority Survival

And it has further been taught: @ne should not sell [idolaters] either
weapons or accessorles of weapons, nor should one grind any
weapon for them.

—Babylonian Talmud, Tractate Avodah Zarah, 15b

IN MAY 1977, Menachem Begin’s Likud Party stunned the Israeli political
esmblishment by deposing the Labor Party dynasty-—dominated by East-
ern European Ashkenazi Jews—that had ruled Israel since independ-
ence. Begin was from Eastern Europe, too, but much of his support came
from the disillusioned masses of immigrant Jews from North Africa and
the Arab world who were fed up with the Ashkenazi elite and resented
being treated as second-class atizens. Likud toek 3 3 percent of the over-
all vote and formed a right-wing coalidon that excluded the Labor Party
from the government for the first time in the nation’s history. As opposi-
tion leader, Begin had for many years been a proponent of closer and
more overt Israeli~South African des.! By 1977, Pretoria had already be-
come Israel’s single largest customer for arms, and exports only increased
after Begin took office.

Begin’s govemmment was more than happy to violate the U.N. embargo
against South Africa.Just a week after the international ban on arms sales
to Pretorra was approved, a South African army team arrived in Israel to
shop for antitank weapons.’ Begin’s brand of neo-Revisionist Zionism
emphasized military might, national survival, and the denial of politieal
rights to the enemy: Likud’s platform may have appealed to religious set-
tlers, but the party’s leaders had little patience for ancient Talmudic dic-
tates forbidding arms sales to oppressive foreigners.
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Likud ideology fit perfectly with the worldview of South Africa’s white
rulers, who saw force as the only method for holding on to power and
steadfastly refused to gr-antequal rights to the black majority for fear that
it would imperil their survival As Begin expanded settlements and Arab
resissance to the occupaton intensified, similar views toward the Pales-
tnians became popular.

Menachem Begin had staked his claim to leadership of the Zionist right
four decades earhier at a 1938 convention in Warsaw. T'here, Begin con-
fronted his mentsr, Vladimir Jabotinsky, by openly calling for armed
revolt against the Brinsh Mandase government, which had controlled
Palestine since the end of World War I and heavily restricted the num-
ber of Jewish immigrants allowed to enter the territory. “We have had
enough of renunciadon,” Begin declared to a raucous crowd, “we want
o fight—to die or to win.™ His speech called for replacing political
Zionism with military Zionism—which would evenrually be led by an
armed underground, the Irgun Tzvai Leumi (National Military Organi-
zation).” Jabosinsky interrupted Begin numerous times during the speech
and denounced the youthful anti-British rebellion, telling Begin and his
go ahead and commit suicide.’”’ But Jabotinsky
would soon depart from the Zionist political scene; with his death in

[I3K Y

young followers to

1940, Begin emerged as his more radical heir, moving beyend Revision-
ism to craft a more militant form of Zionism.

Some of Begin’s peers were even more extreme. Abba Achimeir, one
of Begin’s right-wing contemporaries, w-as a self-declared fascist sympa-
thizer and an admirer of the cult of personality surrounding Italian and
German leaders. Achimeir opposed liberal democracy and defended
politically motivated assassination.® His maxdmalist brand of Revisionist
Zionism envisioned the Messiah arriving in the Promised Land not rid-
ing a donkey but driving a tank.

When Jabotinsky had come to Palestine in 1928, Achimeir welcomed
him with the declaradon “I amn not a democrat, and it 1s my finn convic-
ton that the only kind of government is an active minority ruling a
passive majority,”® a view fully in line with the thinking of Afnkaner
nationalists in South Africa at the dme. The unifying principle among
Jabotinsly-’s more radieal followers was a belief in the use of ferce and the
glorification of violence as a means of national liberation.
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By the nme World War II broke out, a majority of right-wing Zion-
ists, especially the maximalisw, had abandoned Jabotinsky’s teachings
when it came to the question of resisting Briash rule in Palestine. Before
his death Jabotinsky had written to the commander of the Irgun, stress-
ing the need to cooperate with the Briush against Nazism, but the far
right saw the situadon differently. Avraham Stern and other Irgun lead-
ers were planning te train fighters in Poland, smuggle Polish surplus
arms into Palestine, and then invade it from the sea.

In May 1939, the British govermment impesed new limits on Jewish
immigration to Palestine—peimitting only ten thousand Jews per vear,
infuriating Stern and his ant-British followers. Contrary to the wishes of
Jabounsky and the Irgun’s jailed commander, David Raziel, the Irgun
began attacking both the British and the Arabs in June.? Stern’s men dis-
missed Jabotinsky’s and Raziel’s cooperation with the Allies and argued
that the Brinsh were morally equivalentto the Nazis. And thus the Zion-
ist right split again.

Stern seceded from the Irgun in 1940 and created Lohamei Herut Yis-
rael (Fighters fer the Freedom ofIsrael), known by the Hebrew acronym
Lehi!'® While several more moderate right-wingers joined the British
army to fight Hitler, Stern proposed an agreement with Italy and met
with Nazi officials in Beirut to discuss a pact that would enable them to
attain the shared objective of forcing the British from Palesune. Stern
went so far as to suggest that his plan would help the Nazis cleanse Ger-
many of its Jews by establishing a natonalist, totalitarian Jewish state
beund to the German Reich by a treaty. He despised anything that
smacked of Zionist kowtowrng to the West, especially to “perfidious
Albion.” For Stern and the men of Lehi, polidcal alliances were strictly
utlitarian; any allies were welcemed, no matter how unsavory."!

Lehi was also unabashedly racist toward Arabs. Their publications
described Jews as a master race and Arabs as a slave race. ' The members
of Lehi thought Jabotnsky was foolish to assume the Arabs would sub-
mit to Jewish rule after a show of force. Stern’s men censidered this a
dangerously utopian vision, and they advocated a mandatory expulsion
of all Arabs in Palestine and Transjordan instead."’

In addition to courting Axis powers, Lehi carried outa series of terror-
ist attacks on the mandate government’s representatives, killing dozensof
Briush police officers and seldiers. The Briush retaliated with arrests,
hangings, and targeted assassinations; they killed Stern in 1942, and with
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his death the terrorist torch was passed to younger leaders including
future Israeli prime minister Yitzhak Shamir. Begin became the Irgun’s
commander in late 1943, and by February 1944, the Irgun had followed
Lehi’s lead and declared war against Great Britain. When an Irgun sol-
dier was flogged by Briash woops, Begin wrote defiantly: “Zion is not
exile . . . Jewsare not Zulus. You will not whip Jews in their homeland.”'*

In November 1944, Lehi agents assassinated Lord Meyne, a close
friend of Britsh prime minister Winston Churchill.”” For mainstaream
Zionist leaders, such as Chaim Weizmann and ®avid Ben-Gurion,
Meyme’s death wasa political disaster. As these two men struggled to win
internadonal support for a Jewish state and help the British defeat Hit-
ler in Europe, their Revisionist-inspired colleagues were killing British
troops in Palestine, an approach that risked turning key leaders, such as
Churchill, against the Zionist project.

“If our dreams for Zionism are to end in the smoke of assassins’ pis-
tols, and our labours for its future o produce only a new set of gang-
sters worthy of Nazi Germany,” Churchill declared upon hearing of his
friend’s death, “many like myself will have to reconsider the position we
maintained so consistently and so long.”'® In the eyes of Ben-Gurion and
Weizmann, the extremist right-wing groups were a political liability and
a threat to Jewish statehood. And so, in late 1944, Ben-Gurion’s forces,
known as the Haganah, went after Lehi and the lrgun.!’

The crackdown w-as known as the Hunting Season and it forced Irgun
and Lehileaders underground and into exile, and those who were cap-
tured to Briash prison camps in Eritrea. Even so, in 19 46, the Irgun man-
aged to carry out its most dramatic act yet by bombing the King David
Hotel, home to British govermment offices at the time—killing ninety-
one people and injuring nearly fifty more. The following year, the Irgun
liberated its prisoners from the Aere prison, a crusader fortress so secure
that not even Napoleon’s armies had been able to breachits walls.'®

Facingviolent attacks from the Irgun and Lehi and mounting interna-
donal sympathy for the Zionist movement, the British finally announced
their intent to withdraw from Palestne in early 1947. In November of
that year, the U.N. proposed a partition plan granting the Jews 36 per-
cent of Mandate Palestine between the Jordan River and the Mediter-
ranean Sea. Ben-Gurion and other Labor Zionist leaders accepted it, an
act seen as high treason by the right. To Begin and his colleagues, who
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believed in a Greater Israel that included all of the kingdom of Jordan,
acceptance of partiion was the ultmate proof that the Labor Zionist
leadership was selling out the true interests of the Jewish people."”

Ben-Gurion declared Israel’s smtehood on May 14, 1948. The Haga-
nah became the Israel Defense Forces, the IDF, and within twenty-four
hours of independence, it found iself facing five invading Arab armies.
Yet even as war raged, tensions still remained between Ben-Gurion’s IDF
and the more militant members of Lehi and the Irgun.

On June 20, 1948, a ship laden with smuggled arms approached the
shores of the newly independent state of Israel. The vessel bore Jabotin-
sky’s old pen name, Afzalena. Its cargo, loaded in France, was destined for
the Irgun. As the ship approached Tel Aviv, Begin and his commanders
were bickering with Ben-Gurion’s newly established government about
the destination of the weapons on board and the integration of Irgun sol-
diers into the newly formed IDF. The prime minister feared that inde-
pendent armed groups not under his control could pose a threat to the
stability of the newborn state. Eventually, on June 21, Ben-Gurion issued
an ulbmatum to the ship’s commander, Eliahu Lankin, ordering him to
surrender immediately.” Begin and Lankin did not respond in time, and
when the crew began unloading the cargo of weapons on the evening of
June 22, the IDF opened fire on the ship.”' By nightfall, the A/talena was
in flames. More than a dozen Irgun soldiers were killed and others,
including Lankin, struggled to shore, dodging bulless amid the waves.*

Menachem Begin preserv-ed this political rivalry as the leader of the
oppositon during the 1950sand 1960s. In addition to deep policy differ-
ences regarding Labor Zionism’s socialist principles, Begin had an addi-
tional rhetorical weapon: the memory of the Altalena and the charge of
fraricide. During these years of Labor Party dominance, historians gen-
erally dismissed Revisionist Zionism as an insignificant ideological blip.
When Begin pulled off his shocking upset victory in the 1977 Israeli
elections, Jabounskv’s ideas---and those of his more militant fellowers—
suddenly became the cornerstone of the Israeli government’s agenda.”
Begin carried forward Jabotins-y’s worldview—which painted the
oumide world as hostile to Jews, glorified military might as an instrumnent
of foreign policy, and advocated a Greater Israel—and wransfoimed it
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into a right-wing polisical platform defined by hard-nosed realism in
international relasons and zealous encouragement of settlements in the
West Bank and Gaza**

With Begin at the helm, the Israeli-South Afiican relationship inten-
sified. He and his oolleagues were not racists but, like their mentor,
Jabotinsky, they were ethnic nadonalists. They were willing w tolerate
xenophobic and racist ideas—and even occasional anti-Semitism—if
those ideas served broader nationalist aims that they admired.” This eth-
nonationalist ideology allowed Begin and other Likud leaders to stomach
racist apartheid policies beeause these were part of a larger nationalist
project designed to protecta minority group that believed its survival was
threatened.

The rightward shift in public opinion that brought Begin to power in
1977 sidelined the Labor Zionist old guard and entrenched the security
establishment’s domination of foreign policy.** Although it was the
Labor Party that launched the alliance with South Africa for material
and strategic reasons in the early 1970s, the confluence of interests and
similar ideologies pushed the two countries into a much more intimate
relamonship after 1977. Even Labor stalwarts like David Hacohen—a
diplomat and high-ranking party official—were abandoning the legacy
of Ben-Gurion and Meir and beginnung to change their tune on South
Africa after Begin came to power. Hacohen declared in The Ferusalem
Post that granting equal righs to blacks “would mean the end of the
white minority,” and warned that sanctions and other “extremist propra-
ganda aimed at toppling the Republic of South Africa” would lead to “a
heap of ruins for both whiteand black.””

The primary South African proponent of closer ties between the two
countries, Harry Hunwitz, moved to Jerusalem and became an adviser
te his old friend Begin. Suddenly, a large number of influential South
Africans had the ear of the Israeli prime minister.”® And as military, sci-
entific, and industrial cooperation between the two countries increased,
Israel’s once resolute opposition te apartheid faded further. The ideolog-
ical prescription provided by Revisionist Zionism and Aénkaner nation-
alism was the same: use milimry force to ensure national survival.”” And
as Likud’s more militant platform moved from the political wilderness
into the mainstream in Israel, this shared worldview served as the ideo-
logical glue for the Israeli-South African alliance.

Saarting in the late 1970s and throughout the 1980s, leading Israeli
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generals contnued to make frequent trips to South Africa and became
close friends with their counterparts in Pretoria, often sharing battle
plans, weapon designs, and advice on “defeatng terrorists.” And as
South Africa’s nuclear weapons program moved forward in the face of
internadonal nonproliferadon efforts, the Israeli model of deception and
covert development was enticing.

WHILE ANDRE BUYS and his colleagues were busy building a nuclear explo-
sive device in the mid-1970s, the South African Atomic Energy Board
began searching for an underground test site where they could detonate
it. They settled on a remote area in the Kalahari Desert that had strong
underground rock formatons. The Vastrap site, as it came te be known,
was taken over by the SADF so that the movement of large numbers of
civilian scientiss did not arouse suspicion.’® By August 1977, the prepa-
radons for an underground testwere in full swing. The scientists planned
to testa “cold” device without the enriched uranium core because Pelin-
daba’s secret Y-Plant, also known as Valindaba, had not yet produced
enough highly enriched uranium for a bomb. A full test of a real nuclear
explosive was stll atleast a year off.”' In anticipation of the underground
test, the army set up trials for its new rocket ardllery gun at the site in
order to distract satellites and prevent them from detecting the deep
boreholes they were digging at Vastrap.

Buy's confesses that he had reservations about the test as he and his
colleagues were building the explosive device. He argued with his supe-
riors, waming them that South Africa would be accused of testing a
weapon and possibly face punitive sanctions, or, in a worst-case scenario,
an attack on its nuclear facilities by the Soviet Union. Buys claims that
Pretoria was two years away from being ready to detonate a genuine
nuclear bomb because an acadent had delayed the development of
weapons-grade uranium from Valindaba.’> But the South Africans did
not wait and, as Buys had feared, they were discovered.

On the aftermoon of Saturday August 6, 1977, the acdng head of the
Soviet embassy arrived at a near empty \White House with an urgent mes-
sage for President Jimmy Carter. Like mostof Washington in August, the
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president was away on vacation. His national security adviser, Zbigniew
Brzezinski, was in Maine. William Hyland, the senior Nadonal Sec-urity
Council official on duty, receved Sowviet premier Leonid Brezhnev’s
emissary, who told him that Soviet intelligence had detected prepara-
dons for a South African nuclear test in the Kalahari Desert and Moscow
wanted Washington’s help in stopping it. In Brezh nev’s view, such a test
“would have the most serious and far-reaching aftermaths fer interna-
donal peace and security.””?

The test-firing of the SADF’snew arallery had not hidden the telltale
signs of a nuclear test site from the Soviet Cosmos 922 satellite, which
passed over the area one month before Brezhnev’s message to Carter.
Soviet military intelligence (the GRU) then sent a second satellite in for
a closer look at the Vastrap site on July 20. On August 2, the Russian
satellite recurned pictures revealing a cluster of small buildings, a tower,
and cables rapning to a solid structure far from the other buildings—all
textbook signs of an underground nuclear test.

The satellite’s discovery was not accidental. Dieter Gerhardt had been
transmitting South African and Western intelligence to Moscow for over
a decade. In August 1977, he was stauoned at SADF headquarters in Pre-
toria as a senior staff officer in the Directorate of Force Development.
Gerhardt took a keen interest in South Africa’s nuclear program, and
when he learned that something related to the program was being built
in the middle of the Kalahari, he went te visit. Gerhardt had been trained
in various espionage techniques, including the use of miniature photog-
raphy equipment and the developing of microscopic negatives.** He dis-
creetly gathered what he needed at Vastrap and passed all of the photos
and informadon to his handlers in Moscow.

On August 7, the day after the meeting at the White House, an
unmarked plane belonging te the American military attachés office in
Pretoria flew low over the Kalahari and photographed the Vastrap site.”
Within days, an American satellite was rerouted to do further reconnais-
sance.’® U.S. analysts who saw the aerial photos claimed they were 90 to
100 percent sure that preparatons were under way fer an underground
nuclear test.*”” After seeing the reconnaissance plane, the South Africans
began to panic. Fearing imminent inspections, they packed and left the
Vastrap site as fast as they could, taking all the un portant scientific testing
and measurement equipment with them. The program’s leading scien-
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tists later claimed that “never before or after have there been, during this
program, such hectic nights . . . as during that week of August 1977.”%*

Brezhnev approached French, British, and German leaders in an
effort to form a united diplomatic front against Pretoria. Carter joined
him in urging the European powers to pressure Pretoria, and the French
threatened to withdraw construction contracw fer a avilian nuclear
reactor near Cape Town they had sold to South Africa years earlier. By
August 21, Carter had received Vorster’s promise to halt test prepara-
tions.”® The president called a news conference two days later and told
the press, “No nuclear explosive test will be taken ... now or in the
future.” But the Russians were suspicious of South Africa’s promi'ses,
and rightly so.* Just days after giving his word to Carter, Vorster issued
confidential orders shutting down the Vastrap test site, ending the
“peaceful nuclear explosives” program, and formally approving the clan-
destine construction of nuclear weapons.*

The Vastrap discovery was a turning point in South Africa’s nuclear
strategy. Faced with aggressive nonproliferatdon policies in Washington
and constant scrutiny by Moscow, Vorster realized just how valuable
nuclear weapons could be and decided to take the program under-
ground. “For the first time the politicans became aware of the whole
importance of this nuclear capability . . . that this has a lot of value in
international politics [and] that you can actually use this hopefully
vour advantage,” says Buys."

The only debate was between the nuclear scientsts and the military
officials, who disagreed on what sort of bomb to build. The Atomic
Energy Board scientists were content with a crude, bulky, nuclear device;
in the eyes of the SADF and Armscor, however, a nuclear deterrent was
only credible if it could be miniaturized and delivered by a plane or a
missile.** The military men won the debate. As a result, the nuclear proj-
ect was placed under the aegis of Armscor, and Buys and his colleagues
began building delverable nuclear bombs.*

South Africa may have resented the United States after the 1975 debadle
in Angola, but Pretoria still needed Washington—and Westminster—on
its side. A pamphlet distributed by the South African embassy m London
in an effert to convince Western governmments that Pretoria was an
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essential strategic ally reminded its readers that South Africa produced
70 percent of the world’s gold and half of its diamonds, held 25 percent
of the noncommunist world’s uranium reserves, and was the largest
producer of chromium outside the Soviet Union.*® Pretoria was also
the world’s leading plaunum producer and a crucial supplier of iron
alloys essential to the steel industry. Security experts warned that any dis-
ruption of mineral supplies from South Africa would have a “cata-
strophic” impact on American and European industrv.¥’ Governments
took note as well. Chester Crocker, soon t become Washington’s chief
policymaker on Africa, wrote in 1980, “It is a fact—-not opinion or
propaganda—that South Africa is the Saudi Arabia of minerals.™*®

To prove its indispensability, South Africa did more than boast of its
mneral supplies. NATO members made use of South Africa’s signals
surveillance facility at Silvermine, near Cape Town, in order to monitor
shipping traffic in the South Atlantic and Indian oceans. In 1976, this
access to Silvermine’s data enabled the CIA to close its communications
center on Diego Garcia Island in the Indian Ocean—a lonely tropical
airstrip more recently used as a secret U.S. prison fer the rendition of
teITorism Suspects.

South Africa had long maintained that its position along the Cape
Route, around which much of the oil from the Middle East flows in
tankers too large to pass through the Suez Canal, was of prime strategic
value te the West.** In the mid-1970s, all of these arguments were central
to the South African government’s eff orts to salvage its image in America
and Europe. Realizing thatthe country’s public relations operation was in
dire straits, Infermation Minister Connie Mulder and his jet-setting
deputy, Eschel Rhoodie—both of whom had been insocumenwal in settdng
up Vorster’s 1976 visit to Israel—decided to spearhead a propaganda war.
They spared no opportunity to repair South Afnca’s increasingly bad
reputaton.

Rhoodie had first taken an interest in propaganda as an up-and-coming
diplomat on a foreign posting to the United States during the mid-1960s.
In America, the suave and sociable Rhoodie sought contacts in high
places and he soon befriended an aging ex-CIA agent. Rhoodie was new
te government, but quickly became disgusted by the soft-sell approach of
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South Africa’s career diplomats and complained to his new Ainerican
friend that Pretoria’s propaganda effort would have to become more
aggressive or the regime would not survive.”®

The retired American spyurged Rhoodie to use government resources
to secretly finance anti-apartheid groups and radical student movements
and then infiltrate them. He was even more crass when it came to the
media: “The only way to influence the media was to own it, or to own
some of the senior people in it,” Rhoodie later recalled.” The old agent
and his CIA colleagues gave Rhoodie a copy of Paul Blackstock’s The
Strategy of Snubversion and convinced him that the South African govern-
ment had to sell a more favorable narrative to the U.S. media and Amer-
ican investors.”” As Rhoodie told journalist Chris Day years later, “We
ceuld not hope to go through official channels, nor through diplomatic
channels, to make any headway in the world.” South Africa’s official
mouthpieces lacked any credibility overseas due to their endless parrot-
ing of the government line on the communist menace to South Africa
and the necessity of segregation. The solution, said Rhoodie, was to “cre-
ate new avenues, instrumen, organizations and people who could speak
on behalf of South Africa without being openly ted to us.™? Pretoria’s
defenders would have to sell their product by stealth.

Beginning in 1973, just as the Israeli-South. African alliance was tak-
ing shape, Rhoodie and Mulder went on a worldwide spending spree,
buying magazines, newspapers, publishing houses, and film studios in an
effort to counter widespread anti-apartheid press coverage with a rosy
image of the country. They retained lobbyists in Washington, fimded a
right-wing political party in Norway, and financed poliical campaigns to
unseat anu-apartheid Democrats in the United States—including Iowa
senator Dick Clark, who had put an end to covert U.S. aid in Angola in
1976.* Most famously, they sought to purchase The Wasbington Star
newspaper to influence opinion inside the Beltway and published the
pro-govermmment Citizen at home to counter the liberal Rand Daily Mail.
Over the course of five years—from 1973 to 1978—Mulder and Rhoodie
spent R83 million (then approximately $100 million) with the full sup-
port of South Africa’s intelligence chief, Hendrik van den Bergh.

As the cosmopolitan Rhoodie milked his contacts across the globe for
help with the propaganda campaign, Shimon Peres introduced him to a
young Israeli businessman named Amon Milchan, whose sensitive work
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on behalf of the Israeli government suggested he might be able to help
South Africa as well. Sharing a penchant for globe-trottng, international
intrigue, and high-stakes deals, they hit it off immediately and began
meeting on the French Riviera to discuss ways of improving South
Africa’s image. Milchan held passports from Israel and Monaco and
owned thirtv companies in seventeen countries; his business interests
ranged from chemical production to arms sales and movie deals. Through
their meetngs in Cannes, the two men became so friendly that Rhoodie
even sold Milchan his condominium in the exclusive South African beach
resort of Plettenberg Bay, adding te Milchan’s listof properties across the
globe. For Rhoodie, whose goal was to project a more favorable image of
South Africa to the world, an ally in Hollywood was a godsend.

As a young man, Milchan had plaved center on the Israeli national
soccer team but when his father fell ill, he left the field to take over the
fanuly fertilizer business, soon transforming it into a chemical industry
giant. When the Shah of Iran decided to build a new airport, Milchan
pulled together experts and submitted the winning bid within ten days
despite having no prior experience in the field. Everything he touched, it
seemed, tumed to gold. After a stint as a professional gambler, Milchan
went to Hollywoed, where he bankrolled and produced a string of block-
busters including Brazil, The War of the Roses, 7K, and Pretty Wornan and
socialized with the likes of Robert De Niro, Sydney Pollack, and Barbra
Streisand.’’ With his modest office, Fruit of the Loom T-shirts, and self-
deprecauing demeanor one would not have guessed that Milchan was a
billionaire, let alone one of Israel’s largest arms dealers.

During the 1970s, using Peres and other high-level defense connec-
tons in Israel, Milchan tunneled equipment from the United States to
the Israeli missile program, including rocket fuel and nuclear triggers.
All of the materials went from a front company called Milco to Milchan’s
companies in Tel Aviv. Scientfic advisers to the U.S. Air Force accused
Milchan and his American colleague, Milco founder Richard Kelly Smyth,
of diveerting sensitive nuclear materials, including uranium tetrafluoride
and depleted uranium. When the scheme finally unraveled, the FBI
indicted Smjy th on thirty counts of perjury and illegally transferring re-
stricted materials. Five days before his trial, Smyth disappeared; Milchan
denied any wrongdoing.’® In Hollywood, no one seemed to care. If any-
thing, it added to his mystique.

Milchan has studiously downplayed his involvement in the Smyth
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affair and the South African propaganda effort. He admitted to working
with Rhoodre in the late 1970s but claimed that seeing apartheid-era
signs forbidding blacks, Asians, and dogs at a zoo so deeply offended his
conscience that he never set foot in South Africa again. But there is a
more likely explanation; in 1977, while Milchan was beginning to dabble
in the flm industry in London, he hired a young South African as his
seeretary. Her name was Shawn Slovo and her father, Joe—a Jew-ish rad-
ical, exiled leader of the South African Communist Party, and close asso-
ciate of Nelson Mandela’s—was one of the biggest targets on the South
African government’s hit list.” Milchan was keen on making a movie
about the arms trade and Shawn Slovo introduced him to the British
journalist Anthony Sampson, author of 7 be Arv#ts Bazaar and himself an
anti-apaitheid crusader, who had befriended Mandela before his impris-
onment. Soon aftersvard, Milchan’s feelings about South Africa began to
sour. He was not alone. When white police opened fire on unarmed
schoolchildren in Soweto on June 16, 1976, killing hundreds, the world
reacted in horror and much of Pretoria’s carefully choreographed propa-
ganda campaign went down the drain overnight.

Apartheid brutality was not the only cause of the propaganda cam-
paign’s demise, however; Mulder and Rhoodie’s elaborate plans began to
collapse under the weight of their own corruption and intrigue. They
laundered government funds through Swiss bank accounts to avoid over-
sight by the Treasury, pilfered the Defense Ministry’s special account to
finance their propaganda efforts, and deviously manipulated coverage
of the govemment in the English-language press. As details of their
exploits leaked and the so-called Informauon Scandal broke, the auditor
general launched an invesugation and Benjamin Pogrund’s newspaper,
the liberal Rand Daily Mail, probed for clues while the Vorster adminis-
tration scrambled to cover up.’®

Rhoodie led journalists on a wild-goose chase around the world, leak-
ing dewails of the government’s covert influence peddling in distant cities
ranging from Miami to Quito, where he was photographed in a Panama
hat feeding llamas. Rhoodie’s luck finally ran out on the French Riviera,
however. He was arrested, held in a rank cell in the perfume capital,
Grasse, and eventually extradited to South Africa, where he was sen-
tenced to six vears in prison before ultimately winning his case on appeal
and moving to the United Swates’® The Information Scandal became
South Africa’s Watergate. As with Nixon, it would cost Vorster his job.
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Nuclear Diplomacy and the Fall of Vorster

BY JULY 1978, the South African govemment was collapsing under the
weight of the Information Scandal. As the falleut firom Pretoria’s propa-
ganda war spread, a battle to succeed Voister was raging within the
National Party. Although Information Minister Connie Mulder and
Defense Minister . W. Botha were favored to win, the less experienced
minister of mines, Stephanus (Fanie) Botha, fancied his chances asa can-
didate as well. In order to determine his level of support among the
NP leadership, he arranged for the telephones of prominent party lead-
ers to be tapped.’ The targets of the eavesdropping included future pres-
ident F. W. de Klerk as well as Foreign Minister Pik Botha—another
contender for Vorster’s job—who was implicated in a sex scandal as a
result*

But Fanie Botha’s meddling was not limited to dirty campaign tncks.
He was also a central figure in the development of South Africa’s nuclear
weapons program. As the succession battle intensified, some of the
apartheid regime’s most closely guarded secrets threatened te emerge—
along with embarrassing and potennally career-ending revelations about
Fanie Botha’s personal finances and the contributions he had received
from the Isracli intelligence services in exchange for nuclear favors.

Almost a decade earlier, in 1968, a vear after Israel put the finishing
touches on its first nuclear weapons, Br. Emst David Bergmann, one of
the architecss of the Israeli bomb, paid a public visit to South Africa.
“Weither of us has neighbours to whom we can speak and to whom

* The three Bethas are netrelated.
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we are going to be able o speak in the near fmture,” Bergmann declared
te an audience of prominent South Africans. “If we are in this position
of isolation, perhaps it might be best for both countries to speak to
each other,” he added, urging Israeli and South African scientists to
cooperate.”

Bergmann, the son of a rabbi was born in Germany. He had written
the defimitive German-language textbook on organic chemistry, which
still remained in use in 1939, when the Nazis had the Jewish author’s
name removed from the cover. Soon after Hitler came to power, he left
for England, where he befriended WZO leader Chaim Weizmann—
himself one of Britain’s foremost chemistry experts. After independence,
Ben-Gurion recruited Bergmann to put Israel’s scientific research insti-
tutions at the disposal of the new state’s defense establishment, much to
the chagrin of Weizmann, who wished to keep academia insulated from
the politics of defense research. Weizmann eventually fired Bergmann
and on the same day, the prime minister hired him as a scienufic adviser.
Ben-Gurion and Bergmann also agreed on the necessity of a nuclear
program; neither had any qualms about building the ultimate weapon.?

For the most part, Israel and South Africa conducted their military
cooperation clandestinely through their defense ministries, but an in-
formal and intmate network of scientists was an essential part of the
alliance. After the initial agreement was signed by Shimon Peres and
P. W. Botha n April 1975, the movement of leading scientists betvveen
the countries became much more fluid. There were reciprocal visis to
secret facilies by scientists involved in each country’s weapons program,
recruitment of Israeli atomic scientists by South Afree’s Atomic Energy
Board, and exchanges of sensiuve scientific intelligence.

As South Africa’s military-industiial complex boomed, it brought the
business world into a close reladonship with the SADF. When Johannes
Maree, the chief execuuve of mining and steel giant Barlow Rand,
became the CEO of Armscor in 1979, mingling between business and
government elites increased and the private sector became focused on
satisfving the military’s growing appetite.* The defense industry also
penetrated academic research centers such as the University of Pretoria’s
Institute for Strategic Studies and the Rand Afrikaans University, whose
faculty was recruited to produce research for military audiences and
advise the government.” Most significant in the nexus of research and
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militarization was the Council for Scientiic and Industrial Research
(CSIR), an ostensibly academic research institute.®

In fact, South Africa had placed its premier scientific research facility
at the service of the apartheid government with the aim of making the
regime militarily strong enough to survive diplomadc pressure and the
U.N. arms embargo, which most countries other than Israel were
observing. As the U.S. Defense Intelligence Agency reported, CSIR and
Armscor were helping the apartheid regime “w-ithstand anticipated pres-
sures to change i% racial policies.”” With such ambitious goals and so few
allies, scientific exchanges with Israel became essential.

Armscor in the mid-1970s was “a kind of Winston Churchill toy
shop,” recalls former research and development director Hannes Steyn,
referring to Britain’s secretive World War Il weapons development
office. “[\We] had to do everything ourselves.”™ This included casual
forms of industrial espionage, such as gleaning secrew over beers and in
dormrooms as South African scientists attended conferences and foreign
universities. “{Our] main task was reconnaissance, to ind out what the
other buggers are doing. You want %o steal as much as you can with your
eye . . . to glean what others are doing,” says Steyn. “I had students going
allover the world: Oxford, Stanford. . . . You sit in a bar and talk to guys.
If you're a good physicist, they tell you. There’s a network of top-class
scientists and they talk to each other.”

The Israelis and South Africans were already talking. Louw Alberts,
who served as director-general of the Ministry of Mineral and Energy
Affairs after his wime at the AEB, fondly recalls his own visit to Israel and
the Israeli nuclear sciendst Yuval Ne’eman’s lectures at Pelindaba.'® He
sall hangs a picture of Ne’eman on his living room wall. According
to Alberts, these high-level exchanges were very common, though he
claims the cooperation dealt only with the harmless field of nuclear iso-
tope application for medical uses and food irradiation.!!

But these saentfic exchanges between Israelis and South Africans
went bevend innocent civilian research.”” In March 1975, Dr. C. V.
Brink, the president of the CSIR, and Br. W. A Verbeek, an agriculture
expert, went to Israel. In addition to many other facilities, they toured
the Soreq Nuclear Research Center, Israel Aircraft Industries, Israel
Military Industries’ research and development center, as well as the mil-
ivary’s central research laboratory. While his companion was studying
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plant genetics at the Weizmann Insstute, Dr. Brink was holding more
consequential meetings with scientisw and engineers at the Ministry of
Defense.”

Just a week before Prime Minister Vorster’s historic trip to Israel n
April 1976, a more secreuve visit took place during which a team of
South African military intelligence officials toured the offices of Israel’s
renowned Council fer Scientific Liaison: a scientific espionage unit
known by iw Hebrew acronym, Lakam. It was Lakam that had master-
minded Israel’s 1968 operation to divert the Scheersberg A’s cargo of ura-
nium to an [sraeli naval vessel in the middle of the Mediteiranean." The
South Africans were shown around by Lieutenant Colonel Dudu Benaya
and viewed a variety of captured enemy military equipment, including
Soviet T-62 and T-54 tanks, Egyptian artillery pieces, Chinese and
North Korean guns, Katyusha rockets, and nuclear-capable FROG-7
muissiles.”

As a result of the arms deals signed by Vorster and Israeli prime
minister Yitzhak Rabin later that month, a formal exchange program
was drawn up between the Israeli Nadonal Council for Research and
Development and South Africa’s Council for Scientific and Indusirial
Research.'® Immediately after Vorster retumed from Israel, many of
these new scientfic agreemenw began to go into effect. But more impor-
tant than any new pacw signed by Vorseer and Rabin was a much older
agreement, a contract that was broken, consensually, in the interest of
both nations.

IN LATE JULY 1876, as South Africa’s black townships convulsed with vio-
lence, the minister of mines and labor, Fanie Betha, flew to Israel. Botha
was mesmerized, as Vorster had been, by the biblical sites he recalled
from his Sunday school education. Between high-level meetings, Botha
recalls, “I wanted te see places from the Bible, wells from the Bible. . .
some of them are stll working today,” he marv-eled. But Botha’s hosw at
the Israeli Ministrv of Befense did not leave him much time for biblieal
or historical tourism. He arrived bef ore dawn at Ben-Gurion Airportand
was met by the fermer IDF chief of staff General Chaim Bar-Ley, the
namesake of the infamous Bar-Lev Line that Egyptian forces breached
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on the first day of the Yom Kippur War. After allowing him a few hours
of rest, Bar-Lev- drove Botha to the Israeli Atomic Energy Commission
for a meeung with its director, Uzi Eilamn. From there, Botha was driven
south to Yavne, where he had lunch at the Soreq Nuclear Research Cen-
ter and visited the facility. After Soreq, Botha was whisked away to a
meetng with Defense Minister Shimon Peres. In the following days, he
dined at the homes of Bar-Lev and Eilam, visited a tank repair facility
and an air force base, and met with senior managers at Israel Aircraft
Industries. Botha was even granted a one-hour audience with Prime
Minister Rabin—hardly the itineraiy one would expect of a minor cabi-
net minister.” In the South African press, the visit was reported as an
exploration of cooperative mining ventures and mineral production.'®

In fact, it was a sensitive nuclear negotiation focused on the fve-
hundred-ton stockpile of South African uranium that had accumulated
in Israel since shipments began in 1965. Israel had consumed the Scheers-
berg A cargo by this time and Dimona needed yellowcake to fuel the
weapons program.'” The five hundred tons of safeguarded South Afri-
can uranium would be enough to fuel Dimona for the next five to ten
vears and produce enough reprocessed plutonium for dozens of nuclear
bombs.?®

Within months of stardng the job in January 1976, Botha found
himself at the center of one of the govemment’s most secretive and
delieate relationships. The previous year, Binyamin Blumberg, chief of
Israel’'s Lakam, had approached intelligence chief van den Bergh with
a request to buy another one hundred tons of yellowcake. Although
Vorster approved the sale, Botha’s predecessor in the Miniag Ministry
was reluctant to cut a deal with Israel on something as sensitive as
uranium—a reticence that cost him his job and paved the way for Fanie
Botha’s rise.”

Botha, a politcal climber who had set his sighw on the Defense Min-
1stry, kmew that a sensitive deal like this could make his career. Now, with
a more amenable mining minister in of fice, Blumberg requested the yel-
lowcake once again, and this time he also asked South Africa to lift the
safeguards that had remained in effect since the bilateral agreement of
1965. Since the Atomic Energy Board had negotiated the original con-
tract in 1963 and the Minisuy of Mines oversaw the AEB, such a deal
could not go through without Botha’s approval.
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Lifuing bilateral safeguards meant that South Africa would no longer
have a right to inspect the sealed drums of yellowcake, as it had in the
past, nor would it be allowed to verify whether Israel was using the
uraniurm for peaceful purposes. The Israelis could now use the South
African raw material as they liked without any contwractual obligatons
hanging over their heads. Botha did not dare second-guess Vorster and
van den Bergh and, after returning from Israel, he went ahead and lifted
the safeguards.”™

Well into his eighties, Botha’s memory of the deal is clear. He was told
by his counterparts in Israel that the safeguarded yellowcake could be
very usefnl to Israel in the nuclear field. “I didn’t sell it to them, I didn’t
give it to them, but when I became munister they had it,” says Botha.
“But they couldn’t use itunless South Africa lifted them [the safeguards].
So that’s whatI did.” Botha is not apologetic about his decision to lift the
safeguards, nor does he seem to mind that his actions contributed to
nuclear proliferation and bolstered the growing arsenal of an undeclared
nuclear power.”’

Sitdng in the modest living room of his redrement home, Fanie Botha
is remarkably nonchalant about the whole affair. “We were good friends,”
he says, pointing to a locked glass cabinet where he keeps his most valu-
able possessions. In the cabinet is his ministerial desk plaque reading “Sy
Edele [The Honorable] Min. S. P. Botha,” flanked by the flag of the old
South African regime and a small [sraeli flag—a lastng testament to his
service to Israel. @n the top shelf isanother, a silver-plated Hebrew Bible
embossed with turquoise stones given to him as a gift by General Bar-
Lev. “We worked together for some years,” Betha recalls fendly. “It was
easy for friends to cooperate in this field.”*

But Botha did not execute the sensitive uranium deal alone. There was
a middleman: a grade-school classmate of Botha who became a deco-
rated air force officer during World War II and the Korean War and who
had close ties to South African intelligence and the Israeli security
¢smblishment—Jan Blaauw.

Jan Blaauw was a war hero. He had joined the South African Air Force in
1939 and rose to the level of squadron commander by the age of twenty-
one. At twenty-two, he was seconded to the Royal Air Force and sent to
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cemmand a British base in Palestine, where he met Jewrsh soldiers for
the first ume. Blaauw returned to South Africa bricfly but then joined
the Berlin Airlift in 1948, flying coal into the divided city. During the
Korean War, he led a South African squadron attached to the U.S. Air
Force and received a Distunguished Flying Cross and a Silver Star for
aiding the Americans. And as war raged in Southern Rhodesia during the
mid-1960s, Blaauw served as a liaison between the SABF and the white
Rhodesian regime’s security services. It was then that he met Gencral van
den Bergh and the two quickly becatne friends. *

The top brass of the South African milisary all knew Blaauw well, and
all agree thathe was “a brilliant pilot™—even those who profess a strong
dislike for the man. Many reured generals also remember him as a mav-
erick and an individualist. General Jan van Loggerenberg, chief of the
South African Air Force from 1988 to 1991, recalls Blaauw taking his
friends for rides in Mirage fighter jes.”® Air force veteran Pieter John
Roosremembers him joyriding Cessna planes te a friend’s farm, and hav-
ing the air force fly in spare parts for his Land Rover. He also flaunted his
wealth, keeping piles of banknotes in his safe and acrving tobacco bags
filled with diamonds. The younger officers generally showed him great
deference. “He was quite a legend in his time,” says Roos.*’

In the upper echelons of the SADF, however, Blaauw’s reckless behav-
ior made leaders brisde. General George Meiring, head of the SADF
during the early 1990s, remembers Blaauw as “a blokevery loose with his
tongue,” and not someone to be rrusted. And, says air force general
Tienie Groenewald, he was “a chap who would do anything to make
money,” despite the factthat he had a greatdeal of it already. Blaauw was
eventually considered for the position of air force chief but he was passed
over due to a scandal involving drunkenness and reckless behavior by
officers under his command that Groencwald helped to expose. General
Magnus Malan shared Groenewald’s disdain, ciung Blaauw’s habis of
drinking and womanizing. Though he was a stellar fighter pilot, says
Malan, “He wasn't the type of officer I wanted.”®

Blaauw had retired honorably at the end of 1975 as a result of bad
blood with Malan. He went to work for the West German firm Hydroma,
which in the years prior to the 1977 mandatory U.N. arms embargo
served as a front to supply Britsh and American military equipment
te South Africa. Buring his final years of military service, Blaauw had
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already set up the netwworks he would need during his busy retirement as
an arms dealer. Through Leon Zimmerman, a South African Jew living
in Israel, Blaauw had arranged for South Africa to supply Israel with spare
parss for its Mirage fleet—similar to South Africa’s own—which had
been damaged during the Yom Kippur War.”” Most important, Blaauw
had made the acquaintance of Lakam chief Binyamin Blumberg—Israel’s
point man for sensitive nuclear deals.

Fanie Botha acknowledges that Blaauw was instrumental in setang up
the 1976 visit to Israel and the deals that he struck there. “He had con-
tacts with the Israelis,” savs Botha. “When I turned up in Israel I saw him
walking about, I was amazed. When I had meetings, he was there,” he
recounts.’® Blaauw was even present when Botha cut the deal with Blum-
berg to formally lift the safeguards on over five hundred tons of South
African uranium in Israel and supply the Israelis with one hundred tons
more.*!

In return for the yellowcake and the lifted safeguards, South Africa
received thirey grams of tritium, a radioactive substance that thermonu-
dear weapons require to increase their explosive power.”” Thirty grams
was enough to boost the yield of several atomic bombs.* The substance
was delivered to South Africa in small installments over the course of a
year between 1977 and 1978 as Vorster’s scandal-tainted adminisaration
struggled to hold on to power and P. W. Botha, his archrival at the
Defense Ministry, set his sights on the premiership.**

The atomic weapons South Africa was building at the tme were crude
Hiroshima-style devices—which derive their power from a fission reac-
tion alone—but Armscor was also planning a new generation of more
powerful thermonuclear weapons, which rely on both fission and fusion
reactions. These next-generation designs included miniaturized war-
heads and implosion devices, for which tritium was a potentially useful
ingredient’’ The tritum was not the only quid pro quo, however.*
There was a financial reward for Fanie Botha as well—money that he
desperately needed in the midst of his eempaign for the premiership.

In September 1978, Vorster finally stepped down, unleashing a four-way
battle for his job pitting the figurehead of the propaganda war, Connie
Mulder, against Defense Minister P. W. Botha; the new foreign minister,
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Pik Botha; and Fanie Botha, who was then the Teansvaal Province’s NP
leader. Mulder had the cruaal endorsement of van den Bergh and was
the favorite; Pik Botha was eliminated when he came third in the first
round of balloting;, and Fanie Botha dropped his candidacy for lack of
money and a weak electoral base in the Cape Province. Mulder very
nearly became prime minister despite his central role in the Informanon
Scandal. Fuither revelations of Mulder’s improprieties disillusioned cru-
cial party leaders, however, and P. W. Botha took office as prime minister
on Septermnber 28, 1978.37

The international intrigue surrounding the 1978 campaign would
have remained under wraps had it not been for a closed-door trial years
later in which Fanie Botha accused Blaauw of extortion. Blaauw claimed
that his old classmate Botha had promised him compensation in return
for his sensiave services on behalf of the countrv. Blaauw became en-
raged when Botha reneged on his supposed promise, threatening to
expose state secrets and Botha’s personal demons if he didn’t get his
reward. The trial revealed some of the apartheid regime’s most closely
guarded secrets.

Kenneth Prendini, one of Blaauw’s defense lawyers during the trial,
explains that the uranium-tritium revelations were merely the tip of the
iceberg. The crux of the matter was Fanie Botha’s precarrous financial
situation. In the midst of the 1978 political campaign, Botha owed the
Volkskas bank R1.7 million (approximately $2 million at 1978 exchange
rates) and was facing R200,000 ($230,000) in annual interest payments
on his debt. Botha learned that Johannesburg’s Sunday Times was prepar-
ing to publish an article on his impending banlauptcy—the kind of
negative publicity that could ruin his political career.

Besperate, he reached out to prominent contacts in the mining indus-
try for help in mid-1978. Botha requested that Harry Oppenheimer,
chairman of the gold and diamond mining giants Anglo American and
De Beers, exert his influence to kill the story. As the head of the largest
and most powerful company in the country, Botha assumed Oppen-
heimer could convince the editor of the Sunday Times, Tertdus Myburgh,
to halt publication. Oppenheimer testified that he had relayed Botha’s
request to Myburgh and the article was killed. ™

As Fanie Botha’s bank account sank deeper into the red in 1978
and 1979, Blaauw—w-ith the help of Botha’s private secretary, Frances
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Whelpton—was mving to obtain an overseas loan to shore up the embat-
ted minister’s finances. When this failed, the independently wealthy
Blaauw fronted the money himself, totaling R420,000 (approximately
$480,000 at 1978 exchange rates) over the course of three years from
1977 to 1980 (although the conniving Whelpton managed to siphon off
a great deal of it).>? Blaauw told the court that he had received payment
of $1 million from the Israeli government for his mediation services in
the uranium deals, making it easier for him to prop Botha up financially.

Even after Vorster's downfall and Fanie Botha’s failed bid for the
prime minister’s office, the Israeli government had a vested interest in
seeing Botha stay afloat because, as the trial record puts it, “the yellow-
cake transactions with which they were at that stage engaged had not yet
fully matesialised.”*® The presiding judge, Gerald Friedman, found that
“the Israelis would, because of the co-operation between themselves and
South Africa, have preferred F anie Botha to hold that portfolio” until the
deal was done.* There was also the possibility that Vorster would pro-
mote Fanie Borha to minister of defense. Thus, Blaauw’s business part-
ner in Israel, Leon Zimmerman, told him to “look after Fanie Botha.”*
Advocate Mike Hannon, who argued most of the case on Blaauw}
behalf, is much more blunt in his interpretation of the evidence: “In
order to keep a sympathetic guy to Israel in the position he was in, the
Israeli govemment, through Jan Blaauw’s good offices, agreed to keep
[Fanie Botha] solvent so he didn’t lose his portfelio.”*

Fanie Botha was gratetful to all those who helped him stay afloat finan-
cially, and as a gesture of gratitude for Oppenheimer’s effors to squelch
press ceverage of his fimancial woes and to thank Blaauw for propping
him up, he invited the Anglo American Corporaton and Blaauw’s com-
pany, Ondombo Holdings, te apply for the rights to five new underwater
diamond-mining zones in June 1979. Blaauw claimed that Fanie Botha
led him to believe that two of the five concessions would be his.

This was no small favor. The mining areas offered to Blaauw and
Oppenheimer were located off the western coast of South Africa adja-
cent to the South African—Namibian fronter, near a restricted zone of
seuthern Namibia that already provided massive revenues for Anglo
American and De Beers. Using a series of dams and a massive machine as
long as a football field that created a ten-story mound to literally stem
the ade, We Beers managed to gather an astonishing profusion of pure
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gem diamonds, a grade far superior to the rougher stones found in South
African and Bowwanan mines. The restricted zone was hemmed in by
dunes hundreds of feet high, barbed wire, packs of guard dogs, and hov-
ering helicopters searching for people or vessels that might make off
with some of the millions of dollars’ worth of diamonds recovered from
the beach every day.*

De Beers chaiiman Ernest Oppenheimer had acquired the Namibian
offshore diamond zone from German investors during World War I,
when he esmblished the Anglo American Corporation in order to man-
age diamond-rich areas owned by Germans. Fearful that they would lose
their lucrative property if British-aligned South Africa took over the
German colony of South-West Africa, the Germans exchanged their
holdings fer shares in Anglo American.

In the coming years, De Beers developed a stranglehold on the world-
wide diamond supply by purchasing as many manes as possible and rigor-
ously controlling supplies.¥ Now Blaauw was being offered a mining
concession outside the control of the De Beers—led cartel that he could
use to gather rough diamonds for sale back to the cartel or on the open
market. Even in a worst-case scenario, it promised to yield massive
profits.

During the wrial, ndependent industry evaluators conservatively esu-
mated the value of asingle diamond-mining concession like those offered
to Blaauw at R900 million ($400 million at the time of the appraisal) and
predicted a potental value of over R3 billion ($1.3 billion).* For several
vears after he left the Ministry of Mines in 1979, Fanie Botha refused to
confinn or deny whether he had formally granted Blaauw the diamond
concessions. Finally, in 1983, under pressure from Blaauw, Botha denied
ever making the promise. Blaauw was furious, and he threatened to go
public with Botha’s financial predicament and the details of the top seeret
uranium-trinum deal. Fearing for his politcal career, Botha retaliated by
charging Blaauw with extortion and fraud and appointing state prosecu-
tors to try him.* His plan backfired, however, when a 1983 Sunday
Expres article exposed his bankruptcy;*® Botha resigned from govern-
ment two days later, and when the case finally went to court in 1987,
Blaauw was acquitted on all charges.

Although Fanie Botha’s legal battle with Jan Blaauw occurred years
after the yellowcake-tritiumn deal, it offers a rare window into the inner-
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most workings of the Vorster adimnistration and the secretive nuclear
transactions between Israel and South Africa. Blaauw’s des to the highest
levels of the South African intelligence community were crucial in allow-
ing him to actas ashadow diplomat between Israel and South Africa dur-
ing the 1970s, but his swar fell with that of his patrons. The Departrnent
of Informaton’s overseas propag-anda war and the ensuing Information
Scandal brought down Vorster’s government in 1978; Lilled the politieal
aareer of his preferred successor, Connie Mulder; ended the career of
Hendrik van den Bergh; and inswlled in power Vorster’s political neme-
s1. Defense Minister P. W. Botha. A massive overhaul of the South
African intelligence establishment soon followed and Blaauw was never
granted his concessions. He 5 now nearing ninety and lives on a fanm in
rural Namibia. The old war hero refuses to discuss any of his dealings
with Israel After several phone conversations and requests for a face-to-
face interview, Blaauw refused to meet, claiming he feared for his life if
he disclosed details of his nuclear deals with Israel.

AS DEFENSE MINISTER, P. W. Botha had deeply resented the seemingly lim-
idess budget allocated to van den Bergh’s Bureau of Swmte Security and
the simultaneous dwarfing of the militaryv intelligence coffers.** When
BOSS was created in 1969, the Defense Ministry’s intelligence budget
plunged from almost R800,000 to R39,000 while van den Bergh’s bal-
looned to over R4 million and his allies in the Deparament of Informa-
tion routinely raided the Defense Ministry’s spesal account to subsidize
their foreign escapades. The disdainful intelligence chief didn’t think
much of Botha’s milisary intelligence wing and even attempted a bureau-
cratic takeoveer of its offices.’® Botha successfully resisted that move but
never forgot it, and when he came to power, he exacted revenge.
Virtually overnight, the balance of power between the intelligence
agencies shifted’' BOSS was renamed the Department of National
Security (DONS) and placed under the prime minister’s direct control.
Botha slashed its budget and reduced the van den Bergh empire to the
role of a think tank and intelligence evaluation center while promoting
his own protégés at the Defense Ministry.”? The new prime minister’s
first intelligence briefing came from a uniformed general rather than
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from a cvilian, and the Division of Military Intelligence soon rose to
primacy. >

Botha and his generals believed that South Africa was a primary target
in Moscow’s crosshairs and faced a “total onslaught” both from within
and from neighboring Marxist countries.” Magnus Malan, now the head
of the SADF, called on all white South Africans to mobilize fer “total
war” because “survival concerns every citizen in South Africa directly
and personally.™*

As Malan warned of barbarians at the gate, Prime Minister Botha was
busy overhauling the executive branch of the Seuth African government,
promoting key security advisers to the status of an inner cabinet.’® He
also devised a MNational Security Management System of aswsenishing
depth involving represenwtives in 12 designated regions, 60 subregions
and 450 mini-regions—giving him an ear on every comer.’” Despite his
staunch anucommunism, Botha’s sprawling bureaucracy was uncanaily
similar to the Soviet system.’® His Orwvellian ideas about psychological
warfare followed in the same vein.

Botha, like Malan, drew much of his rhetoric and intellectual inspira-
tion from the work of the French general and milimry strategist André
Beaufre, who had commanded French forces in Algeria and Indochina.
Beaufre’s writngs on “total strategy” were part of the core curriculum
at South Africa’s West Point—the Joint Defence College.’ He believed
that when fighting an insurgency, wilitary force had to be comple-
mented by indirect psychological, economic, and diplomatic tools, and
he encouraged reforms that undermined the grievances of antigovern-
ment revolutionaries.*’

In this spirit, Malan attempted to integrate nonwhite soldiers into the
SADES" and Botha sought to further the “independence” of black home-
lands while granong limited rights to Coloreds and Indians in the hope
that such reforms would dunnush the appeal of the ANC and other anti-
apartheid groups. By “revising the trappings of apartheid without tam-
pering with the essentials,” Pretoria hoped to reduce anti-apartheid
opposition at home and abroad.®? In the end, however, South Africa’s
total strategy failed to Ive up to Beaufre’s ideal. Pretoria’s fundamen-
tal attachment to white minority rule precluded the sort of mean-
ingful political referms that could have actually undermined resistance
movemen®.”
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As Malan and Botha halfheartedly followed Beaufre’s prescriptions for
indirect warfare, the SADF found itself mired in a real war on the
Angolan border. An elite unit lnown as Koevoet (Afrikaans for “Crow-
bar”) seaged counterinsurgency raids in northern Namibia while SADF
troops continued to cross the border into Angola to target Namibian
rebels operating from there. In 1978, the SADF dropped paratroopers
deep inside Angola to ateacka SWAPO base, Lilling several hundred sol-
diers and avilians. According to GeneralJannie Geldenhuys, who com-
manded the war in Namibia and Angola from 1977 to 1980, the raid,
known as Operation Cassinga, was considered so daring and successful
that top Israeli officials immediately flew to South Africa “to find out
how the hell did we manage to do that operatien.”*

Even after the SADF’s success in Angola, Botha remained deeply
paranoid about Soviet encroachment. He declared in 1979 that “the mil-
isary threat against the Republic of South Africa is intensifving at an
alarming rate and the country is increasingly being thrown on its own
resources to ensure survival.”® The scientists at Armscor received orders
to begin research on advanced weapons systems, including the sort of
long-range, nuclear-cap-able missiles Israel had offered and South Africa
had umed down n 1975.

Despite the rise of P. W. Botha’s securocrats and a multimillion-dollar
propaganda campaign to make South Africa more palatable to Western
pewers, the nadon was becoming more isolated and more threatened.
Although Washington wanted to curb Soviet and Cuban influence in
Angola, U.S. officials simply did not share the siege mentality of the
Botha government.® Laclong reliable military aid from the West, South
Africa pushed forward in i guest for military self-sufficiency.

As the influence of the SADF grew in the political sphere, so, too, did
the influence of Armscor in the economic sphere. Between 1970 and
1980, the South African defense budget increased more than fivefold. By
1983, it had topped R2.6 billion ($2.3 billion at the time)—-3 percent of
South Africa’s gross national product.®” Armscer beeame one of the
country’s three largest companies along with industrial giant Barlow
Rand and the De Beers—Anglo American mining empire, employing an
estimated 100,000 South Africans.%®

Unlike Israel, which had large export markews for its arms industry, it
was impractieal for South Africa—a countiy with limited numbers of
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skilled workers and a small internal market for arms—to develop its own
jets, missiles, and advanced weapons systems. 1o maintain their edge
over neighbors armed with new Soviet weapons, the South Africans des-
perately needed Western technology.®® More and more, they were turn-
ing to Israel to provide it.”

By 1979, South Africa had secured its positien as Israel’s single largest
customer for arms, accounting for 35 percent of militaiy exports from
Israel and dwarfing other clienws such as Argendna, Chile, Singapore,
and Zaire.”" When Francois Mitterrand’s Socialist Party came to power
in France in 1980, the few remaining postembargo arms sales from Pre-
toria’s former patron evaporated. The French cutoff also forced the
South Africans to turn to Israel fer naval cooperation, given that its
officers had previously learned French and traveled to France for subma-
rine training.’* Already a major source of artus, the Jewish state had now
become a viwml partner in combat training and the joint production of
weapons.

Isolated and ostracized, “with only marginal and tenuous control over
its own fate...and lacking dependable big-power support,” South
Africa was a textbook pariah state.”” The pariahs of the Cold War era
were not simply a group of stray stars in a constellation of superpowers,
but a potenaally destabilizing geopolitcal force to be reckoned with.
Nor were they simply pawns and proxies. The lack of consistent arms
supplies led pariah states to chart their own course, and created a major
incenuve for them to acquire nuclear weapons in order to ward off any
petential threas from the multiple enemies surrounding them. Turning
to other outcasts to buy, sell, and jointly produce arms made economic
and strategic sense.

When the 1979 Islamic Revolution toppled the Shah of Iran, depriv-
ing Israel of its primary partner in missile development and leaving a
gaping hole in Israel’s strategy of the periphery, Israeli-South African
milimry cooperation deepened, moving into yet another extremely sen-
siove area. The generals in Te Aviv now turned to South Africa for help
m developing and testing its arsenal of medium and long-range ballistc
missiles  the preferred delvery system far nuclear weapons.

In March 1979, Israel conducted a highly secretive test, launching a mis-
sile three hundred miles westward over the Mediterranean. This new
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missile was a modemized version of the Jeriche system Peres had offered
to South Africa four vears earlier, and the Israelis were keen to show off
their new technology and confirm its reliability. In Israel, knowledge of
the test was limited to cabinet officials, senior generals, and the engi-
neers working on the missile. But as the new weapon was unveiled, the
SADF’s head of special operations, L R. Gleeson, was at the tesang range
standing beside Israeli chief of staff Raful Eitan.”’

Bornin 1929, Eitan was the archetypal sabra. @n the agricultural set-
tlement of Tel Adashim, near Nazareth, security was paramount from an
early age; Eitan’s father taught him to fire a gun when he was seven and
he joined the army at seventeen.’® His hostility toward Arabsbegan early
and his belief that Israel needed to assert its control over the land by
force of arms, and by using collective punishment if necessary, defined
his career.’”” After distinguishing himself during the Sinai campaign and
the Six-Day War, he was credited with tuming back the 1973 Syrian
assault on the Golan Heights and was named IDF chief of staffin 1978.

Malan, then the head of the SADF, wrote personally to Eitan apolo-
gizing that he hadn’t been able to attend the missile sest himself and
thanked Eitan for allowing his envoy to observe.”® In his report to Malan,
Gleeson noted that if the SADF were to acquire or build similar mis-
siles they would only be worth the price if the warhead were extremely
advanced “with a nuclear warhead as the ideal.””? In the coming years,
development of a longer-range missile te deliver such a warhead became
a major joint project for Israel and South Africa.

In May 1979, a few months after the first test, Eitan wrote to Malan,
inviong him to Israel to view a second missile launch. The Israelis also
hoped to discuss the various IDF waining courses in which SADF per-
sonnel could enlist® Later that year, Malan traveled to Israel far the
test, accompani~d by Major Wouter Basson of the SADF’s medieal ser-
vice. The official reason given for Basson’s visit was an evaluation of
equipment for milisary hospiwls,® but Basson’s research interests and
subsequent assignments for the SADF strongly suggest that he was not
only in Israel to look at the latest surgical equipment. During the 1980s,
Basson would become better known as “Dr. Death,” the head of South
Africa’s notorious biological and chemical weapons program. He trav-
eled the globe, gathering as much informatien as he could about the
development and use of these weapons. Basson’s most twisted and ambi-
tous goal was the creation of a “black bomb,” which would kill only
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blacks while sparing whites. In preparason for this ill-fated project, he
conducted extensive research on ethnic-specific genes, which he hoped
to isolate and target with cermin chemicals. In addidon to stockpiling
samples of anthrax, Ebola, and the plague, he became known for using
captured enemy soldiers as experimental subjects and dumping their
corpses out of planes over the Adantic Ocean.**

In addition te Basson’s sinister projects, research on other weapons of
mass destuction was moving forward in Pretoria.

DESPITE TNE BOTCHED underground test at Vastrap in 1977 and Vorster’s
declaration to President Carter that South Africa was not pursuing
nuclear weapons, Blaauw’s execution of the tritium deal demonstrated
that Pretoria was still aggressively seeking an advanced nuclear capabil-
ity. And deepening diplomatic and economic isolation only made the
apartheid regime want it more.

In 1976, Washington had cut off nuclear fuel exports for South
Africa’s SAFARI-I research reactor. In addition, the United States can-
celed a 1974 agreement to provide nuclear fuel for the civilian power
plant at Koeberg, forcing Pretoria to produce its own. To add insult to
injury, South Africa was not reimbursed for pavinens & had already
made to the United States. In 1977, the IAEA removed South Africa
from itsBoard of Governors and gave iw seatto Egypt, a move that infu-
riated Pretoria® Then, in March 1978, the U.S. Congress passed the
Nuclear Non-Proliferation Act, halting nuclear exports to countries that
did not accept IAEA safeguards and inspections. South Africa found
itself more alone than ever before.*

In 1978, Washington hoped to strong-arm Pretoria into signing the
NPT—which the Umnited States had signed ten years earlier—but the
new law had the opposite effect; punitive measures and the cutoff of fuel
supplies negated any influence the United States might have had over
South Africa. Even Andrew Young, then President Carter’s ambassador
to the U.N. and a major critic of South Africa, argued, “If you break the
relationship altogether there is no way to monitor.”® While isolaton
can stop states from developing weapons, says former AEB director
Waldo Stumpf, “a point may be reached where political leverage is lost
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and the isolation becomes counter-productive, pushing the would-be
proliferater toward full proliferation.”®

As would be the case with WNorth Korea in the 1990s, punitive meas-
ures and isolation simply caused Pretoria to accelerate its covertnuclear
and missile programs. The aborted test at Vastrap had proved to South
Africa that a nuclear weapons capability- —or even the appearance of
one-—carned it the attention, if not the respect, of the great powers, a
discovery that government ofhcials exploited as they crafted Pretoria’s
nuclear strategyv.¥’ In 1977, Niel Barnard, a future head of South African
intelligence who had written his Ph.D. thesis on nuclear strategy, pro-
claimed that “the acquisition of nuclear weapons will not necessarily iso-
late South Africa any further.”® Washington’ decision to wield a big
stick had backfired; instead of bowing te U.S. pressure, South Africa
refused to sign the NPT, claiming it would be a sign of weakness to the
Soview.®

At the time, proliferation experts were waming that Israel, South
Africa, and Taiwan—pariah states with already strong links in the con-
ventional arms rade—had every incendve to forge a nuclear alliance.™
After all, as political scientist Richard Betts argued, nuclear weapons
gave pariah states leverage, “cuming supplicants into blackmailers.™
But just as South Africa moved toward cempletion of iw first atomic
weapon, another incident involving spy satellites and charges of a South
African nuclear test threatened to throw a wrench into Preteria’s plans
onceagam.
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South Afvica Joins the Nuclear Club

TEN MINUTES BEFORE SUNRISE on the moming of September 22, 1979, the
American surveillance satellite VVELA 6911 recorded an unusual double
flash over the South Atlantic @cean. The personnel monitoring VELA’s
transmissions at Patrick Air Force Base in Florida iminediately noticed
the signature pattern produced by nuclear explosions: a short blast of
light followed by a nearly complete blackout and then a second longer
flash.! VELA had detected forty-one previous nuclear explosions during
its ten-year life span and had never been wrong.’

The air force base issued an alert in the wee hours of the moming on
September 22. By evening, President Jimmy Carter had convened a
meetung in the Sitvadon Room of the White House with the secretary of
staee, the secretary of defense, his national security adviser, and intelli-
gence representatives to discuss the possibility of a clandestine nuclear
test. The most likely culpris were Israel and Seuth Africa.

When repors that VELA had detected a nuclear flash reached South
Africa on September 22, 1979, Buys and his Armscor colleagues were
baffled. They had not been involved in any test preparations, nor had
they heard anything from milisary colleagues. Most importantly, says
Buys, “we were not ready.” Even though he mainmins that a South
African bomb did not cause the flash, Buys is convinced it was a nuclear
test. The pattern and timing of the double flash signature is so unique,
says Buys, that it ceuld not have been anything else.*

Back in Washington, there was pandemonium. Assistant Secretary of
State Hodding Carter 111 described the situation as “sheer panic” when
news of the VELA incident reached Foggy Bottom. After all, the presi-
dent “had draped himself in the flag of non-proliferation,” according to
journalist Seymour Hersh, and if he did not crack down on whoever had
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detonated the bomb, critcs would accuse him of hypocrisy.” Making
matters worse, Africa and nonproliferadon were the least of the Carter
adminisration’s concerns in October 1979. That same month, the ailing
Shah of Iran was admitted for medical treatment at an American hospi-
tal, setdng off riots across Iran that culminated in the takeover of the
American embassy in Tehran and a hostage crisis that would paralyze the
Caiter administration for well over a year.

Carter was gearing up for a reclection carnpaign in which he had
hoped to showcase his success i orchestrating the Israeli-Egyptian
Camp Das1id agreement and the successful Strategic Arms Limitation
Talks (SALT II) with the Soviets n June 1979, which limited the number
of nuclear weapons launchers. The possibility that Israel or South Africa
had tested a nuclear weapon threatened to derail his agenda and the
bureaucracy struggled to bury the story.®

In Washingson, many of the counuy’s top scientisé assembled to
investigate the mysterious double flash, and the Carter administration
commissioned dozens of studies from intelligence agencies and the mili-
tarv. Most of the inidal reports concluded there had been a nuclear
explosion. The CIAs December 1979 report to the National Security
Council esimated the explosion had a yield of less than 3 kilotons, and
that it was detonated in the aunosphere somewhere in the Southern
Hemisphere.” The nuclear sciendsts at the Los Alamos National Labo-
ratory concluded that no natural phenomenon could have caused both
the intensity and duradon of the VELA signature, which was unmistak-
ably that of a nuclear explosion.?

Carter was not satisfied by these preliminary repoits and in late 1979
he appointed an expert panel, led by the eminent MIT physicist Jack
Ruina, to assess the data. Two visiting scientists from the Arecibo iono-
spheric laboratory in Puerto Rico, home to the world’s largest radio
telescope, came to Washington to brief the panel. The scientdss had
detected a ripple in the earth’s atmosphere in the early morning hoursof
September 22 traveling on an unusual southcast to northwest trajectery.
But the Ruina panel did not seem particularly interested in any evidence
suggesting a nuclear test in the South Atlantc Ocean; it dismissed the
Arecibo findings and moved on.’

The panel’s members were far more intrigued by disparities between
the VELA satellite’s two sensors.'® This led them to focus on two alter-
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native explanations for the double flash: a meteorite striking the satellite
or light reflected from a nearby object.” The meteoroid theory was dis-
missed in a June 1980 Defense Intelligence Agency report as having odds
of less than 1 in 100 billion. This DIA report, which s still largely clas-
sified, was quoted in major newspapers on July 15 as evidence that what
VELA detected was a nuclear test.”” But Carter’s panel was not con-
vinced. In what was becoming an interbureaucratic publiaity war between
the White House and the intelligence agencies, presidendal aides retali-
ated the same day by publicizing the detailed findings of the panel, with
1% questionable theories of a nonnuclear flash. '’

Although Carter’s panel couldn’t ind any radioactive debris in the
atmosphere, the potental for political fallout from the VELA incident
was apparent to the Y hite House from day one. On October 22, 1979,
exactly a month after the double flash—and before it became public
knowledge—the State Department wrete te the National Security
Council waming that a clandestine nuclear test would have a devastating
impact on the adminastradion’s much tonted nonprolif eration policy. The
diplomats at State were particularly worried about efforts to achieve
peace settlements in Rhodesia and Namibia and recommended U.N.
sanctions, strong-arming Pretoria into signing the NPT, or subjecting
all its facilides to IAEA safeguards.™

By the first week of October, the State Deparument had realized that
South Africa was probably not the guilty party; Israel was a more likely
candidate. Suddenly, Washington let Pretoria be. Waldo Stumpf, who
headed the South African Atomic Energy Board at the tiime, recalls that
for two weeks after the mystery flash South Africa was subjected to
intense diplomatic pressure “and then overnight, just like that, the pres-
sure disappeared.”"’ Still, the State Departinent foresaw a potential dis-
aster if the VELA information became public: “We should stress the
extreme sensitivity of the infermaton and the perhaps irreparable harin
that a leak would cause to U.S. interesw, particularly to other African
and non-proliferation initiatves.” Only a few key members of Congress
should be informed, a State Bepartmnent official wrote, and in the event
of a leak they were to argue that “no corroborating evidence has come to
light."¢

Much to their chagrin, the leak came three days later, on October 23,
courtesy of ABC News journalist—and former U.N. ambassador—]John
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Scali, who had famously acted as an intermediary between Soviet of fi-
cials and the Kennedy administration during the 1962 Cuban Missile
Crisis.!” With a srong incentive to sweep VELA under the rug, the
White House responded just as State had advised: by denying there was
any evidence.'®

In the summer of 1980, new information emerged, further calling into
question the Ruina panel’s findings. The U.S. Naval Research Labora-
tory submitted a three-hundred-page report, detailing i efforts to find
cotroborating dasa m the air, the sea, glaciers, plants, and even the
remains of slaughtered sheep. The NRL feund that air ferce missions
flown in the days after September 22 could not have detected fallout
from a nuclear explosion because the radioactive debris would have been
caught in a passing storm. Only one pilot had flown through the storm’s
trajectory and by the ume he did so, heavy rain would have already
caused the radioactive particles to decay to levels too low for detection.'

Then, in November 1980, the NRL's head, a no-nonsense scientist
named Alan Berman, wrote to the White House after receiving a highly
unusual report from an eminent biophysicist. The University of Ten-
nessee’s L. van Middlesworth had been studying the thyroid glands of
slaughtered sheep from across the world for twenty-five years. Because
sheep concentrate iodine in their thyroids, the glands can be measured
as an indicator of exposure to radioactivity. Van Middlesworth found
iodine-131, a fission by-product, in Australian sheep slaughtered in Mel-
bourne during @ctober 1979. Never before or after had he detected this
radioactive material.*

To test the significance of the data, Berman mapped the footprint of
the fallout from the location of the suspected nuclear detonation in the
vicinity of the Prince Edward and Marion islands—“a splendid place o
go” fer a clandestine nuclear test because of their shallow waterand high
mountains for observation, according to Berman. The map indicated
that the fallout from the test would have been carried by the prevailing
winds over southern Austrralia between September 26 and 27, showering
the sheep with radioactive rain. Berinan also neted that weather stations
at the South Pole and in Chile had detected the highest incvdences of
radioactive cesium and strontium in three years.’? Despite this convinc-
ing evidence, the White House barely paid attenuon. Berman was so
angry that he leaked news of his team’s findings te Sciesce magazine,
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complaining that the W hite House had issued the Ruina report before
the Naval Research Laboratory was finished analyzing its data, and then
had the nerve to dismiss it.”*> As the interagency bickering intensified,
Tbe Wasbington Star contacted Berman to ask why the \White House was
ignoring the NRL report and lying about the significance of its conclu-
sions. Berman diplomatically explained the key findings to reporter john
Fialka and told him, “I have no desire to get into a urinating contest with
the White House.”™*

Meanwhile, however, Berman kept pressing his case. He wrote to
White House senior adviser for technology and arms control John Mar-
cum in December 1980 after analyzing hydroacoustic data—sound waves
moving across the ocean—picked up by American listening stations in
the vicnity of Ascension Island, which lies in the middle of the South
Atlantic between the West African coast and Brazil.**

His letter explained that hydrophones near Ascension picked up a
sound that was 25 decibels louder than typical background noise at
2:43 A, Greenwich Mean Time, approximately two hours after VELA
had detected the flash.*® Following the acoustic pattern established by an
earlier French atomic test in the Pacific, Berman calculated thatif these
sound waves had traveled through the ocean frem the presumed detona-
don point in the southern Indian @cean and then bounced off the
Antarcdc ice shelf, it would have taken them one hour and fiftv-one min-
utes to reach the listening stavon, producing an irregular noise atalmost
the exact dme the hydrophones recorded the 25 decibel spike.” He
offered to produce a broader study but told Marcum with barely dis-
guised contempt that he doubted new data weuld “eause the Panel to
come to a position that is significantly different from iw present view.”*®

Berman was right to be skeptical. By the time Los Alamos issued a
more detailed report in 1982, the Carter administration had left office
and the event was largely forgotten. The nuclear science gurus in New
Mexico had generated a model proving that VELA might even have
detected a nuclear explosion of a clean device with no nuclear debn's,
possibly a neutron bomb. Few countries other than the United States
and the Soviet Union would have possessed such advanced technology at
the time, but Israel may have. The New Yorker’s Seymour Hersh has
argued that Israel planned to test a low-vield nuclear ardllery shell on a
cloudy day, but that a break in the clouds allewed VELA to detect the
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flash.?® By 2003, even Carter’s CIA director, Stansfield Tumer, was will-
ing to weigh in—albeit cryptcally—arguing that VELA detccted “a
man-made phenomenon.”® Many of the country’s leading scientists
eame te the same conclusion. Members of the U.S. Nuclear Intelligence
Panel—which included Edward Teller—wrote a report that remains
classified to this day. Nevertheless, they have openly called the conclu-
sions of the Ruina panel a cover-up. Panel member Louis H. Roddis]r.,
a prominent nuclear weapons sciengst, claims, “There was a real effort
on the part of the administration o downplay it. . . . Everybody m [Los
Alamos] New Mexico was comvinced that it was a test.”*! As Donald
Kerr, the chairman of the panel, told Hersh: “We had no doubt it was a
bomb.”*? And the only plausible perpetrator was Israel.

In the months following the mysterious double flash, CIA analysts
argued that Israel had a strong incentive to conduct a secret nuclear test
and South Africa would have lik-ely “had enough confidence in Israeli
security to consider conducting a joint test”™—a highly unusual practce
that only the United States and Britain had undertal-en together in the
past.”” Unlike other countries that wished to stage nuclear tests, secrecy
was essendal if Israel was to maintain its opaque nuclear posture. “How-
ever,” the CIA noted, Israel’s ambiguous nuclear policy did not preclude
“the possibility of a clandestine test conducted in a remote ocean area . . .
a clandesdne approach would have been virtually its only option.”*

By the ume the VELA event occurred in 1979, South Africa had
learned from Israel that nuclear ambiguity ceuld make the world take
them seriously. Even though their first bomb was not yet armed and
ready for tesung, Defense Minister Malan knew how to use the mysteri-
ous double flash to his advantage. He explisitly told South Afmicas
ambassador in the United States not to deny that Pretorra had been
involved. “We wanted the Russians to notice. . . . We didn’t do it . . . but
itsuited us,” recalls General Malan. “Remember one thing in this type of
situation: bluffing. It’s a hell of a good thing if you can use it to your
advanwage and 1did,” he says with a grin.”’

But the CIA had called Malan’s bluff. Theanalysts in Langley realized
that it was unlilkeely that a South African testhad caused the VELA flash
becausePretoria was almost—but not quite—advanced enough to test i
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own weapon in late 1979. They recognized that South Afrtca had simply
used Malan’s public satement to hint that it might have already pro-
duced a working bomb—even though it hadn’t.”® The CIA predicted
that Pretoria’s program would “remain clandestine unless South Afiica
were to perceive a drastic deterioration of [its] security situation.”’
They were right. South Africa’s nuclear strategy rested on three pillars:
an Israeli-style ambiguity ever the extent of their weapons program; an
intent to reveal their nuclear capability only under dire circumstances
and n order to obwin VWestern intervention; and finally, if the Westdid
not intervene, a test to demonstrate their deterrent capability.’®

Outside the CIA—and even within it—few people cared about Preto-
ria’s budding arsenal. South Africa was not on the agency’s nonprolifera-
tion A-list, according to Bob Campbell, a CIA veteran who was charged
with trving to undermine Pretoria’s nuclear program. While working for
a domestic CIA swtion during the late 1970s, Campbell had targeted
South African scienmists studying abroad in the United States and lured
one into defecung in exchange for U.S. citizenship. But by the early
1980s, halting South Africa’s nuclear program was a secondary objective,
and Israel’s was accepted as a fait accompli. Both were far removed from
more pressing proliferation concerns, such as India and Pakistan. After
Carter left office, “There was a diplomauc reluctance to go up against
either one of these countries,” says Campbell. “They weren’t interested
in South African nukes anymore.””* With Washington turning a blind
eye and Israel lending a hand, South Africa’s nuclear weapons program
accelerated and its conventional capabilities grew stronger.

IN FEBRUARY 1980, while Israeli and South African intelligence czars met
for their annual conference and exchanged nformation on enemy
weapons and training, General David Ivty, the head of the Israeli Air
Force, and his intelligence chief, @®ded Erez, were oft hunting wild
animals. ¥

When air force general Tienie Groenewald picked up his Israeli visi-
tors at Pretoria’s Waterkloof Air Force Base, he found them reserved and
withdrawn. “Ivry didn’t want to talk,” recalls Groenewald. Rather than
turning to the serious business of aircraft upgrades, he deaded to fly the
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taciturn Israelis straight to Kruger National Park, South Africa’s biggest
game-spotting destinadon. On the third day, desperate to get his guests
to open up, Groenewald called the control tower to tell them they were
going to shoot game. The Israelis sent their wives to a nearby chalet and
sctoff into the bush with Groenewald.

“We landed on a farm not far from Hoedspruit and a friend picked us
up,” says Groenewald, paging through yellowed photographs of the
Israelis in an old album. Groenewald gave the men rifles and within a few
minutes Ivrv had shot a zebra. “Erez and Ivry were very excited,” he
recalls. Groenewald had the zebra skin prepared for Iviy to take home
and invited him to fly the Super Frelon helicepter back to base. “After
that, he was another man,” Groenewald recalls with great relish.*' For
his part, Iv1y; still a man of few words, remembers it as “a professional
visit” and claims that he was not involved in defense contracts as head of
the IAF. He does recall, however, that the South Africans took him to
Angola to see the front lines of their war against Cuba and the MPLA, a
level of access rarely afforded to foreign visiters—unless they were
Israelis.*

Things were heating up on the home front for South Africa as well.
ANC guermilla fighters were now regularly sabotaging railway lines and
striking government offices. In June 1980, they successfully attacked a
massive oil refinery in Sasolburg, causing R66 million (then $835 million)
in damage. “The urban terrorist threat has become more real to us with
a number of incidenw in recent months,” SADF chief Malan complained
to Israeli chief of staff Raful Eitan.¥ As these internal threats to the

apartheid regime mounted, it was Malan who took over the reins at the
Defense Ministry.

Upon hearning of Malan’s promodon, Yonah Efrat, the man who had
helped give birth to the Israeli-South African alliance in 1973, scrawled
a handwritten letter to his old frmend Malan to congratulate him. “May
the Mighty God be with you in all you do!,” he wrote in October 1986.
“Remember, you have here a fnend, and if 1 ean be of any assistance to
vou, I can do it without formalities, and it always will be my pleasure. ™
The sense of a shared predicament had become so strong that Israeli
and South African generals saw fighting the ANNC and PLO as a joint
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mission—one that leaders in both countries pursued with great zeal and
devodon.

While much of the govemmental correspondence between Israel and
South Africa during the 1970s and 1980s bears the formal tone of diplo-
madc business, theletters between military leaders are characterized by a
remarkable sense of familiarity and friendship. They reveal the extent to
which close personal relationships developed in the course of countless
visits, during which they were afforded unfettered access to each other’s
milimry installations and close-up views of the front lines of their respec-
tive wars.

Yonah Efrat had retred from the militaty after serving as head of
Israel's Central Command and became director of Israeli Petroleum
Services.* Soon after becoming the new chief of the SADF, Conswnd
Viljoen invited Efrat to South Africa and the following year Efrat
retumed the favor, hosting Viljoen and his wife in Israel.® He wrote to
Malan praising Viljoen and reminded him in shaky English: “You know
my deep friendship to you and my feelings towards South Africa, I hope
the special reladonship that you so carefully have build up will develop
for the advantage of our both countries.” Efrat assured Malan, “We
know what is good for us, we can’t depend on anybody but ourself, and
we can do what is necessary, I truely believe it can be done better if we do
it together. So let us hope and help each other.”"

During the year 1980, two dozen South Africans attended a vanety of
courses in Israel on helicopter assaule, air supply, anatank infanty, and
intelligence, among other subjects.*® Eitan told Malan, “We are only too
pleased to have your men as our guests and to instruct them as an expres-
sion of the excellent relations between our armed forces.” The follow-
ing vear, just as he was planning one of the most daring military
operations in Israeli history, Eitan came te South Africa with his entire
family to spend time with the Viljoens.

Just before four in the afternoon on June 7, 1981, eight Israeli F-16s and
six F-135s took off from Etzion Air Force Base, at the eastern edge of
the Sinai Desert. Flying in a dght formation, the Israeli jets traversed the
Red Sea, almost skitnming the water, and flew below radar across the
Saudi desert. As they crossed into Iraqi airspace and approached Bagh-
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dad, the F-15 escorts climbed steeply to create an umbrella and the
F-16s unloaded their bombs on Osirak, the Iraqi nuclear reactor, which
Israel considered a direct threat to its existence. Emerging from the glare
of the setting sun, the Israeli jets evaded Iraqi antiaircraft fire; fifteen of
sixteen bombs hit their target, destroying the reactor and killing ten
Iraqi soldiers and one French scienust. They returned to Israel without a
scratch.’®

Three days after Israel’s surprrse attack on Iraq, Eitan wrote to Malan
triumphantly: “Well, we did the deed with iron determination not to
allow these crazy Arabs to possess nuclear weapons.” Eitan expected an
international outcry but feltit was worth it, melodramatically telling his
friend, “We are not perturbed by all the ‘righteous souls’ that all the
erocodiles in South African rivers could not provide with enough tears to
wipe out their hypocrisy. . . . I am certain that you understand us very
well.”' Malan praised the attack and encouraged Eitan to disregrard
U.N. criticism, referring to the organization as “the international plat-
form and propaganda machine of South Africa’s enemies.” He closed by
telling his Israeli colleague, “It is comforting to know that South Africa
does not stand alone in facing criucism from the international commu-
nity. Our respective countries will have to withstand this in all its many

»52

manif estadons.”™- Reams of such letters sent back and forth between

leading generals recount battles fought and the number of terrorists
killed by the SADF and IDF.>

The generals were not simply sharing intelligence and battlefield
peinters but acting as advocates for each other on the international stage.
Later that year, Israeli defense minister Ariel Sharon visited South Africa
and publicly urged the West to rearm Pretoria in its fight against Cuban
and Angolan communist forces-—a comment that made the pages of The
New York Times.”* Malan replied, thanking Sharon fer his “grave concern
over the Soviet expansionism in Southern Africa and that you are pre-
pared to speak up aboutthis.”*

When Viljoen traveled to Israel with his wife, Risti, in July 1981,
Eitan showed him video footage of the Osirak operation that he had
until then shared only with the Pentagon.’® Just as Viljoen had invited
visiting Israeli officers to join him on helicopter flights to Angola, Eitan
returned the favor by allowing South African officials unfettered access
to highly classified information on Osirak and Israel’s new missile sys-



136 THE UNSPOKEN ALLIARCE

tems. So impressed was Eiran by the South African officers he met that
he told Viljoen he preferred to make Israeli instruction available to the
SADF over and above any other military force in the world.”’

The South African general was entertained by Prime Minister Men-
achem Begin, Chief of Swmff Raful Eitan, Dieter Gerhardt’s old host,
Abrasha Tamir, as well as familiar faces like Amos Baram and air force
head David Ivry, all of whom had recently been in South Africa.’® Iy
urged Viljoen to step up cooperauon between the nwo militaries cven
further, pressing him to update the South African Air Force’s fighter
jets with new Israeli weapons systems rather than relying on what he
deemed “a 1968 model.”® The South Africans took his advice, setting
the stage for one of the most lucratuve arms deals yet between the two
countries.

ON JUME 3, 1982, Israel’s ambassador to the United Kingdom was shot in
the head as he got into his car outside London’s Dorchester Hotel.
Miraculously, he survived. But the assassination attempt by the Abu
Nidal terrorist organization gave Israel a casus belli. Israel and the PLO
had been exchanging fire for months in southern Lebanon, and the
growing entrenchment of the PLO in Beirut worried the Begin govern-
ment. The organization had reconstituted itself in Lebanon after being
expelled from Jordan in the early 1970s and now the Israeli army, led
by Ariel Sharon, intended to destroy it. The next day, Israeli fighter
jets strafed Shiite villages across southern Lebanon and the Palestinian
refugee camps surrounding Beirut. On June 6, ground forces pushed
twenty-five miles north into Lebanon while Katyvusha rockets rained
down on northern Israel in retaliation. Chrisdan Lebanese forces—the
South Lebanese Army and Bashir Gemayel’s Phalangist movement—
joined the Israeli assault. Sharon even attempted to send Israeli troops
inte West Beirut.

Hirsh Goodman, a South African-born defense correspondent for
The ferusalem Post, remembers senior military commanders thinking
Sharon had gone mad. “His arrogance was monumental, his brazenness
bevond belief,” wrete Goodman, who routinely left his home in Jeru-
salem at 3:00 a.»i. to drive north te the border, where he rubbed mud on
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his Israeli license plates and drove fast to avoid snipers.® This time,
Begin stopped Sharon in his tracks and restricted him to laying siege to
the city while the air force pounded West Beirut from above.

Finally, in late August, the PLO leadership left Lebanon as pait of a
U.S.-brokered agreement that allowed them to set up a safe haven in
Tunisia. The war appeared to be over. Then, on September 14, Phalange
leader Bashir Gemayel, upon whom Sharon had placed all his hopes for
the future of Lebanon, was killed by a massive car bomb. Israeli troops
moved into West Beirut the next day and, on September 16, surrounded
the Sabra and Shatila refugee camps as Phalangist soldiers entered them,
seeking to avenge their leader’s death.

Thomas Friedman, on his first foreign assignment for The New York
Times, was among the journalists who entered the camps after the kill-
ings. He and his colleagues were confronted with piles of decomposed
corpses and the stench of death. “Entire families had been slain as they sat
at the dinner table. Others were found dead in their nightclothes,” Fried-
maan wrote in the first of a series of articles that would win him a Pulitzer
Prize. “Some people were found with their throats slit. Others had been
munilated with some kind of heavy blade, perhaps axes,” he wrote, as if
still in shock.® Robert Fisk of London’s Independent was even more
graphic “There were babies . . . already in a stage of decomposition—
tossed into rubbish heaps alongside discarded US army ration tins, Israeli
army equipment and empty bottles of whiskey,” he wrete in his book Pity
the Nation.*

In Israel, 400,000 demonstrators—close to 10 percent of the country’s
populaton—took to the streets in protest, forcing the government to
convene a commission of inquiry two weeks after the massacre. Although
Sharon eventually resigned in disgrace after the commission found him
responsible for failing to prevent the Sabra and Shatila massacres, Israel
would remain mired in Lebanon for nearly two decades fighung the
Iranian-funded Shia milita Hezbollah, which inherited the PLO’s mis-
sion of expelling the Zionist invaders after Arafat’s men departed.

It was in the midst of the IDF’% Lebanese invasion that Constand
Viljoen returned to Israel, and he was prompdy flown noith to the front
lines deep inside Lebanese territory. His was the first foreign group
allowed to visit the war zone, befere even the United States. Viljoen mar-
veled at the IDF’s operational planning, calling it a “masterwork,” and
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detailed the various Israeli divisions and their roles in the invasion in a
reportprepared for Malan.®

After heanng the news of Sharon’s resignation, Malan wrote sympa-
thetically, “I have learned with regret of the circumstances under which
you vacated the Defense portfnlio.” Without a hint of disapproval, he
thanked Sharon for “the friendly and understanding way in which you
have conducted matters of mutual interest between ourselves and our
respective Defense Forces”*

As the top brass of the two countries grew more intimate, South Africa’s
covert defense mission in Israel-—a group of SADF and Armscor employ-
ees overseeing joint Israel-South African projects—began to panic
about security. The early 1980s were the heyday of military cooperation
between Israel and South Africa, but it was becoming a much riskier
enterprise. The U.N. had imposed an oil embargo against South Africa
in 1980 and Isr-ael remained the only major violator of the arins emnbargo.

The years from 1981 to 1983 also marked the height of the academic
divestment campaign on campuses throughout the United Stases. Thou-
sands of leftist students across the country pressured university adminis-
wators to remove South African invesuments from their portfolios,
making the abolition of apartheid the focus of campus political activism
in much the same way civil rights and Vietnam had been in the 1960s and
1970s. A nineteen-year-old Barack Obama gave his first political speech
in February 1981, urging the rrustees of Occidental College in Los
Angeles to divest from South Africa.®

As the movement gained popularity and aalls for sanctons on Capitol
Hill became louder, more and more U .S. un'versities ended their South
African investments. It was a particularly sensitive time and Israel espe-
cially feared any leaks about i% involvement with the apartheid regime.
The close ties between South African and Israeli military officials could
be kept a secret for only so long.

In 1981, there were twenty South African students attending the
American School in Td Aviv; all but four of them were the sons and
daughters of South African defense officials working clandestinely in
Israel. While the students were given cover stories about their parents’
eccupations, teachers and other parents at the school were becoming sus-
picious about the unusually large South African contingent, and Armscor
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officials were afraid that their covert mission in Israel—and the extent of
the military ties between the two countries--might be exposed.®

\While the press was aware of cooperation between the two countries,
the existence of a sizable South African defense mission in Tel Aviv was
not public knowledge. \WWhen two long-serving members of the mission
departed, the South African embassy begged for replacemen® without
school-age children so they would not have to invent another set of
cover stories. The SADF mission cabled headquarters complaining that
it was hard to keep such sweries intact while learning Hebrew in an u/pan
(language school) beeause it was difficult for children to conceal their
parents’ true identity in a classroom setting. South Africa’s naval attaché
was pretending to be an underwater researcher but had no i1dea who the
prominent Israeli oceanographers were; his predecessor, posing as a
computer engineer, was caught off guard when asked to help a friend’s
son with math problems, which he could not solve.%’

As Armscor representatives in Israel fretted about blowing their cover,
their colleagues in Pretoria were begpinning work on more advanced
nuclear delivery systems. The growing Cuban presence in Angola and
the increasingly advanced Russian weapons in their arsenal meant that
the apartheid regime could no longer rely exclusively on airplanes as the
sole means of delivering nuclear weapons. As three veterans of the
nuclear program have admitted, “The decision was accordingly taken to
develop medium range ballistic missiles as a second element of South
Africa’s nuclear armoury.” In additon to TV -guided glide bombs to be
dropped from aircraft, the govermment instructed the Armscor scientists
to build a nuclear warhead fer the new missiles.

Israeli and South African scientsts were also beginning to ravel back
and forth between the two countries more frequently. In 1980, the
Atomic Energy Board sought to recruit Israelis to work at the Pelindaba
reactor, luring scientiss to South Africa, where wages were significantly
higher. SAS®L, the energy giant, followed the AEB’s example and
placed ads in Israeli papers fer chemieal engineers and technicrans offer-
ing superior salaries as well as moving expenses and armual leave.”
These scientific exchanges worried both governments, lest they become
public and lend credence to the anti-apartheid movement’s oft-repeated
daim that South Africa and Israel were cooperating in the construction
of nuclear weapons.

Maincaining secrecy became a much bigger problem in May 1984,
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when James Adams of London’s Sunday Times published a book on the
Israeli-South African relavonship entided The Unnatural Alliance. Using
unclassified sources and a variety of anonymous informants, Adams
made far-reaching assertions about mulitary cooperation between the
two countries. The covert mission in Tel Aviv read Adams closely and
wrote to military intelligence headquarters in Pretoria, waming that his
work was partially true and could cause problems. An officer marked up
the book in different colors based on the truth or falsity of allegations,
classified it as secret, and sent it to Pretoria via diplomatic pouch. The
greatest danger, he cautioned, was that the book could “serve as the chief
source of reference for propagandists” seeking to tamish either South
Africa’s or Israel's image.”

The revelations in Adams’s book and the press attention it received
did little to slow the thriving arms trade becween the two countries, how-
ever. In addition to precision-guided missiles built by A1, the Israeli and
South African governments were also discussing a potential deal for riot
prevention equipment to use against black protesters in the townships.”"
Having seen in the press that the IDF chief of staff was inspecting new
anwriot equipment “being used against demonstrators in the West
Bank,” Eddie Webb, the head of the defense mission in Tel Aviv, asked
the Israeli Defense Minisay “to arrange for me to see this new equip-
ment.””” In January 1984, the IDF took Webb on a tour of the West
Bank to see the military headquarters and to observe the workings of
the occupying military govermment. A few months later, the SADF
requested Israeli raining courses in antterrorism techniques.

The annual Israeli-South African intelligence conference was held at
IDF headquarters in Tel Avivin 1984. The two governments exchanged
information on the Soviet military presence in North Africa, Libyan
pilots in Lesotho, Cuban activities in Mozambique and Sio Tomé, Chi-
nese military aid to Tanzania, Algeria’s air force cooperaton with Mada-
gascar, Soviet consacts with the PLO leadership, and the more mundane
matter of Russian fishing activities.”* Now, with 25,000 Cuban troops in
Angola and more on their way, there was no end to the war in sight. P. W.
Botha and Magnus Malan’s theory of “total onslaught” was beginning ©
sound more credible.

As the Cuban presence grew during the early 1980s, South Africa
entered Angola several more times and SWAP® continued its cross-



OVER THE EDGE 151

berder raids to attack SADF positions in Namibia. By this time, South
Africa’s air force was becoming obsolete. The last aircraft from France
had come i the early 1970s; Briash prime minister Harold Wilson had
eanceled all orders placed in the United Kingdom in the mid-1970s; and
the United States, which had enforced the embargo on South Africa ear-
lier than others, forbade the export of aircraft engines. “We couldn’t buy
any damn aireraft,” says Hannes Steyn, Armscor’s R&D director in the
1980s.” Israel therefore became a vital source for the South African Air
Force, and 1t was heavily involved in Pretoria’s quest to maintain air
supremacy in Angola, modernizing the aging Mirage III fleet that Preto-
ria had acquired from France in the 1960s. “Israel was probably our only
avenue in the 1980s,” admits Jan van Loggerenberg, the head of the air
force from 1988 to 1991. As David Iv1y had warned Viljoen back in
1979, no counuy could defeat the latest Soviet technology with “1968
models,” and so they began two major projecw-—code-named Brahman
and Gate—-to update the Mirage fleet, giving birth to what came to be
known as the Cheetah jet.”? It was a massive investment for South Africa
and a huge boon for the Israeli defense indusay.

Plans were also in the works to build a new South African Air Force
headquarters, hardened to withstand attack. Pieter John Roos traveled to
Israel under a pseudonym to discuss the project with Defense Minisay
officials in April 1984.7® “The Israeli government knew exactly what was
going on,” says Roos, but in order to avoid ruffling feathers in Washing-
ton, “we traveled under false passpors,” he recalls. Mamy Israelis subse-
quently moved to South Africa to work on this and other air force
projecss.” Israel also supplied Pretoria with remote-piloted drone air-
craft and oo Boeing 707s, which were used for air-to-air refueling and
extended the range of South Africa’s strike capability dramatieally.®

By August 1984, two Cheetah prototypes were sent to Israel fer
upgrades of their weapons systems and avionics—the electronics, com-
munieation, and navigation capabilities of the aircrafti—based on systems
used in Israel’s Kfir fighter jets.® As the updated Cheetahs rolled off the
IATI assembly line, the South African Air Force began placing orders for
spare parts and requesting training sorties in Israel for South African
pilots.®

Whben the first two Cheetah prototypes returmed to Pretoria, the
South African company Atlas Aircraft disingenuously presented them to
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the press and the public as homegrown designs. But their origin was
obvious to informed observers. The United States’ Defunse Intelligence
Agency observed that the “Cheetah is an upgraded version of the French
Mirage 11I,” without explictly pointing to Israel as the centracter.®

Although it had grasped Pretoria’s defense strategy, the CIA was still
in the dark regarding the precise details of South Africa’s nuclear cooper-
ation with Israel. As late as 1983, analysts wrete: “Other than the sale of
10 tons of nominally safeguarded uranium to Israel in 1963, we have lit-
tle confirmed mnformation.” However, they acknowledged that it was
probably happening. Gven that Israel had technical expertise and South
Africahad natural resources, it was clear that “each side could contribute
to the nuclear weapons program of the other.”®

OURING TRE EABLY 13808. the scientists and engineers in charge of the
South African nuclear weapons program were based at a facility on the
ouskirts of Pretoria known as Kentron Circle. The plant was located
adjacent to a vehicle testing track about ten miles away from the reactor
at Pelindaba. South Africa produced its first Hiroshima-style nuclear
weapon in April 1982.%’ In addidon to these gun-type fission bombs,
Kentron’s engineers studied implosion technology and thermonuclear
fusion devices, which rely on tritium and deuterium.® For high-tech
weapons like these, the sensitve cargo Jan Blaauw acquired from Israel
would be essential.*’

Late in 1984, the South Afriean chief of staff for intelligence wrote to
SADF chief Constand Viljoen, requesung his approval for a top secret
visit to Israel regarding cooperation on building and testing missiles. The
visitor was Armscor’s head of international acquisitions and research,
B. C. de Bruyn. The subject line of the letter was telling; it revealed that
de Bruym’s visit was part of Project Kerktering (Church Tower), one of
the code names given to the South African nuclear program since its
inception.®

De Bruyn traveled to [srael with the security manager of the Overberg
Test Range—a military installation located along South Africa’s rugged
shoreline near Cape Agulhas, the continent’s southernmost point. The
sleepy neighboring town of Armiston was best known for whale watch-
ing, secluded beaches, and its spectacular natural beauty. Overberg, fac-
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ing thousands of miles of open sea, was the perfect location to launch a
missile.

Test-firing long-range missiles without flying them over enemy terri-
tory was not a luaury Israel had; South Afyica, on the other hand, had the
space, money, and good scientific infrasuucture necessary. Most impor-
tant, co-production and joint testing helped offset research and develop-
ment costs for Israel. The centerpiece of the joint Israeli-South Afiican
effort was modernizing the Israeli Jericho 2 missile, an intermediate-
range ballistic missile capable of carrying a nuclear warhead more than
nine hundred miles—much farther than Israel had been able to launch
its missiles over the Mediterranean during the 1979 tests South African
observers had attended.”

In Td Aviv, de Bruyn and his colleague fecused on security operations.
They wanted to make sure information security was tight when Israelis
moved to South Africa to work at the missile testing range. The top
secret memo to Viljoen laid out de Bruyn’s mission in Israel: “He must
evaluate the credibility of existing cover stories and the ability of the new
families to live up to them,” and also get to know all those involved.*®

In 1985, the year after de Bruyn’s visit to Israel, Prime Minister P. W.
Botha was forced to slash the country’s military budget for fear of
impending internatonal sanctions. Although he dealt a blow to some of
the nuclear program’s most advanced projects by halting research on
plutonium and tritum preduction, he allowed research on mmplosion
technology and boosted thermonuclear warheads to continue.”* Conse-
quently, the Overberg Test Range and the missiles being tested there
were not affected. Quietly, as many as seventy-five Israelis—who were
far more advanced in the field of rockeuwy than their South African
counterparts —came to South Africa during the 1988s to work on the
missile program while more than two hundred South Africans went to
Israel.”

Security at Overberg was tight. Although the CIA was aware that the
two countuies were working together, the analysts in Langley did not
know the full extent of Israeli-South African military and nuclear coop-
eration in the mid-1980s-—and de Bruyn intended to keep them in the
dark ” For the next five years, the formidable propaganda machine both
states had created to downplay and deny their ties would help Overberg
remain shrouded from public view, giving South Africa and Israel the
breathing—and testing—room they needed to develop a nuclear missile.
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Propaganda, Denial, and the Concealment of the Alliance

In theery, you will give equal rights to all....In pracace, is

another matter. But make the world believe you are sincere. You
have to be hypocritcal o survive.

—Yedior Abranat editor Aharen Shamir to

South Afnican Foreign Ministry official ). . Becker!

SOUTH AFBICA FOUND ITSELF with an image problem in Israel, of all places,
in the early 1980s. Six years in opposition and the massive protests
against the Lebanon Wiur after the Sabra and Shadla massacres had ener-
gized the Israeli left. Unlike the tame response to the Vorster visit in
1976, criucs of apartheid were beginning te speak out against the
alliance and clash with the conservative legislators and military officials
who sought even closer aes.

In April 1983, Israeli journalist Yoav Karni stumbled across an article
in the Labor Party newspaper, Davar, announcing that the A. D. Gordon
School—named for a socialist Zionist pioneer—had “adopted” the
South Afncan embassy as part of an Education Ministy initiative
designed to bring local schools and the Tel Aviv diplomatic community
doser.? Davar likened the partmership with South Africa’s embassy to “a
peor joke,” given the left-wing values of the school’s namesake. An
eighth-grade student went further, writing a militant article in the stu-
dent newspaper denouncing his school’s adoption of the embassy. Karmi
one-upped the teenager by appearing at the grand finale of the event
dressed in a white colonial suit and stepping, uninvited, to the micro-
phone, where he recited the popular anu-apartheid poem “The Child
Who Was Shot to Death by Soldiers in Nyanga” in both Hebrew and
English. The principal called the police.’
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Karmy defended his actions as “an elementary act of protest” and
insisted that “only a madman, a clown or a misanthrope could request
the auspices of the South African embassy for children’s week and crown
it with slogans of human brotherhood.” The event became a national
news story. Liberal Knesset members declared the school’s principal
unfit to serve;! radio shows condemned Karni’s outburst; and a sympa-
thetic far-left newspaper noted that “A. D. Gordon would certainly have
turned over in his grave this week had he known what was done in the
school named after him.”™ When the Labor Party—still in opposition—
took an official position and condemned the Gordon School for adopt-
ing the South African embassy, the principal responded with great
chutzpah, writung publicly to Labor Party chairman Shimon Peres and
telling him, “[We] would be pleased to hear from you and from other
members of your party about our tes with South Africa over the years,
vour visit and the visits of others there. I am sure thatour pupils will find
that very useful.”® Peres did not reply.

As the Gordon School event threatened to become a diplomatic inci-
dent, the mayor of Tel Aviv wrote a letter to South Afriean ambassador
David du Buisson, apologizing for Karmi’s “unspeakably outrageous
behaviour” and promised to protest to the reporter’s boss at Yedior
Abrenot.” The former South African ambassador to Israel Stuart Franklin
wrote to friends in Tel Aviv telling them, “Yoav Karmy is really going out
of his way to endeavor to embarrass South Afnea and to harm Israel
South Africa reladons.” Franklin reached out te prominent South Afri-
can Jews, appealed to the counuy’s chief rabbi, and, along with the head
of the South African Zionist Federation, established a committee to
counter ant-South African press in Israel.®

This marked the beginning of a modest effort by Pretoria to buy
influence in the Israeli media by providing all-expenses-paid trips to
journalists visiting South Africa. Yetsuch blatant boosterism was doomed
to fail in a country’ where anti-apartheid sentiment was slowly spreading
beyond lefty journalism circles.

South Africa may have scored a diplomatic coup when Vorster was
invited to Israel in 1976 but that did not provide Pretoria with the inter-
national legitimacy it craved. After the Information Scandal, the South
African government had been forced to retreat on the PR front and give
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up iw ambitious program of buying influence and airbrushing its image
in the West. Preserving South Africa’s image as a bastion of Western civ-
ilizadon and a bulwark against communism remained vital, however, and
Pretoria still faced the daunting challenge of selling the world’s most
unpopular producr. apartheid.

Israel may have had many enemies and a formidable propaganda
machine arrayed against it in the 1980s, but its legitimacy was never
questoned by key Western powers in the way South Africa’s was. Being
identified as an ally of the apartheid regime was deeply damaging to the
Jewish state’s repumtion. Now, with anti-apartheid groups increasingly
pointing to Israel as the lead violator of embargoes and boycotts against
South Africa, downplaying trade des with Preteria became a priority for
the Israeli government and Jewish organizations throughout the world—
regardless of the facts.

Given the conswnt attacks both countries faced at the United
Nations, secrecy about the extent of their ties was paramount. And
where secrecy was impossible, spin became essential. Indeed, the rela-
tonship would never have survived had it not been for the cover pro-
vided by propagandists, who managed to deny ties, downplay trade, and
sugarcoat the data that could not be hidden. Government spokesmen in
the two counutes went to great lengths to paint a picture of low-level,
inconsequential relations while concealing the true extent of economic
ties and military cooperation. Disguise and denial became the norm.

BY THE EABLY 198DS. sharp divisions were emerging within the Israeli gov-
ernment. Certain right-wing parliamenwarians and redred military offi-
cials became enthusiastieally involved as investers in South Africa’s black
homelands (bantustans) of Ciskei and Bophuthaswana, whose “indepen-
dence” was recognized only by Pretoria. These bantustans were the pin-
nacle of the apartheid government’s separate development policy, and
were meant to be its crowning achievement. By creating “independent”
black states aranged along tribal and linguistic lines in far removed loca-
tions, the apartheid intelligentsia had hoped to externalize its race prob-
lem. If officials in Pretoria relocated large numbers of urban blacks w
places like Bophuthatswana and Ciskei, 0 the legic went, they could strip
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blacks of South African citizenship and drastically reduce the black pop-
ulation in South Africa proper, thereby neutralizing criticism of white
minority rule as well as demands for black political enfranchisement.

Much to Pretoria’s chagrin, the United Nations did not recognize the
bantustans, and no other U.N. member states formally acknowledged
their existence. But Israel came remarkably close to granting the bantu-
stans de facto recognition by allowing massive investrment by private cit-
izens, opening offices for their trade representatves, and welcoming
visiw from leaders the rest of the world deemed illegitimate.

Lucas Mangope, Bophuthatswana’s “president,” visited Israel for the
first uime in 1981. Mangope was widely considered a puppet and a joke in
South Africa; but 1n Israel, he was taken seriously and met with luminar-
ies such as General Moshe Dayan.” When Mangope visited again on a
trade mission in 1983, Shabtai Kalmanovitz, a Russian immigrant te
Israel who proclaimed himself Bophuthatswana’s “ambassador” to Israel,
chauff eured Mangope’s wife around Tel Aviv in a black Mercedes flying
Bophuthatswana’s flag.!® By May 1983, Bophuthatswana’s “embassy” in
Tel Aviv, located prominently beside the British embassy along the sea-
front, was flying its flag proudly, despite the objections of the Israeli For-
eign Ministry, which did not recognize it as a country.'' Relations with
the smaller bantustan of Ciskei were similarly cozy. Ciskei’s “president,”
Lennox Sebe, visited Israel frequently and established a wrade office in
Tel Aviv operated by two Israelis with connections to the radical right-
wing Gush Emunim settlers’ movement. Fitdngly, the Ciskeian capital,
Bisho, signed a sister-city agreement with the West Bank settlement
town of Ariel. Sebe even went so far as to claim that Israel had granted
official recognidon to Ciskei, which the Foreign Ministry immediately
denied."

From the beginning, Israeli diplomats were uncomfortable with
private Israeli invesunent in the bantustans. David Kimche, a fermer
high-ranking Mossad official who had helped mastermind Israel’s Africa
strategy in the 1960s—and played a key role in the American Iran-centra
scandal of the 198@s—was the most skepucal. In 1988, Kimche had
become director-general of the Foreign Ministty and was an early advo-
cate of changing policy toward South Africa. Kimche supported the idea
of beginning a political dialogue with black South African leaders at a
time when relations with the apartheid government were strongest. At



158 THE UNSPOKEN ALLIARCE

the same dme, he tried to prevent Israeli involvement in the bantu-
stans.”” Kimche told reporters he regretted that “some Israeli citi-
zens . . . for purely pecuniary reasons, have connected themselves with
these homelands,” and woiried that it would damage his ministry’s
efforts to rekindle ties with the black African states that had severed
them a decade earlier, a pet project that Kimche pursued for strategic
rather than sentimental reasons. '

But many other Israelis were more interested in the financial opportu-
nities presented by the bantustans. Colonel Efraim Poran, an influential
former militay adviser te Prime Minister Begin, setved as a security
adviser to the Ciskei govermnent;'* other Israelis started textile factories
or went into construction.'®

These relationships soon soured, however. Ciskeian militay officers
taking lessons from Israelis described the lectures on security as useless
because the instructors spoke lousy English; Israeli-built hospitals with
broken panels and cracked joinws were cited for inferior construction
work; and the owner of an Israeli flight school where Ciskeian pilots
were training was indicted by a U.S. court for trying to smuggle Ameri-
can helicopters into the bantusmn. Sebe eventually declared that the
West Bank settlers acting as his trade representatives in Israel no longer
spoke for Ciskei and he suspended all economic des in late 1985 as cor-
rupson investigations began.'’

The Israeli Foreign Minisuy’s opposition to ties with these bantustans
stemmed from simple diplomadc logic rather than a moral crusade
against apartheid, but it marked the beginning of a major rift between
the defense establishment and the diplomatic corps that would grow
wider in the coming years. The diplomats hoped to spare Israel the
embarrassment of being seen doing business in pseudo-states shunned
by the rest of the world; meanwhile, the Defense Ministty wanted to
forge even closer tes with the govermnent in Pretoria.

It was notonly left-wing journalists and diplema® who frowned upon
Israel’s relationship with South Africa. In June 1983, Bank Hapoalim—
Israel’s largest bank—withdrew its sponsorship of an Israeli-South Afti-
can Chamber of Commerce event under pressure from left-wing Knesset
members.'® One of those ministers announced she would submit a par-
liamentary question to Prime Minister Shamir regarding Israeli arms
sales to South Africa, despite the Foreign Ministry’s insistence that Israel
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was honoring the U.N. arms embargo.'® It was not only a matter of
polidcal grandstanding and moral disapproval; like Kimche, many on the
left worried that relations with the apartheid regime would tarnish
Israel’s image throughout the world at a time when South Afnca evoked
near universal condemnation.

The same year, Naomi Chazan, a Hebrew University professor who
later became a member of the Knesset for the left-wing Meretz Party,
published an artcle in the journal African Affairs entatled “The Fallacies
of Pragmatism.” The crux of her argument was that “Israel has become
embroiled in an unequal relationship with ambiguous returns,” having
given a great deal to South Africa while receiving nothing buta growing
chorus of international opprobrium in exchange.” For Chazan, like
most Israelis outside the security esmblishment, it was easy to argue that
Israel was getting the short end of the stick. But there was a blind spotin
her analys’s: the crucial role the arms industry played in Israel’s economy.
As Chazan may have discovered later, after she joined the Knesset, South
Africa’s massive export mark-et for Israeli weapons made the returns on
the relationship anything but ambiguous.

The chorus of anti-apartheid voices in Isr-ael grew louder in March 1983,
when, twenty-one years after Arthur Goldreich’s arrival, another South
African Jewish poliveal prisoner, Denis Goldberg, was released and
came to Israel. Goldberg had been a defendant alongside Nelson Man-
dela in the 1963 Rivonia trial and was one of the most prominent ANC
politieal prisoners. A kibbutznik named Herut Lapid-—en a personal
crusade to free Jewish prisoners across the world—decided to take up
Goldberg’s case after meeting the prisoner’s daughter on a kibbutz.
Lapid “wentto England and feund every influential Jew in the Tory gov-
emment and he badgered them” to exert pressure on South African lead-
ers, says Goldberg of his savior. He was so annoyingly persistent that
Goldberg’s own wife, living in London, “shrank with embarrassment.”
But, in the end, Lapid’s efforts succeeded.?!

As part of the deal Lapid negotiated, Goldberg was required to
renounce violence as a condition for his release, something that no other
ANC prisoners were willing to do at the ume. He struggled with the
decision, knowing that he might be shunned by the ANC leadership in
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exile for making such a concession. “I was dred of being a symbol . . . I
wanted to be active,” says Goldberg, who figured that younger ANC
milimnts could cary forward the armed struggle more effectively than
he could.”? In the end, the ANC leadership supported his choice. By the
dme he was freed from prison, Goldberg had served wwenty-two vears in
Pretoria, far away from Mandela and his other black and Indian com-
rades, most of whom were detained on Robben Island—South Aftrica’s
Alcatraz—off the coast of Cape Town Afier his release, Goldberg was
floun straight to Tel Aviv.

Goldberg arrived in Israel amid a media frenzy. He granted interviews
to journalists from all over the world, who had not had the chance w
speak with a major South African polincal prisoner since Arthur Gold-
reich and Harold Wolpe escaped in 1963. Goldberg made it his goal to
convince Israel to sever its close ties to the apartheid goverminent.
“Through its relations with South Africa, Israel aids in the government’s
oppression,” he told the Chicage Tribune’s Jonathan Broder. “I believe itis
not in Israel’s long-term interest to ally itself with oppression. The Jews,
who have experienced centuries of oppression, have a moral duty not to
ally themselves with the South African regime,”* he told his hosts, urg-
ing them to “stop killing black South Africans” by selling arms to the
white regime.™

Given that the details and extent of the alliance were still well-kept
secrets, many did not believe Goldberg’s claims of extensive military
cooperaton. Sall, the inidal public response to him was quite positve—
unul Goldberg was quoted in the magazine Korerer Rashit expressing
sympathy for the plight of Palestinians and defending teirorism as a
poliacal tacac. “Terrorism must be effecave. The quesaon isnota moral
one,” Goldberg was quoted as saying. “It is very possible that innocent
people will get killed, but that is the price.”” The Israeli right immedi-
ately lashed out at him, urging the authorities to expel him from the
county. Right-wing parliamentarian Ge’ula Cohen called him a terror-
iston the Knesset floor and insisted that the Law of Return—permitting
any Jew to claim Israeli atizenship—should not apply to him. “This is a
woman who put bombs in wells in Arab marketplaces,” Goldberg says,
laughing, referring to Cohen’s days in the Lehi underground movement
prior to Israel’s independence.

The SAPF mission in Tel Aviv relished the backlash against Gold-
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berg; they saw Cohen’s outburst in the Knesset as “a golden chance” to
show the public that the ANC and PLO were one and the same and to
enlist the Israeli publics support for the South African government.?’
Suddenly a pariah, Goldberg left Israel a few weeks later and moved to
London, where he began working at the ANC office and keeping a lower
profile than he had in Israel.”®

While Karni, Chazan, and Goldberg spoke out, other Israelis reacted
by enthusiastically defending ties with South Africa.”® The same year
that Goldberg was released, Professor Moshe Sharon moved to Johan-
nesburg to become director-general of the South African Zionist Feder-
ation. Sharon had been an Arab affairs adviser to Menachem Begin and
to IDF forces during the invasion of Lebanon. Upon arrival in South
Africa, he immediately oftered his services to the South African Foreign
Ministry, telling them “the SAZF would do all in its power to blunt anti—
South African agitadon.” Sharon quickly absorbed the paranoia of his
white South African neighbors. When his pistol was stolen from his
Johannesburg home just before his domestic servant left to return to the
Transkei bantustan, Sharon reported the incident to authorities, notng
with alarm that the maid’s husband was “connected to the ANC.” South
African government officials were pleased that Sharon had “plainly put
the SAZF in the service of our department. " When it came to repairing
Pretoria’s image in Israel, Sharon seemed a powerful ally.

Meanwhile, back in Israel, a new organizadon called Soviet Jews for
South Africa surfaced under the leadership of Avigdor Eskin, a recent
immigrant from Russia. Eskin wrote to South African president P. W.
Botha, telling him, “All of us are former Soviet citzens, and we are trou-
bled in the light of defeatist tendencies of the West today.” Eskin went
on to assure Botha: “We pray that yeu will maintain enough strength to
resist the growing pressure being exerted by liberal Western politicians.
Moreover, we hope that the bloody leader of terrorism, Nelson Man-
dela, will never be released.” As an anicommunist Soviet Jew, Eskin
knew exactly which buttons to push—an indication that he might make
an effecuve mouthpiece for Pretoria.

South African government of ficials saw promise in Eskin because Jew-
ish organizations had paraded him around the United States five years
earlier with great success. Fresh from the Soviet Union, the twenty-one-
year-old Eskin had spoken at prominent venues such as the Simon
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Wiesenthal Center and was interviewed by the Detroit Free Press. As an
articulate young Russian refugee he proved successful as a fund-raiser for
the cause of Soviet Jewish resettlement in Israel and diplomats in Preto-
ria believed they could refashion him as a pro-South African lobbyist in
powerful American Jewish circles. When Eskin led a pro-South African
demonstration back home in July 1986, the Foreign Ministry in Pretoria
brimmed with enthusiasm at reports that dozens of right-wing Israelis
had demonstrated in favor of South Africa in front of foreign TV cam-

eras.” They requested copies of thevideotape and forwarded it to SABC
News.

AS THE SANCTIONS MOYEMENT gathered steam in 1985, the South African
government found itself buckling under the weight of international crit-
icism. Having abandoned the covert influence peddling and subversion
of the Rhoodie era for a softer approach internationally, officials in Pre-
toria were desperate for Israeli advice on public relations.

Throughout the mid-1980s, ]. J. Becker, the chief director of for-
eign affairs, held a series of discussions with visiting Israelis about media
strategy and the common lot of Israel and South Africa. VWhen Aharon
Shamir, the editor of Yedior Abronot’sweekend magazine, came to Becker’s
office in Qctober 1983, it was as if Eschel Rhoodie had returned from
exile.

The prim and proper Becker explained to his guest that South Africa
was moving away from apartheid, dutifully citing P. W. Botha’s constitu-
donal reforms permitting Coloreds and Indians to vote for their own
chamber of Parliament. He lamented the fact that, “despite our efforts to
do so, the international onslaught against South Africa not only contin-
ues but has increased in its scope.” Becker seemed shocked at what the
Israeli editor had to say in response.

Shamir, a former Irgun member, had no time for protocol and pleas-
antries. He told Becker bluntly: “You are faced with a hypocritical
world. . . . The trend is to sound liberal. To be liberal is to be nice. Itis a
nice thing to give political righss to all the subjects of a country. Yet what
we see in so many places in this world are governments giving those
rights and then suppressing them.”” Becker protested that granting full
political equality would “lead to a Soviet-orientated black dictatorship.”
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Shamir, with a knack for political spin, asked, “Why do you not seem to
be giving those rights by not really giving them?”

Becker was perplexed and asked how. “Take Israel,” said Shamir “I am
ready to give the Arabs equal rights but not now, not today. But we can
say that after ten or twenty years, once we have allowed the Arabs to try
out tteir rights, they might be ready for full and equal political rights
with the Jews in Israel.” The old Irgun fighter went on to suggest: “Give
the blacks the vote very slowly. See how it works. Bit by bit. Explain your
course of action, stress that it has never been done before. If you see that
your bit by bit approach is not working, change it. But make the world
believe you are sincere. You have to be hypocritical to survive.” Citing
his hecmeland as an example, Shamir insisted: “Look at Israel, it survives,
and yet it is only a pinpointin a sea of over 100 million Arabs. . . . Let the
world see or think that there is agreement between Black and White.”#
Becker admitted, sheepishly, “You see, we are too honest, we perhaps do
not know how to be hypocritical, we do not know how to mislead.”
Shamir explained, “That is because you are too far away from the West
geographically. So you have not been able to study how hypocrisy is
managed. But you have to try.”**

A few months later, Likud Party Knesset member Ariel Weinstein and
his wife visited the Foreign Ministry. Once again, Becker was lectured on
how to sell South Africa to the world. “You must sell South Africa by
yourselves and through your own people,” said Weinstein. “Look what
we did with the Arabs,” he continued, referring to Israeli PR efforts. “We
sent our Arabs abroad to sell our political product.” By doing this, Wein-
stein explained, “we create the impression for the visitors that Arabs and
Druzss are very much part of our society. You now have Coloureds and
Indians in your parliament. Use them. Send them abroad to sell your
product,” he urged.*®

When Becker complained that apartheid was quickly becoming a
domestic political issue in the United States, Weinstein lectured him that
“you need not always rely on the Congress. Build up your contacts with
the Pentagon if Congress proves too difficult.” > Weinstein’s wife added
that, as an Israeli, she found disenfranchisement based on skin color
unacceptable. However, she added, “we nevertheless give less rights to
our Arabs than the Israeli Jewish population enjoys . . . we have to take
some measures to protectourselves. . . . So you should explain that what
you do is necessary to your own security.” As if he’d had an epiphany,
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Beder replied, “So you can discriminate for security reasons and that is
acceptable>™*

Unfortunately for the South Africans, they had never managed to
make this argument as effectively and successfully as the Israelis had, nor
had they started making it as early. Israeli treatinent of Palestunians had
long since transformed Israel from a victim into an oppressor in the eyes
of leftist orgamizations throughout the world. But for many \Western
governments, supporting Israel sull offered the possibility of “continu-
ous exorcism from fascism.”® South Africa had no such moral claim, and
supporting a white settler state did not help assuage Furope’s guilty con-
science; if anything, apartheid reminded Eurepean leaders of the ugly
legacy of colonialism that they thought they had put behind them when
African nations gained independence in the 1960s and 1970s.

With powerfnl countries challenging its right to rule, the South
African government became defensive and spent most of its money on
damage control. The Cold War argument—that Pretoria’s resources and
shipping lanes made it a strategic ally against communism—still held
currency with the admin‘istration of Ronald Reagan in Washingsen and
Margaret Thatcher’s Tory government in London, but it was losing its
value. ¥

According to former U.S. assistant secretary of state Herman Cohen,
who served under President George H. W. Bush, it was “a very good
campaign . . . the Reagan Republicans bought into it.” Bug, by 1986, he
says, the anti-apartheid movement had simply become too strong.* And
to make matters worse, Becker’s effors to cultivate a positve image of
South Afnca overseas did not enjoy the unlimited financial resources of
the Rhoodie era. In a 1986 telegram, Becker noted that only R200,000
was available for “image building items,” a far cry from the tens of mil-
lions at Rhoodie’s disposal a decade earlier and at a time when U.N.
attacks on both countries were becoming more aggressive. ¥

Israel had been singled out by the U.N. as early as 1975, when the Gen-
eral Assembly passed a resolution equating Zionism with racism. South
Africa had also been a favorite target of the General Assembly over the
vears, and the news that the two pariah natons were working together
was a dream come true for their critics.
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When the Special Committee Against Apartheid—which was domi-
nated by Eastern bloc natons—convened its 1983 conference in Vienna
to discuss “the alliance between Israel and South Africa,” the Israeli
embassy in Austna denounced it as “another anti-Israel propaganda
orgy.” The preconference polemic went on to characterize the material
distributed at the “Vienna farce” as “concocted charges of cooperation
between Israel and South Africa in the development of nuclear
weapons . . . [and] conventional arms.”* Of course, the Israelis were
wrong on this count, but given the Defense Ministry’s habit of keeping
the Foreign Ministry in the dark, the diplomats at the Vienna embassy
might have actually believed their own propaganda.*™

The South African ambassador in Vienna later reported with great
satisfaction that only twenty countries attended the conference and that
the meeting was so insignificant that it had to be moved to a smaller
venue after the first session.*” Sull, it received some attenton. The
Canadian broadcaster CBC devoted a Sunday moming radio program to
the Vienna conference, charting the history of the Israeli-South African
reladonship, including Vorster’s visit to Jerusalem in 1976, and citing
international security experts on South African purchases of Isr-aeli mili-
tary hardware. Most interestingly, listeners from Toronto te Vancouver
were treated to an unusual moment of honesty when the president of
the Israel-South Africa Chamber of Commerce, Maurice Medalowitz,
offered a rare admission of some of the tiue motives drrving the relation-
ship: “We have a budget to balance. Our exports are very important and
it is a remendous pity that we in Israel have to depend so largely on a
defense capability,” he said. “When it comes te choosing our friends, we
haven’t got too many friends that we can afford to antagonize. We need
as many exports as possible.™®

Israel made its comeback effert at the U.N. a few years later. It was
not ultimately successful, but the attempt was far more convincing than
previous responses to criticism of its ties with South Africa. Benjamin
Netanyahu, then a rising star in the Likud Party, gave a powerful speech
to the General Assembly in November 1986. Lacking any strong anti-
apartheid role models from his own party, he quoted Shimon Peres—
a moral beacon in his rhetoric, if not his actions—telling the Assembly:
“For the Jewish people, apartheid is the ulimate abomination. It is an
expression of the cruelest inhumanity. Israel will do everything possible
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to eliminate this odious system.” Netanyahu further stessed that
“Israel believes that apartheid is not reformable and that it must be abol-
ished if greater suffering is to be averted.”*® He then accused the Special
Committee Against Apartheid of omission and distortion. Netanyahu
mocked the committee for “proceeding to single out Israel without the
slightest hesimtion” while lettung other countries off the hook. He
argued forcefully that “the Arab oil producers provide the umbilical cord
that nourishes the Apartheid regime.” Furthermore, Netanyahu insisted,
“they do so in direct violaton of the 1979 United Nations oil embargo
on oil shipments to South Africa, to which they themselves are signato-
ries. And they have the audacity to single out Israel for ‘special’ trade
links with South Africa™*?

While his speech was riddled with falsehoods and denials of Israel’s
military and trade ties with South Africa, Netanyahu was absolutely right
that Arab and Iranian oil was flewing to the apartheid regime. The
Amsterdam-based Shipping Research Bureau reported that 671 of the
845 documented tankers supplying oil to South Africa between January
1979 and Wecember 1993 originased from ports in the Persian Gulf
region. Many of these ships flew European flags and their cargoes were
often owned by middlemen operating on behalf of the South African
government, most nombly the notorious tax evader Marc Rich, who w-as
controversially pardoned—for other crimes—by U.S. president Bill
Clinton just hours before he left office. The crude oil pumped into those
tankers and delivered to South Africa came primarily from Saudi Arabia,
the United Arab Emirates, and Iran’®

Saudi Arabia, the largest supplier, denied all of the Israeli accusations
and referred to the Shipping Research Bureau reports as “ ‘unauthenu-
eated’ rumours and allegations.”™" But it is clear from a leaked advocate
general’s report in South Africa that Saudi oil flowed freely to South
Africa throughout the early 1980s. Premiums of $2.00 to $4.50 per bar-
rel on top of the listed price went to middlemen like Rich as well as oil
traders in the producer countries, making violation of the embargo too
lucrative to resist. South Africa’s Muslim organizations were upset about
the Arab countries’ role in fueling the apartheid regime, but found that
no one except the PLO had time for their grievances. Andeven the PLO
did not protest the oil sales, because doing so would have jeopardized its
own funding sources in the Gulf states.”
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Although Netanyahu was correct on the issue of Arab and Iranian oil
supplies, he went on to argue that allegadons of special ties betsveen
Israel and South Africa were “flat nonsense” gen that “independent
LMF figures” (which excluded diamonds, uranium, and arms) revealed
the trade to be a minuscule $100 million annually (when it was actually
closer to five to ten times that amount, depending on the year). He
denounced Israel’s critics as “those who wish not only to defame Israel
but also to deflect attenton from their ewn furdve and enormously
profimble trade with Pretoria.” Nemnyahu concluded ith a rhetorical
flourish, telling the Assembly, “The battle against Apartheid has reached
an historic junction. It can either surge forward on a straight pathto the
total abolition of this hateful system. Or it can sink into the mud of false-
hood and vindictiveness.”>

The AN Chadexposed itself to charges of double standards by failing
to point fingers at its professed Arab allies when they circumvented oil
sanctions. Anti-apartheid activists refrained from targeting Arab oil sup-
pliers, they claim, because it would have allowed other sanctions viola-
tors to “use [Arab staves] as a scapegoat in order to absolve themselves.”*
This is precisely what the Israelis did anyway by bringing the shipping
dam 1o the attention of the General Assembly while downplaying and
denying their own involvement with South Africa.

What Netanyahu conveniently neglected to mendon was that the oil
deals between Saudi Arabia and South Africa were not negotiated at the
ministerial level, approved by the cabinet, or seen as financially vital to
the Saudi kingdom’s economy. Moreover, because they were carried out
by profiteering middlemen, South Africa’s oil deals with Sauds Arabiadid
not require the same degree of wrust, high-level coordination, or ongoing
government-to-government cooperation necessary in its arms deals with
Israel. Netanyahu’s sudden rage at Arab violations of the oil embargo was
also remarkably hypocritcal, given that Israel had remained absent from
the 1980 U.N. oil embargo vote in deference to their South African
friends.”” But he managed that hypoctisy exceedingly well.

JEWISN ORGANIZATIONS around the world jumped to the defense of Israel
and downplayed its relatonship with South Africa. Many began © pub-
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lish their own pamphlets on the topic in the mid-1980s. B’nai Brith
Internadonal (the parent organization of the Anti-Defamaton League)
published a pamphlet entitled Fews, Zionism ard South Africa and distib-
uted it on American university campuses in 1985. The thin red-and-
black booklet accused Arab states of selling oil to South Africa in much
the same way as the Israeli delegation had at the UN. and Moshe
Decter’s New York Times column hadafter Vorster’s visit to Israel in 1976.
The argument that “they are doing it too” was not paracularly persua-
sive but by downplaying the true extent of the alliance it managed to
convince many Jews that even if Israel’s hands were not entirely clean, its
critics’ were dirtier.

The pamphlet clearly laid out the challenge facing left-wing Zionists:
“Pro-Israel college students involved with the anti-apartheid movement
have been placed on the defensive regarding Israel-South African rela-
tons. . . . Our objective is %o strengthen the anti-apartheid movement by
removing extraneous and intellectually dishonest issues.”*® Its author, a
Boston University student named Yosef Abramowitz, was a zealous anti-
apartheid activist whom the university’s president threatened to expel for
hanging a “divest” banner from his dormitory window.’’ Abramowitz
wanted to prevent Israel’s reputation from being tainted by association
with the apartheid regime he reviled.

As was the case with other left-wing Jews who loved Israel but hated
apartheid, Abramowitz’s idealized image of the Jewish state blinded him
to the reality on the ground and the pamphlet he wrote sought to dis-
prove reports of an intimate Israeli-South African alliance. Itargued that
the strategy to discredit Israel through South Afrea was “a tvo-pronged
attack,” involving the exposure of trade tes and the perpetuation of “the
Zionism-equals-racism lie.”*®

Abramowitz had a sophisticated understanding of the propaganda
forces lining up against Israel and was correct in his assertion that various
anti-Israel groups were joining forces with the anti-apartheid movement
in order to target Israel. However, he accepted the Israeli ceunterpro-
paganda uncritically. The Abramowitz pamphlet took the incomplete
Internadonal Monetary Fund statistics at face value, arguing that Israel
accounted for less than one percent of South Africa’s total trade.’® In fact
it was approximately ten times that amount, and a 1984 report in the
Britsh journal fatel/igence Bigest ventured so far as to say, “It is probable
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that South Africa is [srael’s largest trading partner,” citing the diamond
industry, arms, electronics, and steel and coal supplies.®® While this
asserdon may have been a slight overstatement, there is no doubt that
South Africa was one of Israel’s primary trading partners after the United
States, surpassing Germany and the United Kingdom as a market for
[sraeli exports throughout the 1980s.**

Furthermore, the Abramowitz pamphlet regurgitated the propa-
ganda emanating from South Africa that painted leaders of the Jewish
community in a glowing light. He praised South African Jews as “more
progressive than the society around them” and lauded the 1985 Board of’
Deputies resolution proclaiming that the organization “rejects apart-
heid.” But by 1985, this was a meaningless pronouncement, given that
Botha’s government itself claimed that it was doing away with apartheid.
Even South African Zionist Federadon head Marcus Arkin acknowl-
edged that the board had “done nothing more daring than if it had
affirmed its faith in motherhood.”®? Contrary to Abramowitz’ imagined
community of progressive Jews fighting apartheid, the voices of Jewish
student actviss opposed to apartheid were being silenced by their
elders.®

Later that year, the American Jewish Committee issued a publication
similar to Abramowitz’s pamphlet. The study, titled Is7ael and South
Africa, provided a useful historical overview of Israel’s Africa policy prior
to 1973 but argued, baselessly, that “Israel’s continued involvement with
Black African nadgons, nevertheless, continues to outweigh its relations
with South Africa,” ciung the same incomplete IMF trade staustics and
recycling arguments used ten years earlier by Decter. The AJC did admit
to certain Israeli arms sales, but defended them inaccurately as limited
efforts “helping South Africa protect shipping lanes that are vital to
Western interests” and as being of “no use to the apartheid regime in
carrying out repressive measures against its Black populadon”—a clairn
put to rest by Israel’s 1983 demonstration of West Bank antiriot equip-
ment for prospective South African buyers, not to mendon the numer—
ous multbillion-dollar ammunidon and aircraft deals inked between
1975 and 1986.%* The AJC insisted that the sole purpose of discussing
Israeli-South African ties was “delegitimizing the State of Israel” and
that “South African Blacks, the victims of apartheid, deserve better.” >
Even the mayor of New York, Ed Koch, entered the fray, downplaying
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Israeli ties with South Africa using many of the AJC’s arguments in front
of two hundred angrv polidcal science students at York College in
Queens.%

In Jewish publications across the Atlantic, the defense of Israel was far
more blunt. Echoing the paranoid fansasies of white South Africans, the
Paris-based magazine France-Israel Information declared that in South
Africa “universal suffrage meansthe destuctien of the white community
if not its extermination.”®” The pro-Israel publication likened the ant-
apartheid movement to the Islamic fundamentalist campaign waged
against the Shah in Iran and warned that a pro-Soviet government would
emerge in Pretoria if apartheid crumbled.

Despite their spirited defenders, Israel and South Africa were not yet
willing to reveal the full extent of their tes and they made everyv effort
to keep evidence of their military relations under wraps. When a Reu-
ters reporter identified a group of South African soldiers and an SADF
officer touring the West Bank with IDF troops, he called the South Afii-
can embassy in Tel Aviv, which reflexively denied it. Israeli army ofhcials
were upset about the discovery and “iminediately arranged for the mili-
tary press censor to suppress any reports which might be written about
the SADF officer’s visit.”*® But the IDF military censor’s power only
reached as far as Israel’s borders and could not stop leaks from causing
havoc when they appeared in the foreign press. Stories like these were
especially incendiary in the United States, where Israeli-South African
cooperation was driving a wedge between two ef the Democratic Party’s
core consttuencies, who had long seen themselves as allies.
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LOSING THE LEFT

Israel, Apartheid, and the Splintering of the
Crvil Rights Coalition

IN EARLY 1968, just months before his death, the Reverend Martin Luther
KingJr. declared to a Harv-ard University audience: “VVhen people crita-
cize Zionists, they mean Jews. You're talking anti-Semitism.” At the
time, Israel was still a popular left-wing cause in the United States and
relations between blacks and Jews were at their pinnacle. The civil rights
coalition of the 1960s had a distinguished Jew-ish pedigree: Rabbi Emil
Hirsch had helped found the NAACP, and Joel Spingarn, a Columbia
professor involved in the avil rights movement, became its president in
1914. During the 1930s, the Chicago businessman Julius Rosenwald
bankerolled the expansion of black education in the South in the face of
oppositon from the Klan, and in the 1960s the renowned rabbi and
philosopher Abraham Joshua Heschel bad marched arm in arm with
Kingin Selma. When Thurgood Marshall became the frst black justice
on the Supreme Court in 1967, the Jewish attorney Jack Greenberg
replaced him as head of the NAACP’s Legal Defense Fund.'

Indeed, the American left that today almest uniformly denounces
Israel was once one of its greatest proponents. In the 1930s, black Amer-
icans saw Hitler as another white-robed Klansman and spoke out force-
fully against Nazism. The Balumore-based newspaper Afro-American
declared in 1933, “Germany is doing to its Jewish people what the South
does to the negro,” under the headline “Adolph Hitler, K.K.K.”? Buring
the early 1940s, the civil rights leader Adam Clayton Powell Jr. raised
$150,000 for the Irgun, which he proudly described as “an underground
terrorist organization in Palestine.” And Freda Kirchwey, the editor
of the quintessential left-wing magazine The Nation, was instrumental
in lobbying the Truman administration to recognize a Jewish stase in
Palestine.
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Kircbwey was a scion of the New York liberal intelligentsia; her father
served as dean of Columbia Law School and, after becoming editor of
The Natiorn in 1933, she used her magazine to promote the New Deal and
the antifascvst struggle in Spain. As the debate over the future of Pales-
une reached its climax in 1947, Kirchwey and her colleagues prepared
influenaal briefing papers backing Jewish statehood and distributed
thousands of copies to U.N. delegations, members of Congress, Swate
Departinent ofhcials, and leading media personalides. They rejected
calls for a binational swte and aggressively promoted partition as the
only solution. Relying on leaks from the State Department, The Nation
revealed the Palestinian leader Grand Mufd Haj Amin al-Husseini’s
wartime ties to the Nazis, embarrassing several Arab representatives at
the U.N. Kirchwey’s report feund its way to President Harry “Iruman’s
desk and Zionist leaders credited her in no small measure with influenc-
ing his decision to recognize Israel on May 14, 1948.*

The left’s honeymoon with Israel would last for over two decades, but
by 1967 the bliss was fading. Even as Arab countries, the Soviet Union,
and many left-wing groups in the United States and Europe began to
cast Israel as an occupying imperial power in the wake of the Six-Day
War, King and other black American leaders-—as well as many of Israel’s
fitends in Africa—continued to stand by the Jewish state. Soon after
King’s assassination, however, the powerful black-Jewish coalition that
fermed the feundation of the 1960s cmil rights movement began te fray.

As we have seen, the Six-Day War had a prof ound impact on Jews around
the world, demonstrating both Israel’s extreme vulnerability and its we-
mendous military power. Many American Jews who hadn’t paid much
attention to Israel since the campaign for independence—preferring te
donate their money and ime to the civil rights movement—began to see
Israel in a new light.”

The same was true for Arab-Americans. Growing up in Mobile, Ala-
bama, James Zogby didn’t even think of himself as an Arab. “In 1967, 1
had no sense of Arab nationalism. I just knewmy daddy came from there
and we were Christian,” says Zogby, head of the Arab American Institute
and a long-standing advocate of the Palestinian cause in Washington.
He hung out with the Jewish kids in school. “We were close friends
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because we weren’t WASPs,” quips Zogby, and there was no sense ofan
adversarial relationship. “I didn’tthink anything of the Middle East; they
didn’t think anything of it,” says Zogby. But all of that changed after
the Six-Bay War. “Sixty-seven awakened something in them, and some-
thing in us and created a divergent sense of identity. That began to eat
away at some of the solidarity wee felt before” The realignment that took
place n the late 1960s and early 1970s, coupled with the rise of milisnt
black nationalism, spurred the emergence of other identity-based causes,
including his own.

Zogby soon found himself debating old Jewish friends who insisted
that Zionism was a national liberation movement.® Arabs began to argue
that Israel was “not the bastion of national liberation” Jews made it out
te be. Rather, the New Left argued, Israel supported regimes that tram-
pled national liberation movements, such as apartheid South Africa.
Israel was no longer seen as an underdog, and as the Anerican left began
to idenuify Palestinians as victims, Israel’s star fell.”

Harvard’s Seymour Martin Lipset pronounced Israel’s romance with
the left finished in 1969. “The considerable support which the intellec-
tual left once gave to Israel is gone,” he wrote. “And it is not likely to
be revived.” This realignment, predicted Lipset, “may well make life
difficult for those who seek to remain both socialist and Zionist.” And it
did. The French author Michael Feher saw 1967 as the moment when
“Jews lost their place in the anti-Western frent that was imagined by
black power and the Black Panthers,” leaving them in the awkward posi-
tion of appearing among the canks of the oppressors.’

Prominent Jewish liberals who remained committed to Zionism and
the civil rights movement were becoming increasingly disillusioned with
this sort of ant-Israel thetoric on the left. Martin Peretz, who would in
1974 purchase and take over The New Republic magazine, was a leading
voice in the civil rights and anawar movements of the 1960s. He and }us
wife, Anne Peretz, donated huge sums of money to left-wing organiza-
tions and convened meetings fer activists at their Cape Cod vacation
home.!* The Peretzes even bankrolled the 1967 “New Politics” conven-
tion in Chicago, which sought to biing together antiwar and civil rights
leaders, build a multiracial progressive coalition, and influence the future
direction of the Democratic Party.

Soon after leftisw from across the countty converged in the Windy
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City, the New Politics gathering descended into chaos.!' As The New
Yorker’s Renata Adler reported, the conventon was “a travesty of radical
politics at work.” Marun Luther King Jr. gave an address and was heck-
led by black radicals as the meeting fragmented into a multitude of fac-
tdons. A group declaring itself the “Black Caucus” denounced Israel’s
victory in “the imperialisuc Zionist war” of 1967, and demanded the for-
mation of “white civilizing committees” te deal with “the beastlike char-
acter” of “all white communides.”’ Peretz walked out. Black moderates
such as future U.N. ambassador Andrew Young followed him to the
door.”

The New Left was splintering as established organizations like Stu-
dents for a Demecratic Society (SDS) produced offshoots that were
more violent and less democratic. As Paul Berman put it, “The 1970s
became the golden age of themicropardes. There were Maoist sects . . .
Tretskyistsects. . . . And beyond the guerillas, the outlaws, the Leninists,
the democratic socialists, the levelheaded organizers, the academics, and
the weekly scribblers, the vast majority of people who had once felta loy-
alty ve the world that had come out of SDS and its fraternal organiza-
dons simply slipped away.”* And as any semblance of left-wing unity
faded, the era of identity politcs began. The personal had become polit-
ical; now, belonging to an oppressed group was enough to establish one’s
radical credentials. A Manichaean mind-set beg-an to settle in over the
American left and in this world of good and evil, Israel was seen as an
enemy.

Amid the ruins of the civil rights coalition, the gulf between blacks
and Jews grew larger. The black American freedom struggle exemplified
by Martn Luther King, Bayard Rustn, and A. Philip Randolph—leaders
who insisted that the United States live up to its liberal ideals and extend
those ideals to African-Americans—was giving way to a more radical
anu-imperialist ideology. Rather than pointing to the hypocrisy and
unfulfilled promises of American liberalism, it was much easier for rad-
ical black organizations te support “a worldwide revolution by the
colonized and nonwhite populatons against the European and white
imperialsts.” As the war in Vietnam intensified and the optimism of the
civil rights era faded, disenchanted American leftists sought solidarity
with anticolonial movements abroad. With Israel recast in the role of
colonial occupier, it became an easy target. King’s old heroes were
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replaced by new ones; “Instead of Gandhi, there was Nasser,” writes
Berman."”

The Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee, SNCC, a leading
civil rights group, began to publish anti-Israel leaflets, and its leader,
Stokely Carmichael, declared on prime-time television, “We have begun
to see the evils of Zionism, and we will fight te wipe it out wherever it
exists, be it in the Ghetto of the United States or in the Middle East.”
The Black Pantber newspaper was more explicit: “We’re gonna burn
their towns and that ain’t all/We’re gonna piss upon the Wailing Wall.”'

The fallout from the Yom Kippur War of 1973 made the situation
worse, as did the severance of diplomatic ties between Israel and most
African countries. American blacks grew resentful and angry when Israel
moved closer te South Africa during the 1970s and 1980s and reports of
Israeli arms sales to the apartheid regime surfaced just as the worldwide
ant-apartheid movement was gaining momentum. Even if the full extent
of the alliance was not publicly known, Israel’s relationship with South
Africa was seen as a sinister embrace and Jewish efforts te defend these
ties were taken as a slap in the face by black leaders committed to ending
apartheid.

Black supporters of Israel, like Rustin, were lonely voices in the early
1970s. Rustin attempted to defend the Jewish state in his 1974 essay
“American Negroes and Israel,” pointing to Israel’s work in Africa dur-
ing the 1960s and attacking the Black Panthers and others who “equated
black support for Israel with subservience to Jewish interests.”’” He
denounced the simplicity of the radical left’s arguments, reminding them
that the Third World they so admired was full of brutal, dictatorial
regimes.'®

The Panthers weren’t listening. They continued to praise Israel’s ene-
mies and condemn the Jewish state as “genocidal.” Militant black groups
begante identify with the P LO and blackradicals cametospeaktoArab-
American graduate student groups on campuses across the country,
denouncing Israel and South Africa as settler-colonial states that denied
basic political rights to indigenous populations. "’

While the radicals may have been right on that count, there was a
certain irony to their reflexive acceptance of the Arab cause, given the
history of Arab slave trading in Africa.”® Rustin reminded the radicals
that half a million people lived in enferced bondage in Saudi Arabia
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and that “[modem slavery] has undergone a steady increase during the
past twenty-five vears, a period which coincides with the era of grow-
ing wealth fer the oil sheikhdoms of the Persian Gulf.” And, seeking
te explode “the mvth of Arab-African brotherhood,” Rustin cited the
northern Sudanese Arabs’ campaign of terror against black Christians in
the country’s south. But unlike France’s radical Jewish lefasts  who had
supported the PLO fer years but were shocked out of their ideological
stupor and adopted a less strident position after the murder of Isracli
athletes at the 1972 Munich Olympics—the Panthers and other black
milisants were not convinced by Rustin’s diatribes against the Arab slave
trade and the Sudanese govermunent, and they refused to temper their
anti-Israel rhetoric.”’

As the 1970s wore on, the old Jewish left was becoming uncomfert-
able with the ant-Israel tenor of many black leaders. Intellectuals such as
Norman Podhoretz, Irving Kristol, and Nathan Glazer feared black mil-
itancy and began to denounce it in the pages of Commentary magazine.
Martin Peretz did not move as far to the right, but his magazine, 7Tbe
New Republic, became a staunch defender ofIsrael and a searing critic of
the Palestinian movement and the black American leaders who associ-
ated with it.”?

When Newsweek reported in 1979 that U.N. ambassador Andrew
Young had met with the Palesunian representative to the United
Nations fer fifteen minutes, the VWhite House ferced him te resign,
pleasing Jews and angering black Americans. Blacks believed that Jewish
pressure on President Carter had led to Young’s resignation. Young
denied that Jewish groups had played any role, but it didn’t matter: his
meteoric rise to the upper echelons of government made him a hero to
many black Americans and his fall was seen as an insult. One week after
his resignation, moderate black leaders from erganizations such as the
NAACP convened in protest. The group issued a statement arguing,
“Jews must show more sensitivity and be prepared for more consultation
befere taking positions contrary to the best interests of the black com-
munity.””’ The statement singled out Israel's ties with South Africa as
reprehensible and condemned the relationship.

Black Americans were becoming Israel’s most prominent domestic
critics. It was leaders like Jesse Jackson, rather than Arab organizatons,
who gained the most attention for questioning U.S. policy toward the
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Middle East and encouraging diplomatic contact with the PLO.** In late

September 1979, just one month after Young stepped down, a group of
black leaders traveled to the Middle East.?* The same week that the

Carter administration was struggling to contain the political fallout from

the nuclear test detected in the South Atlantic, Jackson openly embraced

PLO leader Yasser Arafat for all the world to see. In a speech to the

Palestine Human Rights Campaign, he declared that “the no-talk policy

toward the PLO is ridiculous.”?® Walter Fauntroy, the D.C. delegate in

the House of Representatives and a founding member of the Congres—

sional Black Caucus, went on the trip as well. He echoed Jackson’s views,

arguing that “the PLO is not the one-dimensional ‘terrorist organiza—
tion’ we have been led to believe that it is . . . far from being the ‘blood-
thirsty killer’ and ‘wild-eyed terrorist’ the Western press has made of
him, Mr. Arafat appears reasonable and open to dialogue.” Fauntoy
went on to criticize Israel for using U.S. arms to bomb civilians in
Lebanon. He angrily recounted seeing “unmistakable evidence of the
use of American weapons on non-military targets” and returned home
with pieces of shrapnel and bomb parts he had fished from the rubble of
destroyed Lebanese villages.*”

Despite these deepening divisions, many American Jews sull eagerly
brandished their liberal credentials by opposing apartheid. Liberal con—
gregations joined activist church groups in opposing apartheid and Jew-
ish students gravitated to pro-divestment organizations on campuses
across the country. This put them at odds with their fellow Jews in South
Africa, who lobbied them to tone down the anti-South African rhetoric
lest the growing din of anti-apartheid activism hurt the government in
Pretoria and damage the Jewish community’s own interests.

In 1983, the South African Jewish Board of Deputies opposed a rese—
lution adopted by B’nai B'rith International. Noting that “coercion and
eviction of blacks . . . have revealed the ugly face of apartheid for what it
is,” it called on American firms doing business in South Africa to “assure
equal treaunent and equal pay” for blacks and for “the granting of free—
dom, justice and equal righs.”2®

It was a tame document, but the South Africans were outraged. Board
leaders cabled their counterparws in the United States, complaining that
they were “deeply shocked and greatly angered due to the entirely un-
satisfactory language” used in the B'nai B’rith resolution. The angry
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telegram went on to argue that the “choice oflanguage displays a lack of
sensiavity and inepttude which defies description.” The board’s chair-
man siressed that Jewish interess in South Africa were tied to those of
the white community and instructed American Jews to stop speaking out
on South Africa, lestit endanger his community.”

Biana Aviv, a South African who had emigrated to the United States
in 1975 and risen to become the head of the N ational Councl of Jewish
Women, recalls the tension. “The South African Jewish community
urged us not to take a position. But we saw it as a matter of conscience,”
she says. A group of prominent American Jews accompanied Aviv on a
trip to South Africa, during which they attended a “series of very
unpleasant meetings” with South Africans who scolded the Americans
for dabbling in their business— and jeopardizing their positions of
privilege—by supporuing sanctons and divestment. To Aviv and the
American visitors, it seemed that South African Jewish leaders were
driven purely by fear.”®

Even as American Jewish leaders stood up to thereactionary demands
of their brethren in South Africa, they found themselves feuding more
frequendy with blacks and the political left back home. Black leaders like
Louis Farrakhan may have been politically marginal but their anti-
Semitc rants were symbolically powerful and provoked a visceral fear
among American Jews. The advent of Farrakhan’s anas-Seinitic black
nationalism further fragmented the old civil rights coalition at the core
of the Democradc Party. This clash came into sharp relief as plans for a
twentieth anniversary of Martin Luther King’s March on Washington
took shape.

IN 1982, AT TNE tender age of twenty-two, Donna Brazile—later to
become Al Gore’s campaign manager during the 2000 election—was
put in charge of organizing the anniversary march by Walter Fauntroy.
Fresh from college at Louisiana State University, she was given a base-
ment office in Washington to coordinate the massive event. Immedi-
ately, the sort of identity politics that had fractured the old civil rights
coalition came into play, creating a rift in the steering comsnittee for the
march. When Brazile drafted a “Call to the Nation,” Jewish groups
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objected to language critical of U S. arms experts to the Middle East—
and Israel, specifically—and they threatened to pull out of the march.”
They also opposed grantng a seat to Arab-American senator James
Abourezk (D-South Dakota) on the organizing committee, claiming
Arabs had not been a presence in the civil rights movement, a charge
Arab American Insutute president]James Zogby resented. “We weren’t
visible as an organized group,” Zogby cencedes. But, recalling his
cousins’ business in Jim Crow Alabama, he adds, “In Mobile there was
only one place a black man could go © buy a suitand that was Zoghby’s
department store.”*

CertainJewish organizations threatened not to march if the Arabs did,
too. Washington, D.C,, rabbi David Saperstein was an exception, believ-
ing it was vital to maintain a Jewish presence in the liberal coalition to
prevent it from being dominated by the Israel-bashing far left. Not
participating in the anniversary march, he argued, would symbolize Jew-
ish withdrawal from the movement.** In the end, the two sides papered
over their differences and the event gave Jesse Jackson a major political
push as chantdng marchers urged him to run for president. But the al-
ready strained relationship between blacks and Jews was becoming more
fraught.

Brazile soon began working for the Jackson presidental campaign,
which was having trouble finding Jewish supporters. Peretz’s New Repub-
fic did not help the cause. During the 1984 presidential campaign, the
magazine parodied Jackson’s oratory with lines like “We don’t want free
grub, we want in the power hub” and “From having no fun to Air Force
One.” Many blacks saw it as racist. But soon Jews would level the same
charge at Jackson. In February 1984, Jackson uttered a single word that
would doom his campaign: he referred to New York as “Hymietown”
while talking to reporters.”* After weeks of denials, Jackson finally admit-
ted to the quote. His friendship with Louis Farrakhan, whose bow-tied
Nation of Islam bodyguards were protecting Jackson on the campaign
trail, made the situation even worse. Although Jackson had managed to
gamer a substantial number of white votes, including some from liberal
Jews, his slip destroyed any hope of rekindling the old c¢ivil rights alliance
and instead poisoned the relationship between blacks and Jews for years
to come.”’

Wilter Mondale eventually defeated Jacksen and won the 1984 Dem-
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ocratic presidential nomination, but the damage to the old civil rights
alliance had been done. And fwrther feuds loomed on the horizon—
piting blacks who vehementy condemned Israel’s relationship with
South Afvica against Jews who opposed apartheid but denied or down-
played the Israeli connecdon. In the House of Representaaves, Michigan
Democrat Howard Wolpe, a Jew; and his African-American colleague
Mickey Leland (D-Tewms) worked tirelessly to keep the Israeli-South
African issue from fwrther poisoning black-Jew-ish reladons. Wolpe and
Leland even saw the potential for common ground: realiz ug that both
blacks and Jews disliked the apartheid government in Pretoria, they
moved to make sancdons against South Africa a unifying cause.

Br TNE MIB-1980S, televised evidence of the apartheid regime’s brutality
was streaming into European and American living rooms on a daily basis.
Prime Minister P. W. Botha imposed a state of emergency in July 1985,
granung his government sweeping powers that effectvely placed South
Africa under martial law. Within a matter of months, his security forces
had killed hundreds of protesters and detained seven thousand more.
Thus violent crackdown focused the world’s attendon on South Africa
and fueled a massive expansion of the global anu-apartheid movement.
France recalled its ambassador, several European countries took punitive
measures against Pretoria, and Chase Manhattan Bank refused to renew
$400 million worth of loans to the apartheid regime.’® Even the US.
government began contemplating sanctions with teeth.

By the fall of 1985, the plight of blacks in Soweto had become a main-
stream political issue in Washington. The anti-apartheid movement had
succeeded in bringing a variety of groups together—churches, civil
rights organizations, student acuvists—around the issue of South Africa
and the sanctions debate in the United States was in full swing. At the
same time, the Reagan administration’s preferred policy of constructive
engagement with Pretoria—which envisioned talking to South Afvica’s
leaders rather than isolating them by imposing tough sanctions—was
under attack >’

@®n September 3, President Reagan, Vice President George Bush, and
CIA director William Casey convened for a National Security Council
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meeting on South Africa. National Security Adviser Robert McFarlane
told them that the situadon there had deteriorated, ciung “unprece-
dented violence, reflected daily on U.S. television screens.” Two weeks
earlier, South African president Botha had given his infamous “Rubicon”
speech, refusing to make concessions to the West or to his domestic
opponents. McFarlane wrote, “Botha’s poor presentaton of reform and
what the government was prepared to offer has undercut even moderate
blacks.”®

Reagan charged the NSC with deciding whether to veto an upcoming
sanctions bill and risk a congressional override; sign it and alienate
Britain and Germany, both of which opposed sanctions; or preempt it by
issuing an executive order containing the mild sanctions already included
in the constructive engagement plan.*® McFarlane and his superiors were
well aware that any policy perceived as soft on Pretoria would face strong
biparasaa resistance in Congress. Hoping to avoid a humiliating show-
down with Capitol Hill, Reagan issued an order imposing some moder-
ate sanctions against South Africa, including the banning of exports
apartheid-enf oreng branches of the government in Pretoria, and forbid-
ding the import of armaments and gold Kragerrand coins. But anti-
apartheid activists weren't satishied and they rallied for even stronger
measures against South Africa. This dme, Israel was their target.

As the sancdons debate caught the attendon of Beltway pundits, Israel’s
role as one of South Africa’s major wading partners and arms suppliers
finally came under the spotlight. Critics wishing to indict Israel for col-
laboradon with the apartheid regime faced off publicly against spin doc-
ters defending the Jewish state. In March 1986, PBS television invited
Zegby, Rabbi Saperstein, Howard University political scienast Ronald
Wilters, and Maurice Roumani, an Israeli visiting professor, to address
the issue in a live debate.

Zogby began the show by suggesung that Israel and South Africa had
a natural affinity, iofunating Israel’s supporters. “I think it’s a natural
relanonship between two governments who view themselves as being in
similar predicaments, and therefore needing to confront the enemies
around them,” said Zogby. He largely evaded the question of Arab oil
supplies te South Africa, eventually conceding that it should be inves-
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tigated. His evasiveness on the oil issue aside, Zogby was correct to
point out that the Israeli relationship was unique because “there is
in fact a state-to-state relatonship and the trade takes place on that
level.” The Arab oil supplies were funneled through a shadowy world of
middlemen—rather than being approved at the ministerial level—an
arrangement that required far less trust and no shared strategic interests.

Rabbi Saperstein, known for his left-wing activism and opposition to
apartheid, claimed Israeli involvement with South Africa was negligible
in comparison to that of other countries, citing the incomplete IMF
figures that excluded arms and diamonds. Roumani mentioned Israel’s
many U.N. votes against apartheid and its agreement, on paper, to sup-
port the U.N. arms embargo.*® Saperstein denied all of the allegations
about arms sales and turned his attention to France, which he incorrectly
accused of being South Africa’s primary arms supplier at the time. He
admitted that there may have been sales during the years of Likud rule,
from 1977 to 1984, but insisted, inaccurately, that “everyone in Israel
opposes apartheid. Since Peres took over [as prime minister] . . . there
have been no new arms sales.”¥!

In fact, some of the biggest contracts and cooperative ventures went
into effect on Peres’s watch, from 1984 to 1986, including a nuclear mis-
sile project in South Africa and the updating of South Africa’s fighter jews
in Israel. Certainly, defense ties had accelerated under Begin’s rule from
1977 to 1983 and ideological affinities had brought military leaders
closer together, but Shimon Peres did nothing as prime minister to slow
them down. While publicly denouncing apartheid, he simply maintained
the alliance that he himself had initiated a decade earlier as defense min-
ister. Writing in The New York Times, Thomas Friedman estimated that
the two countries did $440 to $800 million of business in the arms sector
in 1986, mostly under Peres’s administration.*? Then, in October 1986,
in accordance with the principles of a National Unity government, Peres
stepped down and was replaced by Likud’s Yitzhak Shamir, who had even
fewer qualms about selling to South Africa and was less prone to public
criticism of apartheid.

Of course, because of the secretive relationship between the two
countries, and the propaganda and counterpropaganda spread by both
Israel and South Africa, it was difficult for members of Congress-—or the
general public—to know the extent of the alliance. However, with the
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benefit of hindsight and the more comprehensive data on the arms trade
that is currently available, it is now possible to evaluate the various claims
and counterclaims made during these media wars.

The actual amount of arms exports to South Africa exceeded even
Zogby’s most extreme estimates and was more than ten times the amount
cited by Israel before the Gener-al Assembly and by her pamphleteering
defenders.* According to correspondence between the Armscor mission
in Tel Aviv and SADF chief Constand Viljoen, the aircraft updates
undertaken in the mid-198@s alone cost “approximately $2 billion,”
making Friedman’s 1986 estimate appear on the low side.** "laking inte
account declassified South African arms acquisition data (which excludes
very lucrauve cooperative ventures and shared financing arrangements
that are difficult to appraise), Israel’s average annual exports to South
Africa berween 1974 and 1993 amounted to approximately $600 million
per year, placing South Africa in the company of the United Kingdom
and Germany as Israel’s second or third largest rading partner after the
United States.® At the time, these damning statistics were not public
knowledge, although critics of the alliance such as Zogby hinted at cthem.
As details leaked and the Jewish state came under fire from Zogby and
others, Peres and the coterie of left-leaning intellectuals surrounding
him did all they could to project an image of Israeli solidarity with the
oppressed even as their govemment remained in bed wich che oppressors.

PROGRESS IYE DIPLONATS in the Israeli Foreign Ministry wanted to reach out
to black South Africans, but they did not want to be accused of talking to
terrorists. In 1983, no one was prepared to meet openly with the ANC
and other banned anti-apartheid groups—not even leftists seeking to
end the alliance. Instead, they had to approach key leaders quietly and
out of the public eye.

The Israeli left’s evertures to the South African opposition began
when Archbishop Desmond Tutu, the purple-robed icon of nonviolent
resissance to apartheid, visited Los Angeles in late 1984. Tom Hayden
and his wife, Jane Fonda, invited Tutu to join them for dinner. Hayden
was a hero of the 1960s New Left; he had feunded SDS, drafted the
organization’s famous Port Huron Statement, and gone on to become an
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antiwar activist and a progressive California state legislator. Fonda was a
renowned actress who became infamous for posing alongside communist
troops in Hanoi at the height of the Viemam War, earning herself the ire
of the N'wen \White House and the nickname “Hanoi Jane.” Despite
their othernise stellar radical-left credenaals, Hayden and Fonda were
regarded as pro-Israel, having visited during the 1982 Lebanon War and
defended the Israeli mvasion.*

@ cr dinner, Tutu attacked Israel's support for the apartheid govern-
ment and the Haydens’ other guests inmediately became defensive.
They subscribed to the conventional wisdom ef the day, which held that
Israel’s rrade with South Africa was insignificant and virrually nonexist-
ent when it came to arms. Tutu’s hosulity teward Israel convinced Hay-
den that Israel needed help improving its image. Soon after the party, he
contacted the Center for Policy Options, a small think tank in Los Ange-
les swffed by UCLA professor Steven Spiegel, Ant-Pefamation League
honorary chaitman Maxwell Greenberg, and Osias Goren, a prominent
member of the 1984 Reagan campaign staff. These Zionist heavyweights
went te bat for Hayden in Israel, convincing high-ranking Labor leaders
and government officials that something had to be done to counter
growing anti-Israel sentiment among South African blacks.

Hayden’s goals coincided nicely with those of Yossi Beilin, a bookish
young poliacal scientist who had risen through the Labor Party ranks as
a loyal assistant to Peres.® Beilin was a dove when it came to the Pales-
dnian issue and be was a moralist when it came to South Africa. Having
assumed the influential post of cabinet secretary during Peres’s premier-
ship, he now had the power to do something about South Africa, e¢ven
if his boss was skepudcal. Beilin was joined by Shimshon Zelniker, an
academic Africa specialist turned Peres adviser who was vehemently
opposed to the alliance that his boss, Peres, had helped te conceive. He
believed that by allying itself with the apartheid regime, Israel had
allowed s foreign policy to become infected with “short-term utilisarian
values” and “a vulgar underssanding of diplomacy.™?

Zelniker was put in charge of recruiing black South Africans for lead-
ership training programs in Israel and he arranged seminars for the visi-
tors at the Afro-Asian Institute, a branch of Israel’s massive public sector
trade union, the Histadrut. Over the years, the Afro-Asian Insuatute had
trained students from a variety of developing countries in an effort to
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build support for Israel in the Third World, and Zelniker wanted to do
the same with black South Africans. When Zelniker flew to South Africa
to initiate ties with black leaders and invite them to Israel, he saw his
mission as nothing less than the redemption of Israel’s name.*®

At their first meeting, Tutu and his colleagues berated Zelniker,
attacked Israel’s domestc policies, and critcized its government for
collaborating with the apartheid regime. After 2 lengthy debate, Tutu
accepted the idea of sending black leaders to Jerusalem for leadership
training at the Afro-Asian Institute on the condition that the Israeli gov-
ernment would have nothing to do with it.

Zelniker’s program worried South African government officials and
Pretoria attempted to influence its direction.”’ Miffed that they were
excluded from selecting “acceptable” black candidates, the South African
intelligence services focused on Zelniker and his colleagues instead,
examining their files closely before agreeing to grant them visas.”2 Mili-
tary intelligence officials in Pretoria even warned that the Histadrut,
which managed the institute, was critical of apartheid, and its strong tra-
dition of labor activism might have a “negative influence on the trade
union activities in the RSA [Republic of South Africa].”**

Since welcoming Goldreich as a poliocal refugee in 1963, Israel had
never openly reached out to South African opposition leaders and it had
certainly never engaged black leaders who were banned, imprisoned, or
operating underground. All of a sudden, Israel seemed to be doing just
that.

Pretoria’s concern was not that Israel was beginning to play both sides
of the street, which was predictable, but that i% government might even-
tually take the side of the ANC and other left-wing groups that advo-
cated the overthrow of the apartheid regime.’* In lieu of meeting with
these radical democrats, the South African government encouraged
Israelis to sit down with the Zulu nationalist Mangosuthu Buthelezi, a
more conservative leader known for staging rallies surrounded by shield-
and spear-wielding men in traditional Zulu warrior garb. Buthelezi
enjoyed cautious support from the white establishment, which viewed
him as a reliable, anticommunist figure who subscribed to their theory o f
separate development because it served his ambitions for a separate Zulu
homeland.

Israelis who harbored more conservative views toward South Africa
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saw him as a legiumate alternative to the ANC, too. American congress-
man Howard Wolpe—-one of the architects of anu-South African sanc-
tons in the House of Representatives-—visited Jerusalem as the new
Israeli policy was saking shape. The Israeli diplomats who invited him
did not share Beilin’s and Zelniker’s views and Wolpe recalls an exhaust-
ing day of meeungs with so-called Africa experts. At the end of the day,
his hosts announced that they had invited a “major liberation fighter”
from South Africa. Wolpe asked who it was, and the Israelis told him
Buthelezi was coming. Incredulous, Welpe asked if they were joking. He
was floored by the cluelessness of the Israeli diplomats, who actually
believed Buthelezi represented the mainsweam black anti-apartheid lead-
ership in South Africa. Before he even landed in Washington, Wolpe’s
office had received calls condemning his “ijude” behavior. “They were
genuinely surprised I didn’t joyously embrace that,” Wolpe recalls with a
chuckle.”

Back from Israel, Buthelezi began aggressively pandering to South
African Jews in the hope that they, too, would accept him as one of the
“good black leaders.” He came home brimming with entlrusiasm about
the Jewish state and its government, telling an audience of Johannesburg
Jewsh leaders that “Israel iself is a miracle of human tenacity and
achievement and I am deeply inspired.” He went on to assure themn that
“we do not want to rob whites of our country.™® Seeking an alternative
te the ANC, which they viewed as a band of corumunist tertorists, the
Jewish leadership seized the opportunity to cultvate des with Buthelezi.

In the United States, the Zelniker ininatve was a major public rela-
tions coup for Israel. Jewish organizations such as the Anti-Defamation
League were worried about growing anti-Israel sentiment among anti-
apartheid acuvists and they knew that news of Zelniker’s program could
help blunt the message of Israel’s critics. It was a golden opportunity to
flood the Ameriean press with positive stories on Israel thatwould over-
shadow the troublesome allegations of military collaboraton coming
from the anti-apartheid movement.

The amount of coverage devoted to Zelniker’s wraining program for
black South Africans was unusual fer an obscure event in a foreign coun-
ay involving only twenty people, but it made the front page of the Los
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Angeles Titnes and was prominently featured in The Dallas AMorning Neus,
Tbhe Washington Post, and the Cbicago Tribune.’” Revealingly, an unnamed
Israeli source told the Morning News, “We really want to help. We don’t
just want to use them for propaganda purposes.”® Satisfied with the
flurry of posiave press, the ADL’s director of international affairs sent
out a memo urging staff to arculate the aracles widely “to provide an
updated picture of Israeli-South African relations.”*’

This rosy picture left out the contoversy that erupted at an Afro-
Asian Institute press conference just before the visinng South Africans
left Israel. An Israeli repoiter from Maario asked Lekgau Mathabathe,
the head of Soweto’s Committee of Ten—-a civil rights organization link-
ing younger activiss with veteran community leaders—whether blacks
in Soweto resented Israel. Shocked by what seemed a question with an
obvious answer, Mathabathe told the audience that no black person in
their right mind could believe that “a friend of the South African gov-
emment can be a friend of the Blacks.”® This comment made its way
into the Los Angeles Times; the remainder of the quote did not.! Matha-
bathe conunued: “Israel also supplies arms to South Africa and South
Africa uses those arms for killing people and even children of three years
old. You don’t expect any black person to be happy with that type of
thing.”® To the Afro-Asian Institute staff and the assembled journalists,
Mathabathe’s inflammatory commenws about Israeli arms killing black
children sounded like a paranoid anti-Israel sereed, but he was not so far
off base.

Mathabathe didn’t know it, but just two months before his outburst at
the institute, the annual Israeli-South African intelligence confrrence
had been held outside Pretoria. In addition to game spotting at Kruger
Nauonal Park, theagenda included a discussion of the development and
use of chemieal and biologieal weapons.®’ South African military intelli-
gence files clearly reveal that the SADF was willing and ready to use
these weapons. Ouwside the country, they would only be used as a last
resort in situations “critical to the country’s security.” But the SADF was
also willing to wage chemtcal and biological warfare against its own
citizens. A report entitled Waging Biological and Chernical War stated:
“Within RSA Borders: If a situation arises that is considered life-
endangering for the RSA, chemical weapons in any category can be
utilised in order to obmin a decisve advantage for RSA forces.”*
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Even if Israel’s arms sales to South Africa did not include chemical
and biological weapons, Israeli intelligence officials were well aware of
the apartheid government’s willingness to use these weapons of mass
destruction if South Africa’s oppressed black majority ever threatened
the white regime’s survival.

BY 1986, the Peres administration was openly pursuing diplomatic ties
with the many African states that had cut Israel off in 1973. In late
August, Peres flew to Cameroon to meet with President Paul Biya, bring-
ing former Mossad man David Kimche with him. The visit occurred the
day after an eruption of deadly gas from beneath a volcanic lake had dec-
imated villages in rural northwestern Cameroon, leaving cattle and
human corpses littering the roads. Along with Peres and Kimche, a team
of seventeen Israeli doctors came to treat survivors-—days before French
or American aid teams arrived.”

It was the first visit of an Israeli prime minister to an African country
since the 1960s and Pretoria was nervous. The night before he and Peres
departed for Yaoundé, Kimche appeared on Israeli TV. When a news
anchor asked him, “What’s in it for us?” the old spy asked the nationwide
audience: “Do you really want to see Israel . . . with close ties with South
Africa’s racist, tyrannical regime?”*® Playing both sides, in South Africa
and beyond, was now official government policy.

On the plane to Cameroon, Peres openly criticized South Africa; on
the ground, he told Biya, “A Jew who accepts apartheid ceases to be a
Jew. A Jew and racism do not go together.”® The Israelis received an
adoring welcome in Yaoundé as dancers clad in colorful robes bearing
Biya’s image surrounded Peres on the airport tarmac.®® The Cameroon
Tribune printed its headline, “Mr. Peres, Welcome to Cameroon,” in
upside-down Hebrew characters—an error the Israelis didn’t seem to
mind. After Peres’s welcoming at the airport, his motorcade made its way
into the city past crowds that local police compared to the throngs that
had welcomed Pope John Paul II a year earlier.*®

Flanked by Cameroonian soldiers wearing IDF-issue uniforms and
carrying Israeli Galil rifles, the two heads of state issued a joint statement
declaring that both nadons would “do everything to dismantle this odi-
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ous systemn of apartheid in order that a free multiracial and democratic
order is established in South Africa which gives everyone equal chances
of access to happiness and dignity.”"®

Just twelve years earlier, after initiating a series of arms deals in Preto-
ria, the same man had told his South African hosts that their alliance was
based on “unshakeable foundations of our common hatred of injustice
and our refusal to submit to it.”"! Peres’s righteous pronouncements in
Cameroon may have made Israelis feel better about themselves, but his
sancumony did not impress U.S. senators, who voted overwhelmingly a
few days later to support U.S. sanctions against South Africa—and to
punish Israel if it chose to violate them.
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FORKED TONGUES

Domestic Debate and Diplomatic Schizepbrenia

Unforrunately governmenss . . . talk with many tongues, ferked
tongues.
—South African community leader Lekgau Mathabathe,

on a 1986 isit to Israel'

IN THE SUMMER OF 1986, as the sanctions movement gathered stean on
Capitol Hill, a vicious debate w-as raging in the Knesset. Chase Manhat-
tan Bank had already called in its loans to South Africa, sending the rand
into free fall, and the European Community’s foreign ministers and the
Briogsh Commonwealth had joined Scandinavian states in pushing for
sanctions against Pretoria. Among the states defining themselves as
industrialized Western democracies, Israel seemed the odd one out.

The left was up in arms and insisted that Israel had a unique moral and
historical responsibility to help put an end to apartheid. Victor Shem-
tov of the United Workers Party (Mapam) sought to shame his fellow
lawmakers by reminding them that “twenty-two million people live in
their country without basic democratic rights,” and demanded to know;
“Where does the State of Israel, the state of the Jewish people who paid
the price of the Holocaust, stand in this struggler” Shemtov lambasted
government ministers who urged gradual action for dragging their feet
and insisted that Israel must lead the werld’s opposition to racism. Oth-
enwise, he told his colleagues, “The validity of our moral standing in the
fight against the revival of racism and the revival of anti-Semitism
throughout the world will be eroded.”*

During the mid-1988s, Israels alliance with South Africa remained
strong, but the Israeli government was deeply divided over the future
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of its ties with the apartheid regime. The premiership revolved from
Labor’s Shimon Peres (1984-86) to Likud’s Yitzhak Shamir (1986-88)
and their fractured govermment struggled to put forward a coherent
policy toward Pretoria’ Angry left-wing parliamentarians and anti-
apartheid officials in the Foreign Ministiy clashed with members of the
security establishment over South Africa. The left believed that the
apartheid regime’s days were numbered, while the top brass and their
political allies insisted that white rule was there to stay. The result was a
complete policy breakdown.

Knesset member Yossi Sarid-—stll an icon ef the Israeli left today—
accused his colleagues of invoking morality when Jews were wronged but
turming a blind eye when it concerned the suffering of others. Mordechai
Virshouvski of the centrist Shinui Paity went even further, denouncing
apartheid as an extension of Nazism. He told the Knesset, “I ask myself,
as a man living m the twentieth century, as part of a people almost
entirely destroyed because of the racism emploved against us . . . can I'sit
and keep quiet or should I cake action expressing my protest with all the
capacity a state can giver” Virshouvski urged the gevernment to down-
grade diplomatic relations to the lowest possible level.*

The Israeli right was not moved by all this inoral outrage, and several
right-wing Knesset members openly praised the apartheid government.
Lik-nd’s Michael Eitan lauded the “far-reaching changes™ he clauned had
been implemented since 1976 and suggested that the government sought
to “introduce change through tolerance, through patience towards grad-
ual reforms.™ These kind words for the Botha regime at the height of
the state of emergency provoked more outrage from the left. Eitan was
not fazed, however, drawing heckles as he denounced the ANC as a party
“advocating change through terror, violence, bloodshed and the aboli-
ton of one cvil by substituting another infinitely greater.” Further te
the right, Meir Kahane, better known fer his calls to expel all Palestini-
ans from the West Bank, joined Eitan in attacking South Africa’s demo-
cratic opposition. He predicted that the end of apartheid would lead to
an autocratic AN C regime and therefore oppesed any change in Israeli
policy.”

In practice, the position of key Labor leaders on South Africa was not
so different. When lefi-wing parliamentarian Chaim Ramon confronted
Prime Minister Peres on the Knesset floor on @ctober 11, 1986, de-
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manding to know why Israel wasn’t taking a tougher stance toward the
apartheid regime, Peres responded with his customary sanctimony,
telling lawmakers that “Israel repudiates any expression of racism on
whatever level,” while avoiding any mention of the ongoing arms sales.’
ForRamon, maintaining the smtus quo was unacceptable, and he reacted
to Peres’s equivocation by lecturing the prime minister: “We are a state
which was built by remnants of the results of a racist regime. We must be
more sensiuve than anyone on this subject.”® Madtyahu Peled, another
leftist parliamen®srian, saw Israel’s failure to act as pathetic, arguing that,
“more and more, relations between the Israel and South African gov-
erninents are being regarded as a sign of Israel's disgrace by millions
throughout the world.”'* He urged Israel to cease defense exports imme-
diately, but it would be almost a year before Peled had his wish.

ISRAEL WAS A BELUCTANT latecomer to the community of nations taking
acuon against South Africa. When Yossi Beilin first proposed sancuons
against South Africa, his chances of success did not look good. “I was
against the whole world,” recalls Beilin. Only his friends supported hiin,
and even they did it as a favor."'

By the wime of the Knesset sancdons debates, Beilin had ascended to
the post of Foreign Ministv director-general, a position that allowed
him to propose resoludons in cabinet meetngs. But his boss, outgoing
prime miniseer turned foreign minister Shimen Peres, was adamantly
opposed to any changes in the South Afnica policy he had himself crafted
more than a decade earlier. “It was Shimon Peres’s intendon to prove to
me that this idea of wking sanctions against South Africa was a crazy
idea,” Beilin recounts. Peres called a meeting with Beilin and the head of
the Mossad, Nahum Admoni. As Beilin recalls it, the spy chief told them
that the white minority government in South Africa was strong and
would not give up power anvtime soon because doing so would be tanta-
mount to suicide. Intelligence and defense officials claimed that the
apartheid regime had another twenty or thirty years before it collapsed.
Moreover, they argued, Israel would tum one of its few friends into an
enemy in the process and pay an enormous price.!? Beilin persisted on
moral grounds and challenged their prognosis ef long-lasting white rule.
Still, he faced powerful opponents in hisown party and on theright."”’
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The divisi'ons were not only a matter of abstract political debate. Dur-
ing these years, the Israeli embassy in Pretoria was divided by a wall,
through which not even the ambassador himself dared pass. The barrier
separated the staff of the Foreign Ministry from those working at the
Defense Minisay mission, and the two sides carried out diametrically
opposed policies. This diplomauc schizophrenia continued throughout
the mid-1980s; ongoing defense contracs were honored while left-
leaning diplomats attempted to build bridges to highly skeptical and
intensely suspicious black leaders in the townships. As Ambassador
David Ariel, who served in Pretoria from 1985 to 1987, put it bluntly, “I
was the ambassador of Israel in South Africa and I wasn’t the only one.
We were two. One was the official one who did protocol. I did that. And
then there was another one . . . in their mission behind the wall.”**

The Defense Minisay, led at the time by Labor heavyweight Yitzhak
Rabin, was dead-set agamnst Beilin’s proposal. “Rabin was up in arms,”
recalls Beilin. “He said publicly that such a bureaucratchik cannot take
decisions for the decision makers.” The defense minister was sitnultane-
ously pulling rank and balking at Beilin’s policies; he was both deeply
annoyed thata junior colleague was attempting to derail a lucrative secu-
rity relationship he had helped build and fundamentally opposed to for-
saking a reliable customer and ally. Meanwhile, the rade unions warned
Beilin that thousands of workers in the defense indusay would lose their
jobs, causing him to fear for his own political future."

Rabin eventually decided to go public with his opposition to sanc-
tions, even if it meant admitting to lawmak-ers just how vital anally South
Africa was. For Rabin, the core issue was economics. He reported that
the defense industi'y had accounted for $1.5 billion of exporm in the year
1986 and chided the Knesset for putting jobs at risk. “A change in the
security expert policy will mean the firing of tens of thousands of work-
ers,” Rabin threatened. “I hereby inform you that they will not find an
alternative opportunity.”'®

The centrality of the arms industry to the nation’s economy was not
news to members of the Israeli security establishment or to their cus-
tomers in Pretoria, who were well aware that at least 20 percent of Israel’s
industrial export revenue had come from South Africa in the previous
year.l” But it was a revelation to many lefi-wing Israelis and American
Jews such as the Hebrew Unversity professor Naomi Chazan and the
campus activist Yosef Abramowitz, who had opposed apartheid while
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criticizing the alliance with South Africa as useless or downplaying its
extent. As Thomas Friedman wrote in a groundbreaking four-thousand-
word New York Times story that was buried in the paper’s business section
in December 1986, “The idea that the] ewish state should be so depend-
ent onweapons sales for is economic or diplomatic survival is prof oundly
woubling to some people here, clashing with both their self-image and
their vision of the Zionist utopia.” Confiming Rabin’s fears, he noted,
“Existing contracts that carried the Israeli manufacturers to 1985-86 are
now expiring and there is little new work to replace them ”'®

Rabin’s prophecy of economic doom had largely convinced the Israeli
press!? In Maariv, Gabriel Shtrasman lamented Washington’s leverage
over Jerusalem, declaring that “[we have] enslaved ourselves to the
American treasuiy.””® Veteran Haarets journalist Akiva Eldar wrete an
article dtled “In Favor of Hypocrisy,” arguing that “Israel is not a super-
power and therefore one should not expect her to be a leader in a battle
against South Africa,” and his Haaret= colleague Yoel Markus insisted
that nitpicking over customers’ internal aff airs could backfire because so
many nations regarded Israel as immoral, too.”* @thers simply boiled it
down to a conflict between the youthful idealisin of Beilin’s clique and
the harsh realism of Rabin and the Likud hawks.?

But Beilin and his colleagues were not starry-eyed idealists. While
they believed morality had a place in foreign policy, they insisted at the
same time that there was a strong strategic argument for sanctions:
apartheid was crumbling and Israel was on the wrong side. In late 1986,
Beilin tapped Alon Liel, a Turkey expert, to be his assistant at the For-
eign Munistry, where Liel's primary msk was convincing the defunse
esmblishment that apartheid was a dying beast. If the security network
accepted this projection, so the logic went, they would cut ties with
South Africa out of fear that an ANC government would share sensitive
Israeli aircraft and missile technology with Libya and Iran or sell it to
Israel’s enemies. “They had the image of Nelson Mandela that the whites
created in their minds,” recalls Liel, and they genuinely believed “that if
Nelson Mandela came to power he would be a friend of Gaddafi and
Khomeini and Castro.”** Beilin and Liel realized that this fear of prolif-
eration could be used as an argument to halt defense cooperation; they
also strove to prove that there were alternauve markets fer Israeli arms
te offset the massive export revenue losses that sanctions against South
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Africa would produce.” Beilin also held an even more important trump
card: he warned that due to an obscure provision in the congressional
Anti-Apartheid Act, Israel would pay a much more serious price if it
failed to comply with American sanctions against South Africa.

N THE SUMMER OF 1986, as and-apartheid legisladon was making the
rounds i the U.S. Senate, a paragraph that would have far-reaching
consequences for Israel had crept into the bill. The amendment, known
as Section 508, called on the U.S. govermment to issue a report on coun-
tries violating the arms embargo against South Africa. Convinced that
the bill would never pass, the Israeli government did not take it seriously.

Section 508 had initially appeared when Senators Charles “Mac”
Mathias (R-Maryland) and Daniel Evans (R-Washington) added it to
the anti-apartheid bill in the sutnmer of 1986. Other Republicans twice
tried to strike the provision and eventually they succeeded.’® But then,
during a markup of the bill on August 1, 1986, Senator John Kerry
(D-Massachusetts) managed to reintroduce Section 508. The paragraph
now called for the president to document any arms sales to South Africa
and “add the opdon of terminaung U.S. military assistance to countries
violating the embargo.” It also mandated a presidential report on viola-
tors within 180 days, “with a view to terminating United States military
assistance to those countries.”*

It was not just American threas that were working to Beilin’s advan-
tage. Behind the scenes, AIPAC, the American Israel Public Affairs Com-
mirttee, the most powerful Jewish organization in Washington, was also
pressuring Israel to act. Leading AIPAC officials were convinced that
Israel was tarnishing its image among American lawmnakers by maintain-
ing des with South Africa when the mood in Washington was downright
hostile toward Pretoria. Mindful of Section 588, a visiting AIPAC dele-
gation urged the Israeli government to adopt a “more discreet and low
profile” in South Africa to reduce its risk of exposure in the forthcoming
congressional report on violators of the South African embargo.”®

Israel’s friends in Washington knew how invested in the alliance both
Labor and Likud leaders were and how difficult it would be to pry Israel
away from South Africa. AIPAC’s chief lobbyist at the time, Douglas
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Bloomtfield, remembers clashing with the Israeli government and some
of his organization’s biggest donors over the South Africa issue. “Some
big contributors to AIPAC were outraged,” recalls Bloomfield. They
were shocked that liberal Democrats, whom they had perceived as
Israel’s allies, were taking what they considered to be an “overtly ant-
Israel step.” These donors worried that Section 508 could hurt Israel
financially. Their atttude was that ostracized, isolated states must take
what they can get, and they knew the relationship with South Africa was
economically and strategically beneficial for Israel. Furthermore, the
fact that the ANC publicly declared Castro, Gaddafi, and Arafat among
its greatest allies “was not exactly heartwarming,” says Bloomfield.

But he and other Beltway insiders saw the bigger strategic picture. In
their eyes, the ongoing and increasingly publicized relationship with
South Africa “was going to undermine Israel's stature on the Hill”
among some of the Jewish state’s staunchest supporters, who were also
committed to the anti-apartheid cause. If the United States did not pres-
sure Israel to cease arms sales to South Africa, Bloomfield and his col-
leagues believed, attempts by anti-Israel groups to paint the Jewish state
as an ally of the racist South African regime would sway the American
public. “You couldn’t put in a provision saying that it’s bad for everyone
to do business with South Africa, except Israel,” insists Bloomfield. %°

Despite AIPAC’s pressure, the Israeli government still refused to take
Section 508 seriously. “I met with Shamir on three occasions and told
him this legislation is coming . . . and it’s being led by some of our best
friends,” recalls Bloomfield. Shamir, then foreign minister, listened
politely as Bloomfield warmed that the United States might cut off mili-
tary aid if Israel failed to distance itself from South Africa and then pro-
ceeded to ignore everything Bloomfield had said.*®

In the upper echelons of the Israeli government, there was a widely
held belief that AIPAC and other Jewish organizations, as well as pro-
Israel members of Congress, would protect Israel and that Section 508,
like other bumps in the road, would soon disappear. AIPAC’s lobbyists
saw plainly that Israel was shooting itself in the foot, but it would take a
few months before this dawned on the leaders in Jerusalem.

President Reagan vetoed the sanctions bill on September 26, 1986,
and reiterated his commitment to constructive engagement and the use
of “quiet diplomacy” to bring change in South Africa.*! The Israelis felt
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vindicated.>? But the bipartisan appeal of the anti-apartheid movement
was growing too sirong; Congress immediately overrode Reagan’s veto
with overwhelming majorities of 78-21 in the Senate and 313-83 in the
House. WWhen the Comprehensive Anti-Apartheid Act became law a
week later, on October 6, it was a 1ude awakening for Israel. “That’s
when the Israeli govermment came to its senses,” recalls Bloomfield.
Shamir, who replaced Peres as prime minister on October 20, personally
apologized to him. Pinning the blame on Reagan, Shamir told Bloom-
field, “Your president told me I didn’t have to listen to you.” Now, with
Section 508 on the books, he did.*

SECTION 508 WAS INMEDIATELY seen as a “sting” directed at che Jewish state,
and calls for Israel to ignore it began at once. Commentators doubted
that Israel would ever apply sanctions against South Africa. After all, as
The Ferusalem Post observed, “the word ‘sanctions’ had an unpleasant
ring i Israel. It would seke a lot fer Israel to support the use of a weapon
which it has rejected uncondidonally in the past.”* Moreover, Shamir
and Defense Minister Yitzhak Rabin had always been dead-set against
sanctions of any kind.”

But the passage of the Comprehensive Ant-Apartheid Act forced
Rabin to reconsider the Defense Ministry’s approach to South Afnca,
and it helped Beilin and Liel make their case. “[With] Rabin, we knew we
could not go through the moral arguments, we had to go through the
realpolitik,” recalls Liel, and the threat of a US. cutoff was just what
they needed. A Wasbington Post arucle by two leading Israeli journalists
noted that, “without U.S. military aid, valved at $1.3 billion this vear,
Israel could soon be defenseless, destitute or both.”*¢ Due to his past as
ambassador in Washington, Rabin was very sensitive to perceptions of
Israel on Capitol Hill and he therefore took the threat oflosing U.S. mil-
itary assistance extremely seriously. Ifstaying in bed with Pretoria meant
jeopardizing aid from Washington, Rabin was ready to end the affarr, at
least in the public eye’’

Ultimately, says Beilin, it was Prime Minister Yiezhak Shamir who
pushed the sancdons resolution through. “I went to Shamir. He sur-
prised me by saving that he understands what I’'m trving to do and that
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he’ll help me,” recalls Beilin. Shamir was embarrassed by his miscalcula-
don and, after apologizing to AIPAC for putdng too much faith in Rea-
gan, he now had no choice but to impose sanctions of his own.

Having converted the prime minister and defense minister to his
cause, Beilin was confident he could prevail—and he did. Beilin’s sanc-
dons package passed in a narrow cabinet vote on March 18, 1987, just
before the U.S. congressional repost on sanctions violations was released.
The Israeli resolutdon mandated that the government “refrain from new
undertakings, between Israel and South Africa, in the realm of defense”
and established a working group to consider further sanctions “in line
with the policy in practce in the Free World.”*®

The unclassified version of the congressional report was released two
weeks later on April 1. It named several European countries as occasional
violators, but the focus was on Israel.”® Despite the “efforts at conceal-
ment made by both importers and exporters,” the congressional inves-
dgators stated confidently that “Israel appears to have sold military
systems and sub-systems and provided technical assistance on a regular
basis.” The report also warned that the U.S. government would view
“new agreemenss reladng to the manufacture and maintenance of arms,
ammunition, and military equipment (as well as extensions or renewals
of preexisting agreements upon their terminatdon)” as falling under the
mandatory ban.*® Most damningly, the report’s authors concluded, “We
believe that the Israeli government was fully aware of most or all of the
wade.” The secret of Israel’s alliance with South Africa that had for
years leak-ed out in bits and pieces was now finally out in the open, and
this time the revelation came from a source that was difficult fer Israel
and its allies in Washington to dismiss or ignore.

In the wake of Israel’s sanctons resoludon, former defense minister
Moshe Arens immediately took to the airwaves, insisting to listeners that
South Africa had been a trusted and reliable friend to Israel over the
years while all of black Africa distanced itself and denounced Zionism as
racism. He called for Israel to honor exsting contracts with South Africa
and criticized Washington for forcing Israel to impose sanctions.*
Eliahu Lankin, the man who had cominanded the ill-fated Irgun ship
Altalena in 1948, was an even stronger critic of the cabinet decision. In
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1981, Lankin’s close friend Menachem Begin had appointed him ambas-
sador to South Africa. Lankin’s wife, Doris, had gone to school in the
Orange Free State, South Africa’s Afrikaner heartland, and she remained
friendly with several apartheid government officials she had known as a
child.¥

Soon after returning from his stint in South Africa in 19835, Lankin
granted an interview to Haaretz. When areporter asked the veteran free-
dom fighter why he did not sympathize with the black South African
struggle for independence, he replied: “There is a fundamental difference
betw-een a Jewish-Israeli patriot’s ideology and the blacks’ struggle. It is
true we have fought for Israel’'s independence; the Blacks are fighting for
their rights. So far we are both equal. But we were fighting a foreign colo-
nialist government which did not have any rights to [this] land.” By con-
trast, South African blacks, Lankin argued—having completely absorbed
the Afrikaner nationalists’ sense of their enttlement to govern—were
fighting Afrikaners who held an equal claim to the land “by virtue of his-
tory and [who) have become an objective and political reality.”** Ironi-
cally, Lankin’s logic did not extend to the “objective and political reality”
of the Arabs living in pre-1948 Palestine.

Lankin also lambasted the U.S. Congress for seeking “to impose their
political stand on other countries using the weapon of economic support
as a means of blackmail.” He complained that other occasional violators
of the 1977 U.N. embargo, such as France, Taiwan, Italy, and West Ger-
many, could afford to “thumb their noses” at the U.S. law because they
did not depend on American aid. “The only really vulnerable ‘cransgres-
sor’ is Israel, which unfortunately is dependent on American economic
support, and will have no alternative but to refrain from renewing cer-
tain contracts with South Africa,” wrote Lankin. “This will rebound to
Israel’s serious disadvantage.”*

Other right-wing Israeli politicians echoed Lankin’s views on apart-
heid. Although Raful Eitan and Ariel Sharon often disagreed about
military matters—FEitan once accused Sharon of needlessly sending men
to their deaths and “chronically exceeding his orders—the two shared
many of the same views when it came to denying political rights to Pales-
tinians in the occupied territories and they applied these ideas to the
treatinent of blacks in South Africa.*® So deep was their sympathy for
South Africa and their identification with its leaders that both generals
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were willing to go public with their support. Sharon routinely urged
the West to sell South Africa arms; Eitan went even further, declaring
to a Tel Aviv University audience that blacks in South Africa were not
oppressed. The problem, according to Eitan, was that blacks “want to
gain control over the white minority just like the Arabs here want to gain
control over us. And we, too, like the white minority in South Africa,
1must act to prevent them from taking us over.™ It was not surprising
that leading right-wing figures such as Lankin, Eitan, and Sharon so eas-
ily absorbed the antidemocratc rhetoric of the white South African gov-
ermment. After all, the militant Zionist ideology that had shaped their
worldview denied political rights to national minorities and its more rad-
ical proponents openly eschewed democratic principles.

Eitan had remained close friends with both Magnus Malan and Con-
stand Viljoen after he stepped down as IDF chief of staff in 1983 and was
convinced that a black revoludon in South Africa could lead to a global
confrontation. Soon after leaving the military, he went into politics as a
representative of the far-right Tehiya and Tzomet parties.*® From his
Knesset desk, Eitan wrote to the South African ambassador in Tel Aviv,
instructing him to wam European leaders that “it is a communist hand
guiding the acdvides” in South Africa and that the apartheid government
would “fight for its existence” rather than be “a willing sacrifice for the
satisfaction of hypocrites.”*® In 1987, the war in Namibia and Angola
'was still far from over and Cold War thinking colored the interpretations
o f military men like Eitan and many of his old colleagues in the Defense
Ministry. A superficial sanctions resolution may have been on the books,
but beneath the surface things were much the same.

“I"he imposidon of sanctions in 1987 did not sever Israel’s tes with
South Africa. On the contrary, members of the security establishment in
both pardes sought to preserve the relationship—and derive as much
export revenue as they could from it. This exacerbated the ongoing
feud between Israeli defense officials and the Beilin clique at the Foreign
Ministry and paved the way for dysfuncdonal policymaking in Pretoria.
David Ivry, the former air force chief who had so happily hunted
Zebras in South Africa in 1980, was director-general of the Defense Min-
istry at the time of the Israeli sanctions debate and is now an executive at
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Boeing in Tel Aviv. From his stylish office overlooking the Mediter-
ranean and the Defense Ministtv complex he once presided over, Ivty
scoffs at Beilin’s version of evens. He belittles Beilin’s and Liel’s policy
contributions and claims that they were shut out of the decision-making
process on South Africa.

As Iviy tells it, policy shifts in Washington were far more important
than Beilin’s push for sanctions. In fact, he claims, the reduction n
defense cooperadon was already proceeding slowly when the Beilin pro-
posal came before the cabinet.” “At the beginning, we had the blessing
of the U.S., not an officval blessing,” Ivry recounts, but then, in the late
1980s, “the U S. tried to force us to stop.” Ivry and other members of the
security eswblishment, such as Defense Minister Rabin, began contact-
ing their anxious South African counterparts and “talked with them very
frankly”; Beilin and Liel were not involved, for fear that the two of them
would leak t the press what was happening. “We couldn’t tell Beilin,”
says Ivry. “We didn’t trust him.” While generals and defense indusay
officials were angtry about Section 508, they had little choice but to heed
the will of a superpower ally when the Anti-Apartheid Act became law.
“To respond to our national security needs, we had to respond to U.S.
requests,” says Ivry.*!

Meanwhile, in Pretoria, Israel's embassy was putting forth one policy
while iw defense mission was advancing another from the opposite side
of the wall. As one side managed ongoing arms contracts and coopera-
don with the South African security services, Shlomo Gur, a young,
bespectacled member of the Beilin clique in the Foreign Ministry, was
working the sureet oving to improve relations with black South African
leaders by expanding the connectdons forged through the Zelniker pro-
gram. Riding on the coattails of positive media reports about Israeli
sanctions, he attempted to make official governmental contacts with the
black community.

Gur’s goal was to bring trade unionists and members of the United
Democratic Front, a loose-knit anti-apartheid coalition, to Israel for
leadership training and public health and agricultural courses. Although
the participants appreciated the opportunity to travel and learn, the pro-
gram was more valuable as a tool to convince black South Africans that
Israel was not the enemy. Many blacks believed his overtures were plot-
ted by Pretonia, but eventually, by forging personal relationships, Gur
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managed to convince them that not everyone in the Israeli government
supported apartheid.

The same level of trust did not exist between Gur and his colleagues.
Some of the defense officials “were very opposed to what I was doing and
tried to narrow my ability to operate,” says Gur. While their kids played
rogether after school, the Israelis on opposite sides of the wall were
promoting radically different policies and seeking to undermine each
other.?

Xsraeli ambassador David Ariel faced an anxious crowd at the April 1987
Board of Deputes congress in Johannesburg. Ariel had always opposed
apartheid and was pleased with the cabinet decision to impose sanctions.
But now he had to explain it to an audience of angry South African Jews,
mnany of whom had an economic stake in strong trade ties with Israel and
coveted Jewish organizadons’ exemptions from Pretoria’s strict foreign
exchange controls when sending money to Israel.*’ Despite the ongoing
mmilitary cooperation, the South African government and many Jews
remained nervous that Israel might impose even harsher sanctions.’

“As long as the Arabs continue to receive massive and sophisticated
armaments from the Soviet Union, Israel will have to depend upon the
UL.S. for its defense,” Ariel told the scions of Johannesburg Jewry. The
audience did not appreciate hearing that their economic well-being was
not the Israeli government’s paramount concern, and they immediately
mobilized to reverse the new Israeli policy.*

A special interministerial committee led by Beilin had agreed to con-
sider amendments to the sancdons package prior to the September
implementadon deadline and the board’s leadership jumped at the oppor-
tunity. In a formal letter to Beilin’s committee, they argued that the effect
of lessened ties on the South African Jewish community would “be most
demoralising” and pleaded for “the special reladonships to endure.”*

There was face-to-face lobbying, too. As Beilin recalls, Mendel
Kaplan, the widely recognized spokesman for South Africa’s Jews who
was then also chairman of Israel’s powerful Jewish Agency, “screamed
and shouted,” accusing the Israeli government of endangering South
African Jewry.”” Kaplan was outraged when he heard that South Africans
could no longer participate in Israel’s pan-diaspora Maccabi (zames, and
he threatened to cut off financial donations to Israel in retaliation.’®
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As usual, South African Jewish leaders also invoked the specter of
anu-Semitism as a reason to support the apartheid government. If Jews
vocally supported Israeli sanctions, so the argument went, Pretoria
would once again bar donations to Israel and perhaps even target the
community as National Party leaders had during the 1930s and 1940s.

This was a red herring, of course, seeing as how high-ranking govern-
ment officials had assured Jewish community leaders that nothing of the
sort would happen. South Africa’s former ambassador to Isracl David du
Buisson hosted board leaders at the Union Buildings in Pretoria in late
April 1987, urging them to lobby the Israeli gevernment while promis-
ing them that the Jewish community had nothing to fear if their lobbying
failed and Israel imposed harsher measures.’ Nevertheless, community
leaders opposed to sanctions continued to raise the phantom threat of a
state-sponsored backlash against Jews. The old student activist Dennis
Davis, by then a law professor at the University of Cape Town, mocked
their logic, challenging board leaders to explain exactly how Israeli
weapons sales helped promote the interests of the South African Jewish
community.*® Faulty as its logic was, the board was repeatung a familiar
wope.

The claim that arms sales helped beleaguered Jewish communities
was a favorite excuse among Israeli officials seeking to ratdonalize mili-
tary ties with South Africa and other unsavory regimes. They used it in
the case of Iran in the 1980s, when covert Israeli arms sales may have
prompted Iran to grantexitvisas to some Jews.®' And they used the same
radonale, even less convincingly, to justify arms sales to the military
junsa in Argentina on the grounds that Jewish epponenw of the govern-
ment would be spared the fate of the desgparecidos. In South Africa, how-
ever, the argument had no merit because Jews —as a community—faced
no danger from the state in the 1970s and 1980s.%* It simply diverted
attention from the commercial and ideological motives underlying the
alliance. Much to the chagrin ofIsraeli officials and South African Jewish
leaders, American policyinakers did not fall for it

When the April 1987 congressional report formally acknowledged
Israeli military ceoperation with South Africa, Ameriean Jewish organi-
zations were forced to stop denying the relatienship and defend Israel’s
more pressing interest: ongoing military aid from Washington. Pro-
Israel organizations such as AIPAC clearly saw the prospect of losing
U.S. aid as a greater threat to the Jewish state than cutting ties with



204 THE UNSPOKEN ALLIARCE

South Africa.®® As the self-appointed guardians of Israel’s interests in
Washington, they told Prime Minister Shamir to make sure Isracl’s
measures against South Africa were just as strong as those taken in the
United States and Western Europe.®*

Their pressure paid off on September 16, 1987, when the Israeli cabi-
net formally unveiled a comprehensive sanctions package that went far
beyond the initial resolution adopted in March. The new policy dictated
no new investtments in South Africa, no new agreements in the area of
science, no visits to South Africa by Israeli civil servanw, no promotion
of tourism to South Africa, a freeze on the importquota of South African
iron and steel, and the prevention of Israel becoming a way station that
assisted South Africa in circumventing sanctions.®’

The one thing the new law did not touch was existing arms contracts.

Although Jerusalem’s sanctions package received in-depth coverage in
Israeli and American papers, in practice it amounted to little more than a
cosmetic gesture. Ultdmately, the sanctions had hardly any impact on the
flourishing twrade between the two countries, especially in the defense
sector, where mulabillion-dollar contracts signed before 1987 remained
in effect. An August 1987 South African government memo reported
smugly that top Israeli officials had promised Pretorra that the new sanc-
tions would merely amount to “window dressing,” because suspending
trade with South Africa “would first and foremost injure Israel.” In fact,
Rabin himself had already assured the South Africans that the changes
would be “mainly symbolic” and would be anneunced publicly to “lessen
the neganve effecs of conmct with the RSA,” which was damaging
Israel’s image.®

Johannesburg’s business leaders also continued to behave as if nothing
had changed. According to a letter from the South African Inventions
Development Corporation, a civilian-military establishment housed on
the grounds of the Council for Scientific and Industrial Research, Israeli
officials had promised the firmi that trade sanctiens “would have no effect
on the functoning of the SA/Israel Industrial R & D Programme.”®” Reg
Donner, chairman of Anglo American’s Research and Development
Dision, wrote to the Foreign Ministry regarding cooperaton with
Israeli institutions. He msisted that “it 1s of the utmost importance for us
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to carry on fostering these friendly relationships on a low profile basi's to
the mutual benefit of both countries. . . . I will most certainly continue
to promote [them] . . . even against the fiercest pressures by the U.S.A.
or others.™®

Getung money out of the ceuntry was also a prime concern for South
African business leaders in the mi1d-198@s as sanctions began to take
effect.®” In order o circumvent the trade embargo, they used the hardest
currency available to them: diamonds. According te Chaim Even-Zohar,
a leading historian of the diamond industry, during these years virtually
all polished diamonds from South Africa were channeled through Israel
with the aid of South Africa’s nwo-tiered currency system of financial and
commercial rand. Designed to stanch capital flight, the ftnancial rand
was worth 40 percent less than the cemmercial rand. Foreign investors
seeking te expatriate their profits were forced to liquidate any assets at
the lower financal-rand exchange rate, thereby creating an incentive for
them to keep their money in South Africa. The financial rand also
encouraged new foreign investment by allowing noncitizens to make
purchases and capital mvestnents at the more favorable exchange rate.
This amed the counny into “a rough diamond nirvana” in the late
19885 because Israeli companies were able to buy rough diamonds at the
massively discounted financial-rand rate and then earn windfall prefits
by selling the finished product abroad. As Even-Zohar notes, “Many of
the South African polishing companies were transfiared inte fereign,
mostly Israeli, hands in order to udlize the financial rand benefis.””®

Military elites, the South African Jewish community, and leading busi-
nessmen were all determined to mainwin the alliance—sanctions be
damned.

AS U.S. SANCTIONS STARTED to sting South Africa in 1988 and Shlomo Gur
worked tirelessly to build bridges to South Africa’s future black leaders,
Eliahu Lankin was stll defending white rule as forcefully as ever.

After publicly fighting Israeh sanctions legislation throughout 1987,
Lankin declared in the Israeli journal Nufr: “The real problem in South
Africa today is not apartheid. . . . The problem is that the spokesmen of
the black majority are openly demanding that rule over the country pass
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into their hands.” To the old Irgun commander, this was unacceptable.
Just like the apartheid government’s leaders, Lankin believed that gen-
uine democracy would spell the annihilation of white South Africans.
““What the ANC is demanding today is nothing less than ‘one man, one
vote.’. .. If the whites were to agree to this in present circumstances,
they would be committng suicide, not only polidcally but physically as
well.” He criticized the United States for adding fuel and legitimacy to
the anti-apartheid movement and denounced Washington’s pressure on
Israel to stop arms sales to South Africa.”

Lankin did have some fellow believers in Washington; a June 1988
National Review article argued that the Israeli-South African alliance was
a boon to Israel’'s economy and a “natural marriage of interests” that only
bothered “the fringe Israeli left.” One of the authors went so far as pitch-
ing a book proposal to the South African Foreign Ministry with chapters
on the necessity of strong Israeli-South African ties for Israel’s security
and how “world Jewry must choose between what is good for the Jews
and what is good for liberals.” While much of the rest of the world was
calling for negotiated transition to black majority rule in 1988, Lankin
still clung tenaciously to the idea that embattled minorities deserved to
1ule. “If there is to be any prospect of avoiding the much-prophesied car-
nage and destruction,” he wrote, “the first step must be to discard the
doctrinaire conceptions of theoretical democracy—-one man, one vote.””

Pleased by Lankin’s rousing defense of apartheid and fearful that Yossi
Beilin was an omen of things to come if Labor returned to power, Preto-
ria aligned itself with the Likud Party as the 1988 Israeli elections
approached. In July, four months before the election, officials from the
prime minister on down assured South Africa’s ambassador in Tel Aviv
that no further steps would be taken against Pretoria. The minister of
science and development blamed the sanctions on “young leftsts” in the
Foreign Ministry and claimed that his ministry would ignore them;”
Mordechai Gur, who had preceded Eitan as IDF chief of staff, explained
that Peres made anti-South Africa commens simply “because it makes
things easier for him in the international community”;"* and the South
African newspaperman turned Likud adviser, Harry Hurwitz, promised
the new ambassador that his boss, Shamir, remained committed to South
Africa.”” Despite his pro-sanctions assurances to AIPAC in Washington,
the old Lehi guerrilla was sull playing a double game.

In October, a month before the electon, South African foreign minis-
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ter Pik Botha wrote to Defense Minister Magnus Malan about the need
to keep Likud in power in order to protect Pretoria’s interests.”® South
African businessmen and leaders in the Jewish community were watch-
ing closely; they, too, feared further sanctions if Labor returned to
power. With the Likud Party facing financial difficultes in the final
weeks of the campaign, South African Zionist Federation leader Julius
Weinstein encouraged the Finance Ministry to allow an exceptional
transfer of funds—R500,000 ($200,000 at the ttme)—to the Likud elec-
don committee. This sizable donation came from none other than Reg
Donner, Anglo American’s enthusiastic violator of sanctions, and Bertie
Lubner of the Israel-South Africa Chamber of Commerce, which had
been one of the first organizatons to promote closer ties between the
two countries in the early 1970s.7

The Foreign Ministry enthusiastically supported the idea. “A Likud
victory would improve Israeli-South African relations and perhaps roll
back sanctions,” Deputy Foreign Minister Kobus Meiring predicted,
whereas he feared a Labor win might bring even harsher ones.” In the
end, the finance minister rejected Weinstein’s application to transfer
such a large sum to an Israeli political party-—despite the Foreign Min-
istry’s attempums to reverse it—and Likud won the election anyway.

South Africa’s decision to tie its fortunes to the Israeli right was a nat-
ural move, given the harsh anti-apartheid rhetoric emanating from the
Labor benches and other left-wing parties in the Knesset. It was not nec-
essary, however: South African diplomats fundamentally misunderstood
the political dynamics at play in Israel and the stark contrast between the
righteous public face Israel was displaying to the world and the darker
reality underneath.

They had failed to grasp the lesson that Israeli visitors had taught
them three years before: that managing hypocrisy was an art. Peres’s
denunciations of South African policy—*“a Jew who accepts apartheid
ceases to be a Jew”—were merely diplomatc doublespeak.”® Veteran
Labor Party leaders, despite their willing participation in the alliance,
felt the need to speak out publicly against apartheid in order to pay hom-
age to the moralism of their ideological forebears, such as Ben-Gurion
and Meir. Likud heavyweights such as Ariel Sharon and Raful Eitan felt
no such duty and were perfectly willing t express open sympathy for the
Afrikaner government.

Kobus Meiring, the South African official who had pleaded with the
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Finance Ministry to allow the aransfer of finnds to Likud, finally grasped
this a few months later when a young Ferusalemn Post reporter named
Wolf Blizer ash-ed him about Israel's complicated relationship with
South Afviea. “I always get the impression that there is a big difference in
what is said from the stage . . . and what is really happening between our
two countries,” Meiring told the future CNN anchor.*

AS APARTHEID CRUMBLED in South Africa, the proceeds from old arms con-
tracts continued to fill the Israeli treasury. Making sure that no one
exposed these ongoing milisary ties was a task that fell to Israel$ allies
abroad.

The Anti-Defamation League is known in the United Sttes and
across the world as the premier opponent of anti-Semitism. It was
founded in 1913 and later led the fight against Nazi sympathizers and
neo-Nazis while defending the rights of other minorities targeted by
white supremacist groups. But it had a darker side. During the 1940s, the
ADL rargeted suspected communiss, shared its files with the House
Un-American Activities Committee, and provided information to FBI
investgators.®'

The ADL moved even further to the right during the Reagan years.
Under the leadership of Irwin Suall—who was raised in Breoklym,
schooled at Oxf ord, and spent his early career working for unions and the
Socialist Party—-the ADL created a formidable “fact-finding” depart-
ment that not only collected information on targeted organizations but
also inflwrated those groups with informers in order to glean more infor-
mation and potentially undermine them.

As a young man, Suall had moved in left-wing circles and counted
James Baldwin among his drinking buddies. @nce, when a Greenwich
Village bartender refused to serve the gay black writer, Suall joined
Baldwin outside in the snow, picketing the bar.** But by the 1980s, Suall’s
allegiances had shifted away from the protest politics of the left and he
took to identifying himself as a “repentant Trotskvist,” devoting his
energies to fighting anti-Semitic groups of all political stripes.

By the early 1980s, Suall had come to believe that neo-Nazis and
skinheads were no longer a major menace to American Jewsor the state
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of Israel; instead, he believed that the greatest threat to Israel ema-
nated from the Soviet Union and the American left. As a resulg, Suall’s
fact-Ainding deparunent shifted is focus from white supremacists and
Aryan nationalists to every imaginable left-leaning organization in the
countrv—from pro-Nicaraguan Sandinista groups to the anu-apartheid
movement® Suall’s ace fact finder was a man named Rov Bullock.

As a child growing up in the Midwest, Bullock was enthralled by Her-
bert Philbnick’s tale of Cold War espionage, I Led Tbree Lives. He had
always wanted to be a spy and in the 1950s he traveled to Moscow,
attempted to infiltrate a socialist vouth movement convention, and
began to work as an unpaid informant for the FBI. As a closeted gay man
n the 1950s, 1t was the perfect way to conceal his idenuty while fighting
the Reds.** San Francisco proved to be a more hospitable environment,
and Bullock soon began working for the ADL there. His first assiginnent
was monitoring right-wmng hase groups. Due to the unusual nature and
questionable legality of his work, Bullock was never officially kept on the
ADL payroll; instead, he was paid circuitously through a Los Angeles
law firin for ever thirty vears.®

As the anm-apartheid campaign turned s attention to Israel’s links
with South Africa, the ADL entered the propaganda fray, publicly
attacking Nelson Mandela’s AN C with arguments that mirrored those of
the hard-line security officials in Pretoria. In May 1986, ADL namonal
director Nathan Perlmutter co-authored an article arguing, “We must
disunguish betwveen those who will work for a humane, democratic, pro-
Western South Africa and those who are totalitarian, anti-humane, anti-
democratic, anti-Israel and anti-American. It s in this context that the
African National Congress . . . merits a close, unsentmental look.”®

The ADL also became involved in the Israeli-South African propa-
ganda war in a more covert manner, dispatching Bullock to attend the
meetings of U.S.-based ana-apartheid groups, collect their publications,
and take down the license plate numbers of leaders’ cars—including vis-
itors such as Archbishop Desmond Tutu and South African Communist
Party leader Chris Hanu.

Bullock collaborated with Tom Gerard of the San Francisco Police
Deparunent in order to gather information on the targeted groups.
Sharing a taste fer espionage, Bullock and Gerard, who had worked for
the CIA in Central America before joining the SFPD, hit it off instantly
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when they metin 1985. Soon afterward, they began supplying each other
with informadon. Within six months, Gerard was giving Bullock access
to computerized criminal histories, vehicle and driver’s license informa-
tion, and other dam only available to police officers® Gerard also gave
Bullock information on the owners of various PO boxes, and photo-
graphs of demonstrators.

Years later, police seized Bullock’s computer and raided ADL offices
in Los Angeles and San Francisco to gather evidence for a lawsuit against
the organization brought by ant-apartheid activists and a variety of
other left-wing groups. They found files on thousands of people, the
majority of them illegally obtained through Gerard, who had by then fied
to the Philippines. San Francisco district attorney Arlo Smith released
reams of documents to the public, the FBI began an investdgation,
and anti-apartheid activists and the Arab-American Anti-Discriminaton
Committee sued the ADL in 1993. In a settlement, the ADL agreed to
pay the plaintiffs’ legal fees and to cease collecting law enforcement files.

But Bullock was not only working for the ADL. During the late
1980s, he had begun to perform the same services for the South African
government.

Bullock claims he first met with a South African intelligence agent in
1987 or 1988.88 [t all began when he saw a newspaper listing advertising
that Willis Carto, a known ant-Semite, would be holding an invesument
seminar in Las Vegas and that the South African consul-ge¢neral from
Los Angeles would be speaking there. Bullock and Gerard decided to
warn the consul that “the South African government’s reputation is none
too good as it is and associating with a known antd-Semite will do you no
go0od.” The consul-general canceled the engagement and thanked Ge-
rard and Bullock. It wasn’t long before Bullock was approached by South
African spies.

Six months after issuing the warning to the South African consulate,
Gerard called Bullock to tell him a South African intelligence officer was
in town and wanted to meet. The two went together and met with an
agent named Humphries in a hotel room. Humphries had graying hair, a
reddened face, and a thick jowl; he spoke with a slight but noticeable
South African accent. The agent wanted information on anti-apartheid
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activities in the United States, and Bullock knew that helping him would
be easy.” As Bullock later confessed in a deposition, the ADL “was inter-
ested in certain anti-apartheid groups . . . [that] shared a far left agenda,”
including the ANC.”" He believed that the ANC? interests were funda-
mentally opposed to Israel’s and, like his employer, he considered it a ter-
rorist organization. Bullock later admitted to the FBI that funneling
information to South African intelligence agents provided him with a
supplementary income while presenting him with no addinonal work.
After all, he was already monitoring the same anti-apartheid activists for
the ADL.%?

In 1989, Humphries left the country and was replaced by another
agent. Despite the personnel change, Bullock’s work as a South African
spy continued. Pretoria’s new man in San Francisco presented himself
as Louie. He was much younger than Humphries, clean-shaven, well
dressed, and had a strong, unmistakably Afrikaans accent. He was also
deeply paranoid and refused to leave his hotel. Despite Bullock’s many
attempts to lure him out for a meal, Louie would insist on meeting in his
hotel room and turning the radio’s volume up to drown out their conver-
sations each ume they met.

Nevertheless, Bullock—who claimed he personally opposed apart-
heid—was put at ease by Louie, whom he described as “more liberal” and
of the opinion “that blacks must eventually share power with whites in
South Africa.” Louie was adamant, however, that the ANC could not be
part of any new government because they were “terrorists,” a sentiment
very much in line with Bullock’s own views.” Bullock met Louie six or
seven times between 1989 and 1991.** During this period, the ADL fact
finder sent reports two to three times per month to a PO box in New
York City,” describing anti-apartheid meetings and rallies he attended as
an informer, including an event focusing on the movie industry’s role in
the and-apartheid movement at the Hollywood Hotel.?

For South African spies in California, this was no laughing matter.
The meeting at the Hollywood Hotel took place in the wake of Letbal
Weapon 2’s blockbuster success: it was the number one R-rated movie of
1989, grossing over $220 million worldwide and dealing a body blow to
South African public diplomacy efforts in the United States and across
the globe. The film featured a multiracial LAPD duo, played by Mel
Gibson and Danny Glover, battling a nefarious group of South Africans
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smuggling drugs and Krugerrands through the Los Angeles consulate
under the cover of diplomauc immunity.

Although it is better remembered for exploding toilets and steamy
sex scenes, Letbal Weapon 2 had an unabashedly political agenda and
provided theatergoers with equal parts shoot-’em-up drama and righ-
teous anu-apartheid rage. The Nazi-like villains spoke in pitch-perfect
Afrikaans accents, their consular seal resembled that of the ‘Third Reich,
and they repeatedly referred to Danny Glover’s character—and other
black Americans—as “kaffir” (the South African equivalent of “nigger”)
while indiscriminately killing anyone who got in their way.

The South African government and its oper-atives had hoped to stem
the ude of negative publiaty by infiltrating the film industry, but Hol-
lywood’s crusade continued, eclipsing Preteria’s counterpropaganda
efforts. What had begun with the trenchantly anti-apartherd Cry Free-
domn 1n 1987 —featuring Denzel Washington in his first starring role as
the black consciousness leader Steve Biko—culminated in 1992, when a
repentant Arnon Milchan produced Tbe Power of One, a World War I1-
era wle of interracial friendship triumphing ever racism in South
Africa. In exchange for attending events such as the Hollywood Hotel
meeting, infiltrating other anti-South African groups in California, and
monitoring the leaders of left-wing organizations that supported the
anu-apartheid movement, Bullock received over $15,000 in pavments
from his handlers over the course of four years.”” At one point, as if fol-
lowing the Letbal Weapon script, they even offered to pay Bullock in
Krugerrands.®®

Bullock and Gerard made every effort to keep their intelligence barter-
ing actvities quiet, for fear that the FBI would discover they were selling
information o the South Africans.”” But the work was dryving up and
soon there would be little left to do on behalf of South African intelli-
gence. In February 1990, INelson Mandela was rele:ased from prison and
embarked on a worldwide speaking tour; as change appeared on the
horizon in South Africa, the Bay Area anti-apartheid movement slowly
evaporated.

Some conservative South African Jews and skeptical Americans made
a last-ditch effort to derail Mandela’s visit to the United States, but they
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were warded off behind the scenes by Michigan congressman Howard
Wolpe and the liberal South African Jewish activist Diana Aviv.!® Aviv
vividly remembers an eleventh-hour threat to prevent Mandela’s visit,
when a New York rabbi vowed to protest against Mandela because the
South African had uttered kind words about Yasser Arafatand Muammar
Gaddafi. Realizing that such a public protest “would be disastrous for
Black-Jewish relations,” Aviv cold-called the national coordinator of
Mandela’s U.S. tour from her aparttnentin New York. She implored him
to convince Mandela to meet with ADL president Abe Foxman and
other Jewish leaders before his trip to New York in order to defuse any
possible Jewish protests against the ANC leader. A meeting was arranged
in Geneva during which Mandela assured several prominent American
Jews that he recognized Israels right to exist.'” Foxman, the head of an
organization that had until then denounced the ANC as totalitarian and
a threat to Israel, emerged from the discussions so pleased with Man-
dela’s stance on Israel that he proclaimed the ANC leader “a great hero
of freedom” in a letter to The New York Times two weeks later.'?

Having assuaged the fears of Jewish leaders, Mandela’s U.S. tour dur-
ing the summer of 1990 turned out to be a remarkable success, drawing
sold-out crowds and culminating in an address to Congress. (The only
kink was a small protest by Miami Cubans upset about Mandela’s friend-
ship with Fidel Castro.) Given the heroic image he commanded in the
American press, South Africa’s intelligence operatives realized that
demonizing the ANC in the United States was quickly becoming a lost
cause. When Bullock showed up late to his final rendezvous with Louie,
the South African handler was angry and acung jittery. He gave Bullock
the final payment and thanked him, telling him “it just isn’t worth it,”
and then walked off.1%

The anti-apartheid movement had won the propaganda war in the
United Swates. But in Israel, where ties with the South African govern-
ment ran much deeper and severing them was much more costly, neither
side found it easy to simply walk away.
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THE END OF THE AFFAIR

South Africa’s Transition to Democracy
and the Demuse of the Alliance

N MAY 1989, DEEP INSIDE Cheyenne Mountain on the outskirts of Col-
orado Springs, analysts at the North American Aerospace Wefense Com-
mand (N ORAD) were busy monitoring Russian missile and rocket tests.
Accustomed to routine Soviet reconnaissance missions, the air force
intelligence officers didn’t think twice as they watched arocket launch a
satellite into orbit from the Arcuic capital of Arkhangelsk. But within
seventy-two hours, the Soviet satellite abruptly shifted course, dropped
its altitude and zoomed in on astretch of sea at the southern tip of Africa.
The Russians knew something that the Americans didn’t, and CIA satel-
lites soon followed. On July 3, the U.S. surveillance satellite passing over
the Indian Ocean detected a plume of smoke off the South African coast
near Arniston. It appeared to be the exhaust trail of a missile, and the
wake was identical to that produced by the Israeli Jericho 2. The match
set off alarms in Washington.'

By imposing sanctions two years earlier, Israel had successfully dis-
tanced itself from South Afnca in the eyes of the media. The smoking
gun off the coast of South Africa threatened all this; it confirmed that
Israel was sl cooperating with Pretoria two years after pledging to halt
milisary ties. Israel was suddenly charged with violating its own sanc-
tons, and this tme the accusasion came not only from the press and the
anti-apartheid movement, but from the White House.

South Africa’s quest for long-range missiles had begun in the early 198@s
as Pretoria was facing tens of thousands of Cuban troops in Angola. By
1987, the Angolan conflict had turned into the largest confrontation on
African soil since \Werld War Il. Lacking a long-range missile capability,
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South Africa’s leaders had for years relied on their ground troops and the
air force to gain the upper hand. As the fighung intensified, they scram-
bled to put the finishing touches on the nuclear-capable missiles being
buik with Israeli help in Arniston.

During the month of September 1987, South African ground troops
inflicted massive casualties on both Cuban and Angolan forces in battles
along the Lomba Rver in southern Angola, but they had no such luck n
the skies. With only a few of the Israeli-updated Cheetah jew ready fer
battle, the SADF was losing i edge in the air as Soviet Mi(G-23 and
Mi(G-27 planes entered the fray and the Angolans and Cubans built new
bases and airfields.” By the end of the year, Cuban troops and their
SWAPO allies from Namibia had achieved a decisive advantage over
South Afiiea in southern Angola.’ Six months after the Lomba River vic-
tory, the SADF fought an intense monthlong battle near the town of
Cuito Cuanavale in an effort to clear the eastern bank of the Cuito River.
The battle was indecisive, but the Cubans claimed victory. Then, on
June 26, 1988, Castro’s forces launched a surprise attack on the SADF,
leading to further rejoicing in Hav-ana.

Aware that it desperately needed to strengthen its air force, South
Africa sent a team a month later to learn airspace control techniques
from the Israelis. By dus ame, Israeli engineers had fmvshed moderniz-
ing almost half of the Cheetah aircraft South Africa had sent to Israel for
upgrades.* Yet another group of South Africans visited to shop for laser-
guided weapons.” Most important, the two governments began to dis-
cuss cooperation on a next-generasion South African aircraft after Israel
canceled plans to build its ewn homegrown fighter jet, the Lavi.

Israel had decided to develop the Lavi in the mid-1970s, but the proj-
ect soon began to consume billions of dollars, strain the Israeli economy,
and unsettle the defense industry-® When it was canceled in 1987, it was
aboon for the South African aircraft industry. At the Pentagon, Defense
Intelligence Agency analysw reported that high-paying jobs in South
Africa were being offered to fermer Lavi project employees. The salaries
offered were close to $80,000 per vear payable nto any bank account in
the world—a tempting package at the time for laid-off Israeli engineers.”
This expanded military cooperation and sharing of expertise did not go
over well in Washington, where U.S. assistant secretary of state Chester
Crocker was painstakingly negotiating the withdrawal of all Cuban and
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South African woops from Angola and independence for Namibia. In
this new military landscape, Ameriean diplomats saw no compelling rca-
son for South Africa’s ongoing defense ties with Israel.

With Secdon 508 on the books, U.S. policymakers were speaking openly
and disapprovingly about Israeli cooperation with South Africa-—a topic
that had long been shrouded in secrecy. Having recendy signed the Mis-
sile Technology Control Regime, the MTCR, along with several other
Western nations, the United States was getting serious about stopping
missile proliferation.®In early 1989, U.S. ambassador Thomas Pickering
complained to Shamir about Israel’s ongoing aid to the South African
missile program and warned him that President Bush was not happy
about it. The scientisw Israel had sent to South Africa in 1984 had been
closely vetted, given cover stories, and committed to secrecy when they
reached the Overberg missile tesung range in Amiston. With Washing-
ton breathing down their necks, keeping their work secret becane even
harder.

Then, on July 5, 1989, hovering satellites observed another missile fly
five hundred miles out to sea from Overberg.® The DIA immediately
noted that a short-range ballisuc missile had been launched and that
“Isr-ael’s connection to the project has been rumored since the mid-
1980s.”'° CIA analysts went into more detail, warning that “the possibil-
ity of a direct wansfer of missile componens from Tel Aviv to Pretoria”
was lk-ely.”!

Israel responded to these accusations cryptieally, declaring, “The
defense establishment smicdy abides by the inner cabinet decision of
March 18, 1987, whereby no new contracts will be signed between Israel
and South Afiiea in the defense realm.””” This was meaningless, of
course, because the missile cooperation at Arniston dated back to 198+
and was therefore part of an existing contract.

The South Afrieans claimed that the new missile, known as the
RSA-3, was simply a satellite launch vehicle—an innocuous part of their
“space program.” But it was well known to all in the field that the same
delivery system that launches a satellite into space could also be used for
a nuclear-tipped ballistic missile. American intelligence agencies were
well aware of South Afriea’s nuclear capability, and the possibility of a
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viable long-range deliveiy system worried them. In the CIA’s opinion,
“the program would not make sense unless the missile was intended to
ary a nuclear warhead.”"” The recent U.S.-brokered negodatons
between South Africa and Cuba had put peace m Angola and indepen-
dence for Namibia within reach. To Bush, an old CIA hand himself, it
seemed that Pretoria needed nuclear-tipped missiles less than ever and
he demanded that the cooperation cease.'*

Despite Bush’s scolding, Israel’s schizophrenic foreign policy toward
South Africa continued, with Liel and Gur building a reladonship with
black opposition leaders while the defense mission sold weapons to their
oppressors. Then, in 1989, the situation became even messier. A new
Likud ambassador, Zvi Gov-Ari, was sent to South Africa, where he
rekindled close ties with the National Paity government—a link that had
been wealk since the end of Eliahu Lankin’s tenure n 1985. Gov-Ari was
a Likud Party loyalist who rejected Liel and Gur’s strategy of courting
black opposison leaders. In addition to cozying up to the NP leadership,
Gov-Ari strengthened Israel’s des with Mangosuthu Buthelezi and other
bantustan leaders whom the ANC and anti-apartheid legislators in the
West saw as puppets.

Carrving out Israel’s self-contradictory policy was both a political and
logistical mess. “When Shlomo Gur went to Johannesburg to meet the
ANC, I drove down to [KwaZulu’s capital] Ulundi to meet Buthelezi,”
recalls Gov-Ari. “I saw my mission as trying to understand every side,
even right-wingers.”"’ To this day, he cherishes an award he received
from E. W. de Klerk’s government and keeps it prominently displayed in
his office. But while Gov-An was reaching out to the right, de Klerk had
already seen the wriung on the wall; the South African president released
several high-profile political prisoners m 1989 and began holding secret
negotiations with Nandela.

The Israeli defense establishment, which had for so long banked on
the sunival of white minority rule, had to accept that a new era was
dawning. Even Shlomo Brom, the Israeli defense attaché in Pretoria,
could see that apartheid was eroding around him. Brom also found the
Israeli government’s policy bizarre from his vantage point on the other
side of the embassy barrier from 1988 to 1990. “We didn’t have one
embassy in South Africa, we had three,” he exclaims. The first was the
ambassador’s turf and focused on mainwining cordial ties with the NP
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government; the second was run by Gur and focused on developing
a reladonship with the black opposition; the third was Brom’s defensc
mission. “I thought it would be better if we had one policy and one
embassy,” says Brom with a shrug. But he kept his views to himself and
continued to maintain relavons with the South African military estab-
lishment. The crumbling of apartheid was net the only factor hasten-
ing the demise of the Israeli-South African alliance; larger geopolitical
forces were quickly making it milimrily and economically irrelevant.

TNE END OF TNE COLD WAR dramatically altered the political and strategic
landscape of Southern Afirca. Cuban troops were already withdrawing
from Angola when F. W. de Klerk replaced P. W. Botha as president in
August 1989. The Berlin W3ll fell three months later and de Klerk soon
embarked on a radically different course that led to the release of Nelson
Mandela in early 1990. With the Soviet and Cuban threat gone, South
Africa could no longer appeal for Western support by invoking anticom-
munist argumens, nor could it rationalize repression of the democratic
opposituon by cloaking apartheid in Cold War rhetoric.

In Washington, old Africa hands were mrving to help facilitate a nego-
tiated transidon. Former senator Dick Clark, who was run out of office
with Eschel Rhoodie’s slush fund back in 1978, began to hold separate
Aspen Insdtute-sponsored seminars for black and white South African
leaders and American members of Congress.'®

In Pretoria, the Israeli government went to great lengths to improve
iw image after Mandela’s release. Veteran left-wing arttics of apartheid
were appointed to key posts, including Alon Liel, who became ambassa-
dor in 1992 and worked hard to redefine Israeli-South African relations
for the postapartheid era. Even so, the legacy of the 1978s and 1980s left
Mandela with a sour waste.

A year before South Africa’s first democratic elections, Elazar Granot
of Israel’s far-left Mapam Party addressed the delegrates of the Socialist
International—a globa gathering of Social Democratic leaders attended
by many European beads of state. Granot lavished praise on Mandela,
comparing him to Moses and arguing that South Africa’s president-in-
waiting was even greater than Moses for he had actually reached the
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Promised Land. But Mandela did not succumb to his flattery. As Granot
recalls it, the first words from South Africa’s icon of forgiveness and roc-
onciliation were: “The people of South Africa will never forget the sup-
port of the state of Israel to the apartheid regime.”*’

When Liel arrived in Pretoiia as ambassador in 1992 he faced an uphill
battle against the sort of lingering resentment Mandela’s comment
betrayed. The fact that the previous ambassador, Zvi Gov-Ari, was seen
as a friend of the apartheid government did not make it any easier. But
despite bitter memories, the ANC leadership seemed surprisingly will-
ing to forget the past if Jerusalem simply agreed to take steps toward
ending the occupation and allowing the establishment of an independent
Palestinian state. Israel’s peace initiatives in the early 1990s, such as lift-
ing a ban on direct slks with the PL@ and eswmblishing the land-for-
peace formula in the 1993 Oslo Accords, pleased Mandela and helped
improve Liel’s standing in ANC circles immensely.?°

Liel was dealing almost exclusively with black leaders, much to the
chagrin of the de Klerk government, which didn’t appreciate being side-
lined and wanted to hold on to some influence in the new South Africa.
As a result, Liel was not aware of some of the ongoing arms deals
between his military colleagues and the de Klerk government.

Malcolm Ferguson, South Africa’s ambassador to Israel at the time,
was stunned to learn that Israel’s South Africa policy was not only self-
contradictory but that the diplomats and defense officials at the Israeli
embassy had no idea what their colleagues were doing. A key adviser to
Prime Minister Rabin had told Ferguson that the Foreign Minisay was
deliberately kept in the dark about the nature of milisary relations
betwween the two countries for fear that is liberal employees would leak
informaton to the media.

When Ferguson finally met Liel, he was shocked to discover how lit-
tle the Israeli ambassador actually knew about the alliance. “It is obvious
to me that Liel knows absolutely nothing about the nature or extent of
security cooperation between the two countries,” he wrote in a cable to
Pretoria. Ferguson could not resist telling Liel that he had been deceived
for years because military leaders had feared a leak. Liel did not dispute
this, and explained that milisary leaders resented him and Beilin fer
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trying to shut down defense cooperadon by imposing sanctions.?! He
admitted that he hadn’t ever set foot in the defense mission on the other
side of his wall. It was as if Liel did not want the moral purity of his and
Beilin’s 1987 anti-apartheid crusade to be marred by the crude reality of
ongoing military cooperation six years later.

“I believe in morals in diplomacy,” Beilin told Israeli television in
1993. “Today, everybody knows that if we did not impose sanctions
against South Africa in 1987, we could not even look into the eyes of the
new government that will be elected there in April next year.”? Cer-
tainly, sanctions may have improved Israel’s diplomatic reladons with the
ANC, but the harsh reality was that Israel’s interests had once again
trumped its morals.

In Tel Aviv, Ferguson kept tabs on all ongoing arms deals and main-
tained close contact with Ivry, who told him his door at the Defense
Ministry was always open.?® Just months before South Africa’s first dem-
ocratic electon, there were still sizable active arms contracts to the tune
of R6 billion (then almost 52 billion) over the coming four years. “Until
advised to the contrary,” Ferguson wrote to Pretoria, “I shall continue ©
regard it as one of the overriding priorities of this mission to protect this

invesunent.”?*

The political landscape in Pretoria was changing, but the formidable
arsenal that South Africa had constructed with Israel’s help remained a
major concern for the U.S. government in the early 1990s. Despite the
ANC’s commiunent to the principles of nonproliferation, certain U.S.
and Briush officials, as well as some Israelis, feared that sensitive nuclear
technology might fall into the hands of ANC allies, such as Castro and
Gaddafi, who were hostile to the West.

South Africa knew that it would never be welcomed back into the
international community with a covert nuclear weapons program and in
1990, under pressure from Washington and London, de Klerk ordered
the dismantlement of all existing nuclear warheads and the destruction
of all proliferadon-sensitive records associated with the program.? By
signing the Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty, Pretoria could in one fell
swoop shed its pariah status and gain a seat at the table in major interna-
tional organizations dealing with nuclear energy and proliferaton, such
as the Nuclear Suppliers Group and the International Atomic Energy
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Agency.”® In 1991, South Africa admitted IAEA inspectors and became a
signatory to the NPT. That same year, Israel agreed to abide by the
terms of the Missile Technology Control Regime.

Official pronouncements aside, defense industry leaders in both coun-
tries wanted to hold on. The South Africans fought tenaciously to re-
tain their missile technology for launching satellites untul Washington
imposed sanctions agamst Armscor. And the Israelis did not cave in on
missile cooperation untii Washington threatened to restrict import
licenses for American weapons and bar Israeli firms from competing for
U.S. defense contracs.?”

Defending the South African missile program would be one of the
first tasks for South Africa’s new ambassador to the United States. In a
signal of Pretorias move away from hard-line apartheid policy and
toward democratization, de Klerk appointed Harry Schwarz as ambassa-
dor to Washington in 1991, the first time a non-NP member had been
named to such a senior post. Schwarz had arrived in South Africa as a
child refugee from Nazi Germany in 1934, served in the South African
Air Force during World War II, and became a leading opposition mem-
ber of Parliament. He was an outspoken critic of apartheid as well as a
staunch andcommunist, lending him hawkish credentals that earned
him the respect of certain NP members. He represented a new begin-
ning in South African diplomacy.

Upon arriving at Dulles Airport, Schwarz refused to be driven in the
embassy’s white limousine, an oddity among Washington’s diplomatc
fleet, which is dominated by sleek black Town Cars. For subsequent
embassy engagements, Schwarz again wurned down the limousine and
opted for a nondescript blue Ford sedan instead. His Chilean driver later
told him that this breach of protocol was the subject of intense discussion
among the capital’s diplomatic chauffeurs. “The drivers said there must
be a change in the embassy because the white racist car has gone,” recalls
Schwarz.?® Despite his decision to abandon the limousine, Schwarz still
represented a National Party government and worked diligently to pro-
tect its interests. In 1991, he made a last-ditch effort to defend South
Africa’s missile program as a space launch platform vital to the nation’s
economy.?? Washington doubted the commercial viability of such a pro-
gram and feared that there was too great an incentive to use the same
technology to build and export missiles.

Under heavy pressure from the United States, South Africa’s satellite
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launch capability was eventually put to an end. With hindsight, Prince-
ton Lyman, the U.S. ambassador to Pretoria at the time, admits that
South Africa may have been able to compete in the satellite launch
industry, but the prospect of proliferation was his overriding concern. In
1994, Washington paid Pretoria approximately $500,000 toward the
destrucoon of the equipment and signed an agreement marking the end
of the program and paving the way fer South Africa’s accession to the
Missile Technology Control Regime.”® It was a paltry sum in the eyes of
those who had built and tested the missiles.

Those scientists remain bitter to this day about U.S. pressure to end
the mussile program. Three of the architects of the nuclear and missile
programs claim that “South Africa sacrificed (on the altar of morality and
acceptability to the international community) its leading edge defense
technology, and its leading position as one of the world’s important
exporters of weapons svstems,” not te mention fifteen thousand job
opportunities —creating a security threatin its own right.”' On the eve of
South Africa’s transition to democracy, a group of disgruntled nuclear
weapons engineers even threatened to go public with the details of coop-
eration with Israel if they were not given better severance packages by
the govermment.’”

[t was not untdl March 1993, after all Pretoria’s nuclear bombs had been
dismantled, that President F. W. de Klerk went public and announced to
Parliament that South Africa had in fact possessed nuclear weapons. De
Klerk’s announcement marked a watershed: itwas the world’s first case of
voluntary disarmament, and his speech to Parliament produced a wave of
skepticism. Indeed, there are a number of conspiracy theories regarding
the end of the South African nuclear and missile program, represented
most thoroughly by The Mini-Nuke Conspiracy, a 1995 book co-authored
by Steve McQuillan and Peter Hounam, the British journalist who first
published photographic evidence of Israel’s nuclear program in London’s
Sunday Times in 1986. Their book suggests that South Africa’s nuclear
expertise and capacity was far too advanced to have only completed seven
bombs by 1989, the number officially claimed by South Africa and the
IAEA. They base their evidence on a variety of anonymous interviews
with former Armscor officials who claim that over twenty bombs were
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produced as well as more than one hundred nuclear artillery shells. The
absence of these weapons is atiributed either to stockpiling by right-
wing Afrikaners or wansfer to Israel for storage.’’

These claims are not outlandish, given South Africa’s well-esmblished
research into thermonuclear and implosion devices. However, they
assume that these programs were carried threugh to the production stage
and that advanced nuclear weapons were actually built and deployed
in the late 1980s.** These allegations are severely undermined by the
IAEA’ restricted 1993 report—based on 130 inspections of nuclear facil-
ities over a two-year period. The IAEA found no such weapons and
confirmed that South Africa’s declared highly enriched uranium produc-
tion totals were plausible based on their inspection of the facilities.”
Indeed, fermer Atomic Energy Board head VWaldo Stumpfis so doubtful
that he has publicly challenged the authors of the Mini-Nuke Conspiracy
to present their findings to the IAEA for examination and verificaton.*

Nevertheless, many questdons do remain about the truthfulness of
South Africa’s nuclear declarations, though they center more on the issue
of cooperation with Israel than a hidden nuclear stockpile. De Klerk
declared in his March 1993 speech to Parliament, “At no time did South
Africa acquire nuclear weapons technology or materials from another
counurv, nor has it provided any to any other counmry, or co-operated
with another counny in this regard.”>” De Klerk has explained the tri-
tum from Israel as an acquisition fer commercial use; even if it was never
used, this is an unconvincing excuse, given that the South African gov-
emment was planning and researching thermonuclear weapons at the
time.”® Furthermore, de Klerk offered no explanation in his speech fer
the uranium supplied to Israel during the 1960s and 1970s or Fanie
Botha’s decision te lift the safeguards on that stockpile, a matter he was
no doubtaware of, given that hesucceeded Botha as minister of mines in
1979 and tesufied at Jan Blaauw’s trial in 1988. By carefully choosing his
terminology, de Klerk artfully sidestepped the truth in his 1993 address
to Parliament and in so doing prevented the full exposure of three
decades of Israeli-South African nuclear cooperadon.’® Even after Pre-
toria’s program had been shut down, the secret-—or part of it—had to
be kept.
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ON THE EVE of South Africa’s transition to democracy, a variety of cooper-
ative ventures were still moving forward despite the Israeli sanctions,
which forbade new contracts.* The largest was Project Tunny, an agree-
ment with Israel Aircraft Industries to further update South Africa’s
Cheetah fleet with advanced avionics.” The South African Air Force had
sent thirty-eight Cheetah C aircraft to Israel for weapons system updates
and they were scheduled to become operational in 1995.% Despite this
R700 million ($220 million) contract, the number of South Africans in
Israel was dwindling. Rather than the large teams of officers that had
once frequented Israel, the biggest group of South African military per-
sonnel arriving in Israel in 1993 was the twelve-man boxing team of the
Far North Command, including three blacks.*

Back in South Africa, the situation was growing tense. A spate of at-
tacks on blacks by a mysterious “Third Force”—made up of former and
current government security operatives seeking to derail the transiion—
outraged Mandela, leading him to believe that the apartheid regime had
organized covert government death squads.* Then in April, the young
and wildly popular South African Communist Party leader Chris Hani
was shot dead in his driveway by white right-wingers. Hani had been
widely seen as a potential heir to Mandela and his assassination left the
country teetering on the brink of chaos. Mandela appealed to outraged
black South Africans for calm and they heeded his call, but the white
right remained angry for reasons of its own.

The bitter-enders of the Afrikaner right felt betrayed by de Klerk,
and they lashed out at him for what they regarded as spineless capitula-
tion. Fed up with de Klerk’s compromises, General Constand Viljoen
returned to politcs in 1993, joining a group of fellow retired generals,
including Tienie Groenewald, who called de Klerk “the biggest traitor in
South African history.” Together they established the Afrikaner Volks-
front, a new Afrikaner nationalist organization, whose goal was to create
a sovereign Boer state within the new South Africa—"an Israel for the
Afrikaner,” as Viljoen put it.¥

On May 7, 1993, a panoply of white supremacist and Afrikaner national-
ist groups convened in the town of Potchefstroom, south of Johannes-
burg. The white right was there in all of its splendor, from the Afnkaner
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Volksfront to the Afrikaner Resistance Movement, AWB, a militant
group led by the appropriately named gray-bearded firebrand, Eugene
Terreblanche. AWB members sported brownshirt-style uniforms embla-
zoned with a three-armed swastika. A splinter extremist organization
called the White Wolves and even a local branch of the KKK showed up.
The crowd gave Viljoen a hero’s welcome as he ascended the podium.
“Every Afrikaner must be ready. Every farm, every school is a tar-
get. . .. A bloody conflict which will require sacrifices is inevitable, but
we will gladly sacrifice because our cause is just,” the old general intoned.
“You lead, we will follow,” the crowd bellowed in response.*

The following month, Viljoen, Groenewald, and their colleagues
applied for a demonstraton permit in the Johannesburg suburb of
Kempton Park, where they intended to protest the power-sharing talks
between Mandela and de Klerk by showing their disapproval in num-
bers. The Volksfront leaders assured the police that the five thousand
expected demonstrators would not be armed. They were wrong; Terre-
blanche’s militants arrived with a formidable arsenal.

On June 25, 1993, the SADF’s chief of staff, Pier Steyn, flew back from
Israel-—where he and his Israeli counterparts were holding their final
intelligence conference—just in time to see Terreblanche’s men drive a
Viper armored car into the building where constitutional negonatons
were being held next to Johannesburg’s airport.*” After shattering the
glass facade of the conference center, the white extremisws took over the
building, ransacking it while shouting racial epithets at the negotiators.*®

Constand Viljoen and his liberal twin brother, Braam, had not spoken
about politics for decades, but after the Viper incident, Braam sensed
that the country was on the brink of civil war and that his brother was the
only man with the power to stop it. He pleaded with Constand to speak
with Mandela in person. Constand conferred with his fellow Volkstfront
leaders and a few days later agreed to let his acuvist brother use high-
level ANC connections to set up a meeting. On August 12, 1993, the
Viljoen brothers, Groenewald, and two other key Volksfront leaders
rang Mandela’s doorbell in the upscale Johannesburg neighborhood ot
Houghton. Haunted by the schoolbook tale of Afrikaner peacemakers
who met with the Zulu king Dingaan in 1838 only to be slaughtered
after signing a peace agreement, the Volksfront men were wary of Man-
dela. But even they could not resist his politcal charms.*
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The ever-gracious Mandela served his guests tea, launched into a
lengthy monologue about his admiration for the Afrikaner people and
their traditions, and shocked Viljoen by addressing him in the general’s
own native tongue, Afrikaans. Mandela paid the assembled generals the
ultmate compliment by conceding, “Militarily we cannot fight you; we
cannot win.” But, the great conciliator warmed them bluntly, “If, how-
ever, you do go to war, you assuredly will not win either . . . we are too
many, you cannot kill us all.”*® Viljoen agreed that a civil war was no
solution; instead he and his colleagues demanded a volkstaat—their own
patch of land to create the “Afakaner Israel” they dreamed of. Mandela
was too savvy a politician to deny their request outright and wise enough
to know that as negotiations moved forward and he further assured
Afrikaners that they were safe in a mularacial South Africa, demands for
self-determination would evaporate.

In March 1994, one month before the election and despite the grow-
ing rapport between Mandela and Viljoen, things nearly fell apart. The
government had warned bantustan leaders that their territories would
automatically be incorporated into the new South Africa—by force if
necessary. Bophuthatswana’s president, Lucas Mangope, the puppet head
of state who relished flying his flag alongside the Union Jack on Embassy
Row in Tel Aviv, had no intention of giving up without a fight. Viljoen’s
Volksfront, after all, was willing to stand between Mangope and the
SADF, who had been ordered by de Klerk to force Bophuthatswana’s
1ntegration.

On March 10, civil unrest spread across the bantustan and Afrikaner
nationalists sent out a call to arms. Once again, as in Kempton Park,
“Terreblanche’s Afrikaner Resistance Movement lost control. White men
in pickup trucks rolled through the streets randomly firing on black men,
women, and children, their leaders having urged them to go on a “kaffir
shooting picnic.” After angry black crowds began pelting the white men
with stones, a Bophuthatswanan police officer stepped in and methodi-
cally shot three of Terreblanche’s men in the head. The iconic photos of
the bearded Boer extremiss lying in pools of their own blood flashed
across South African television screens, shocking blacks and whites alike.
"Their deaths marked the end of the right’s march to war.
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IT WAS NOW CLEAR to the decision makers in Jerusalem who had once
believed the National Party had twenty years to live that apartheid was
dead. Likewise, the Israeli right’s flirtation with the bantustan leaders—
but not the bantustan concept as a model for eventual Palestinian
statehood—was a thing of the past.’! The Israeli government’s new pri-
ority was making sure that South Africa remained a customer rather than
becoming an enemy.

As the April 1994 elections approached, ANC leaders negotiated with
Viljoen, promising to hold a referendum on the question of an Afnkaner
volkstaat, while fending off the menace of Buthelezi’s Zulu nationalist
followers, who were threatening to boycott the elections and create a
state of their own. “We could have stopped the electons from taking
place . . . we had the means, we had the arms, we had the tactics, and we
had the will,” says Viljoen.*

Despite ail this, Viljoen reversed course after the debacle in Bophu-
thatswana. He was denounced as a Judas by those further to hisright, but
he had made up his mind. Twenty minutes before the election filing
deadline he submitted paperwork for a new political party, the Freedom
Front, and opted to pursue his dream of an Afnkaner volkstaat via the
bailot box.’* He was elected to Parliament in April 1994 and served for
seven years. In 2001, after popular interest in an Afrikaner state had long
since faded—as Mandela had predicted it would—Viljoen retred and
recurned to his rural farm three hundred miles east of Johannesburg.

As South Africa’s domestic drama unfolded prior to the 1994 electuons,
South African officials continued to milk the Israelis for everything they
could get before the handover of power. At this stage, any cooperation
had to be kept hidden from the Americans.** When an Armscor official
visited Israel to discuss a joint project to build guided missiles in 1993, he
was instructed to remain silent outside the Israeli subcontractor’s office
“because there was a party of Americans in an adjoining part of the block
where we were.”>* Technically, the axe of Section 508 still loomed over
Israel’s head, making defense officials extremely touchy about their
ongoing cooperation with South Africa after the 1987 sancuons and the
discovery of the missile test in 1989.5¢

Other South African arms deals bothered the Americans as well. A
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federal grand jury in Philadelphia indicted seven South Africans and sev-
eral Arinscor subsidiaries for violating the arms embargo by smuggling
weapons componens out of the United States.” Washington was also
irritated by Pretoria’s blasant disregard of U.N. sanctions in the world’s
trouble spots—from the Balkans to the Persian Gulf—whcre South
Africa was selling arms.”® This was not surprising behavior coming from
a country that had for years depended on the evasion of sanctions fer its
survival. In the wake of the 1991 Gulf War against Saddam Hussein,
Washington was particularly concerned about Armscor sales to Iraq,
Iran, and Libya. So were the Israelis, who toek arms transfers to their
enemies extremely seriously.

Gerald Bull, a Canadian engineer who developed advanced weaponry
at a research facility straddling the Vermont-@uebec border, werried
Israel the most. Bull had once been seen as a great friend of the Jewish
stase, designing weapons that were vital to the defense ofIsrael and, later,
South Africa. Bull’s long-range artillery gun, the G3, proved itself in
Israel during the Yom Kippur Whar, and Pretoria wanted the “supergun”
to extend 1ts artillery capabibty—a major priority after the Angolan
debacle of 1975. In 1977, the G5 and its shells were smuggled from the
U.S.-Canadian border to South Africavia Antigua in an elaborate oper-
adon involving Arinscor, the CIA, Israel, and Taiwan that eventually led
to Justice Deparoment and Senate investigations in the United States and
a brief prison terin for Bull.”

Then, in the late 1980s, Bull attempted to sell the supergun to Sad-
dam Hussein, alarming Israel. The new version of the G5, known as
Project Babylon, was a long-range artillery gun capable of launching
projectles into orbit. Bull was found murdered outside his home in
Brussels, where he had moved after leaving prison, just before he com-
pleted work on Project Babylon in March 1990. Both Istael and Iran had
reason to fear an Iraqi supergun, but neither the assailant nor any evi-
dence linking the murder to the Mossad or Iranian intelligence has ever
been found.®

As with Bull, Israel was paranoid about betrayal by its old friends in
Pretoria and when an Armscor representative went to Syria in 1994
witheut of ficial permission from the South African govermment, Israeli
intelligence tracked his every move. Prime Maimister Rabin was so upset
that he lodged an official protest, claiming Pretoria had violated the
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Israeli-South African agreement to notify each other of any transactions
involving their respective enemies.’

The real significance of this diplomatic confrontation was not South
Africa’s betrayal of old agreements with Israel, however, but its foreshad-
owing of South African realignment. The new South Africa no longer
saw a need for a wartime arsena) and Israel was forced to replace its most
imporsant customer with new cliens such as China and India.®* Like-
wise, the demise of NP rule in South Africa and the Labor Party’s return
to power in Israel in 1992 removed the ideological glue that had helped
hold the relationship together. Lacking strategic incentives and the
shared bond of minority survivalism, Mandela looked elsewhere for
allies.

Rather than turning to Israel, the ANC government fostered friendly
diplomatc des with those who had supported its struggle, namely Gad-
dafi’s Libya, Castro’s Cuba, and the PLO. And although it faced no exter-
nal threats after 1994, Pretoria turned to European arms manufacturers
for a slew of new weapons systems, shunning its old Israeli suppliers.®?
By the mid-1990s, the economic interests that gave birth to the alliance
and the ideological affinities that sustained two decades of lucrauve and
intimate cooperation had ebbed away.

The alliance was over, yet extricaung themselves from such an inu-
mate relationship remained a challenge for officials in Jerusalem and
Pretoria. As power passed into Mandela’s hands, he asked many senior
Afnkaner. officers in the SADF to stay on as a gesture of reconciliation.
And Israel, hoping to preserve at least some residual commercial tes and
prevent its technology from passing into its enemy hands, kept a close
eye on the transition. Fears of proliferadon were warranted but some-
what overblown. As Israeli officials soon discovered, the pragmauc real-
ists managing Mandela’s ransition—future presidents Thabo Mbeki and
Jacob Zuma—were open to behind-the-scenes contact with Israeli intel-
ligence agencies; they viewed Israel as competent and experienced in
matters of state building and were happy to seek advice. Even so, the two
countries quickly drifted apart as new strategic priorities and diplomatic
partnerships took precedence.

Within months of South Africa’s first-ever democratic election in
April 1994, the aircraft project closed down; by August the last Souch
African military families living in Israel had moved home. Israel was no
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longer South Africa’s preferred ally, nor could Tel Aviv depend on Preto-
ria to generate revenue for the defense industy and sumulate Israel’s
economy as it once had. As Israel found alternative expert markets and
the new South Africa realigned itself politically with many of Israel’s
foes, the alliance that had once been so vital to apartheid South Africa’s
defense and Israel’s economy simply disappeared.

WHEN ALON LIEL LEFT South Africa after the democratic transition in 1994,
he was replaced by an even more overtly left-wing ambassador: Elazar
Granot. As leader of Mapam and an honorary president of the Socialist
International, Granot had long been an outspoken member of the Knes-
set, demonstrating against apartheid every year and advocating peace
with the Palestinians long before the Oslo process began. All of this gave
Granot a level of credibility with the ANC that no former Israeli ambas-
sador had ever enjoyed.

The ambassador for the state of Palestine—which Israel did not
recognize-—soon became Granot’s best friend in Pretoria.®* They de-
bated each other on television and saw each other socially on a regular
basis. Following her husband’s lead in disregarding established diplo-
matic protocol, Granot’s wife introduced herself to the Libyan ambassa-
dor by asking him “how can such a nice person like you come from a
county led by Gaddafi?” This sent the Libyan into fits of laughter and
marked the beginning of a close friendship. South Africa’s Deputy For-
eign Minister Aziz Pahad, a Muslim well known for his criticism of
Israel, was a regular guest at the Granots’ Passover Seders.%°

Amid the euphoria of South Africa’s democratic transition and thanks
to Israel’s improved post-Oslo image, Granot was able to make connec-
tions that Liel had never managed. His friendships with Arab ambassa-
dors opened many diplomatic doors for Israel and nowhere else in the
world did Israeli officials mingle so freely with Arab diplomats. The For-
eign Ministry in Jerusalem bristled at Granot’s unorthodox diplomatic
style, however, and tried to bar him from attending conferences where
Palestine was officially recognized as a state.

When Granot first arrived in Pretoria, the wall dividing the diplo-
matic and military sections of the Israeli embassy remained, but the bal-
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ance of power was shifting. Defense Ministry director-general David
Ivry came to South Africa in 1994 and the two men had a frank discus-
sion. Granot told Ivry that whereas in the past the political relationship
between the two countries had depended on strong security ties, any lim-
ited defense ties with the new South African government would now
depend on a friendly diplomatic relationship. Ivry understood that the
era of multibillion-doliar defense contracs was over and Israel’s arms
industry would have to look elsewhere for export markets. The notori-
ous wall was removed from the embassy and the defense mission’s staff
began to attend the ambassador’s weekly meetings.

Surprisingly, these days even Ivry is willing to talk honestly about
Israel’s close ties with South Africa. He bluntly admits, “We didn’t obey
the boycott,” adding that Israel’s assistance was vital for South Africa.
“We were giving them a lot of capability. South Africa couldn’t get it
from anyplace,” Ivry insists.5¢ The data supports his argument. Based on
the most conservative reading of trade figures, excluding joint ventures,
the total military trade between the two countries amounted to more
than $10 billion over the course of twenty years.”’

With the military relationship finished, Israel’s focus in Pretoria
reverted to the more banal matter of relations with the country’s Jewish
community. Unfortunately for Granot, South African Jewish leaders,
who resented his secular ways and his chumminess with Arab ambassa-
dors, didn’t like him much. After November 4, 1995, when a right-wing
extremist assassinated Israeli prime minister Yitzhak Rabin in a crowded
Tel Aviv square, Granot’s relatonship with them deteriorated further.

Mainstream Orthodox rabbis in Johannesburg had criticized Rabin’s
pursuit of the Oslo peace process in their sermons for weeks before the
assassination, while right-wing extremists in Israel—including Rabin’s
killer—took the argument a step further, claiming it was their duty to
stop the prime minister from handing over land to the Palestinians.
Immediately after news of the shooting reached Granot, the embassy put
out a condolence book. The first signature in the book was from the
Palestinian ambassador, followed by those of seven Arab envoys. The
rabbis whose sermons Granot regarded as tantamount to incitement
were initially silent.%®

Within seven months of the assassination, Granot would be gone.
When Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu came to power for the firsc
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sme in June 1996, Granot left South Africa in protest before the Likud
government could appoint a replacement. Once again, Israel’s relation-
ship with the South African government seesawed as Netanyahu’s new
envoy, skeptical of the Oslo process and rapprochement with the Arab
world, undid much of Granot’s work building bridges with Arab diplo-
mans that had so impressed the ANC. Though later Likud ambassadors
such as the South African-raised Tova Herz] went to great lengths to
mend the relationship between Jerusalem and Pretoria, it has never becn
the same. The history of Israeli-South African ties since Granot’s depar-
ture has been one of ¢nil but cool relations.®

These days, Granot has more time to reflect. He is over eighty and drives
around his kibbutz in the Negev Desert on a golf cart his doctor pre-
scribed due to a heart condition. Looking back, Granot says he fully
understands the Israeli policy that he protested so vehemendy during the
197@s and 1988@s. It is a surprising admission cemning from an icon of the
Israeli far left. While he does not approve of the milisaty cooperation,
Granot claims that it was of vital importance to Israel. His knowledge is
grounded in the four years he served on the Knessets Defense Commit-
tee from 1984 to 1988, during which he had nearly unfettered access to
sensisive military documenw and participated in high-level discussions of
Israel’s defense doctrine.

Toward the end of our six-hour conversation, after a leisurely lunch
at the kibbutz’s communal cafeteria, Granot sis me down in his small
Iming room. Reclining on hissofa and gazing out the window at the late
aftermoon sun, he confesses, “I haven't told yeu what I know, and I
wouldn’t . . . until there is peace in the Middle East.” But for a moment
he lets down his guard.

“I had to take into consideradon that maybe Rabin and Peres were
able to go to the Oslo agreemenw because they believed that Israel was
strong enough to defend itsclf,” says Granot, uncem fortably. “It wasn’t
the Americans and it wasn’t the French and it wasn’t the English. Mostof
the work that was done—I'm talking about the new kinds of weapons—
was done in South Afriea.””?



EPILOGUE

WHEN FORMER PRESIDENT JIMMY CARTER dared to title his 2007 book Prlestine:
Peace Not Apartbeid, American Jewish organizatons were up in arms
befere the first copy appeared in bookstores. The anti-Zionist left has
used the term “apartheid” for years to describe Israeli treatment of
Palestinians in the hope that the boycotts and divestment pioneered
by the anti-apartheid movement in the 1980s would be revived and
applied to Israel. Carter’s book—a memoir of presidential peacemaking
that devosed only five pages to Israeli-South African comparisons—
outraged so many Jews precisely because it lent credibility to an analogy
that was until then seen by most as the propaganda of a radical fiinge.

This book does not seek to draw a comparison between contenipo-
rary Israel and the old South Africa but, rather;, to document the devel-
opmentand the demise of an extensive and lucrative military alliance. Yet
Carter’s book has brought what was once a marginal debate among cam-
pus activists into the internasonal spotlight, emboldening many of
Israel’s crities to point to the history of Israeli-South Afriean military
cooperaton as evidence of the two countries’ shared racist colonial roots
and claim that there is “a moral and political congruence” between their
systems of government.'

To argue that all Israeli leaders after 1967 supported apartheid South
Africa’s rulers due to natural ideological affinities between Zionism and
Afrikaner nationalism is misleading. After all, it was a small—albeit pow-
erful and influential—minority ofleading right-wing generals and politi-
cians, such as Raful Eisan, Eliahu Lankin, and Ariel Sharon, who openly
admired the apartheid regime, defended its political program, and iden-
afied with its leaders. Many left-wing Israelis vehemently opposed the
alliance both in rhetoric and pracace—with the nosble exception of the
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ever sanctimonious Shimon Peres. Yet rather than honestly confronting
the complexity of Israel’s reladonship with apartheid South Africa or
countering the apartheid analogy with evidence of the genuine differ-
ences between the two systems, Israel’s defenders have resorted to vitriol
and recycled propaganda.

The knee-jerk reaction to Carter’s book, which began prior to its pub-
lication, resembled Jewish organizations’ reflexive demial of the Israeli-
South African alliance during the 1970s and 1980s. Lacking a firm
knowledge of South African history and uninterested in the legacy of
the two-decade Israeli-South African alliance, those attacking Carter
seemed to have little time for substanuve historical debates about the
strengths and weaknesses of the apartheid analogy.

The Anti-Defamation League issued smlking poin to fuming Israel
supporters across the country, noung that, “by using the terin ‘apart-
heid,” Carter insinuates a comparison between the racist South African
govermment and Israel. . . . The South African apartheid regime was a
minority imposing inhumane restrictions on a majority based on racial
qualifications.” This came from an organization that had defended P. W,
Botha’s so-called reforms at the height of the 1986 state of emergency
while denouncing Nelson Mandela’s ANC as “rotalitarian, anti-humane,
ant-democratc, ant-Israel and anti-American.™

Harvard Law professor and ubiquitous defender of Israel Alan Der-
showitz jumped on the anti-Carter bandwagon, noting that “his use of
the loaded word ‘apartheid,” suggestng an analogy to the hated policies
of South Africa, is especially outrageous.” Dershowitz fnrther con-
demned Carter for bias against Israelis and lamented the fact that the
former president, who had done so much good through his foundation,
the Carter Center, had now chosen to attack Israel. By January, more
than a dozen Jewish advisers on the Carter Center’s board resigned in
protest of the book—-all because of that one word: apartheid.

Ironically, just one vear later the Israeli prime minister himself
deployed the dreaded South African comparison. En route to Israel after
the November 2007 Annapolis peace conference, Ehud @®lmert observed
that if Israel failed to negotiate a two-state solution, the nation would
“face a South African—style struggle for equal voting rights, and as soon
as that happens, the state of Israel is finished.™

Moreover, the reaction in the Israeli press, where some commentators
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were openly supportive of Carter, was far more nuanced and thougheful.
Former minister of education Shulamit Aloni conuibuted an article in
Yediot Abronot entided “Yes, There Is Apartheid in Israel.” She wrote:
“The U.S. Jewish establishment’s onslaught on fermer President Jimmy
Carter is based on him daring to tell the wuth which is known to all:
through is army, the govermment of Israel practices a brutal form of
apartheid in the territory it occupies.” Aloni went on to denounce the
Jewish-only access roads in the West Bank as worse than anything in the
old South Africa. “Jimmy Carter does not need me to defend his reputa-
tion that has been sullied by Israelophile community officials,” she
insisted. “The trouble is that their love of Israel distorts their judgment
and blinds them from seeing what’s in front of them. Israel is an occupy-
ing power that fer 40 years has been oppressing an indigenous people,
whichisentitled to a sovereign and independent existence while I'iving in
peace with us.”

This Israeli refusal to succumb to the knee-jerk reactions so common
in the American press was plain to see in a column by Shmuel Rosner,
then the Washington correspondent for Haarerz. While Rosner was no
fan of Carter’s book, he admitted: “Arguing about apartheid is poindess.
There is enough material evidence to prove that apartheid exists in the
occupied territories in one form or another.”®

Missing this point entirely, Michael Kinsley confidently declared in
The Washington Post, “It’s not apartheid.” He asserted that “no one has
yet thought to accuse Israel of creaung a phony country in finally acqui-
escing to the creation of a Palestinian state. Palestine is no Bantustan.”
But that is precisely the charge leveled by many of Israel’s crities. It is the
core of Carter’s criuque and the basis for persistent Palestinian com-
plaints about the 1993 Oslo Accords (which created noncontiguous
stateles and autonomous Palestinian zones) and George W’ Bush’s 2002
road map (which has allowed a twenty-five-foot wall to encircle several
Palestinian towns).?

After all, apartheid was not simply racism, segregation, and colonial
land theft. It was an extraordinarily intricate system designed to control
the movement and labor of blacks and strip them of South African citi-
zenship by removing them to bantustans where they would be granted
nominal but meaningless independence. The South Afvican bantustans
comprised swaths of scattered land allotted by the government and
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maintained by leaders held on a tight leash by Pretoria. The state rou-
unely bulldozed black neighborhoods to make room for whites, and the
result of these “forced removals” was the growth of desttute urban
townships far from the city centers. The police, through a regime of pass
laws and “influx control,” restricted the movement of blacks wishing to
enter “white areas.” If they lacked the proper permit, blacks were sent
back to the bantustans.

There are ominously similar developments in today’s Israel. Not only
are there “Israeli-only” access roads crisscrossing the West Bank, but in
January 2007 it became illegal fer Israelis driving there to transport
Palestinians in their vehicles without a permit. Identification require-
ments that resernble modern-day pass laws prevent West Bank Palestin-
ians from praying at the holy Dome of the Rock on Jerusalem’s Temple
Mount and armed Israeli police tum away Arabs lacking a Jerusalem
ID card at the gates to the @ld City. The twenty-mile journev from
Ramallah to Jerusalem can take a whole day due to lines at checkpoinms.
Forced removals on the scale of those perpetrated in Cape Town’s Dis-
trict Six or Johannesburg’s Sophiatown during the apartheid vears have
not occurred, but dozens of Palestinianhomes are bulldozed each year in
accordance with Jerusalem municipal codes that have designated certain
areas of the city for the consmruction of “Jewish neighborhoods.” These
demolitions in East Jerusalem, and hundreds of others throughout the
West Bank, are routnely documented by Israeli organizations such as
B'Tselemn, the Israeli Committee Against Housing Demolidons, and
Rabbis for Human Rights.

@ther Palestinians are made homeless on a regular basis due to the
collecuve punishment meted out to family members of terrorism sus-
pects. The result 15 a literally circumscribed existence for Palestinians,
whether cordoned off from their fields and neighbors by the “separation
barrier,” forbidden from entering Jerusalern by passlaws, or restricted in
their movements by segregated roads that cut up their prospective state
into a series of discontiguous enclaves. Seen on amap, they bear a strik-
ing resemblance to the old Bophuthatswana or KwaZulu bantustans in
South Africa—a model that Ariel Sharon touted as an ideal solution to
the dilemma of Palestinian statehood in a 2003 conversation with former
Italian prime minister Massimo D’Alemna.’

Nevertheless, despite these many parallels, the apartheid analogy is an
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imperfect one. Unlike white South Africa and many other colonial
regimes, Zionists never banned miscegenation or kept the people they
had conquered as servants in their homes.”® Nor did they rely on others
to build the Jewish state they dreamed of.

Even before 1948, as Hannah Arendt marveled in The Origins of Total-
ttarianisin, South Africa was a society premised on white laziness and the
exploitation of cheap black labor."* Apartheid allowed a minority white
pepulation to live in ostenmtious luxury with swimming pools, servants,
and gardeners amid millions of blacks in abject poverty. Dispossession
was not enough to maintain control: servitude was required as well.

The fight to mainsin white supremacy was thus also a fight to pre-
serve a lifestyle that depended on a high degree of inequality. Ultimately,
apartheid crumbled because white South Africans were not willing to
make their own beds or cook their own dinner: the oppressors were so
dependent on the oppressed that the separate but unequal society they
had created could not funcuon without blacks. With such absolute
dependency on black domestic and industrial labor, keeping the disen-
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franchised masses cooped up in faraway bantustans became economically
and politically untenable. Either whites would have to survive without
their black domestic servants and factory workers or live alongside them
as equals.

By contrast, modern Israel was built by industrious Jewish settlers
rather than through the systematic exploitation of Arab workers. Even if
one dismisses the Zionist myth that Jews made the desert bloom, there is
no doubt that Zioniss of all stripes emphasized the use of Jewish labor. If
anything, this ethos of self-reliance deprived Palestinians of jobs. As Uni-
versity of Massachusetss professor Leila Farsakh has argued: “South
African apartheid wanted the land and the people, albeit with segrega-
ton; the Israeli leadership tried to take the land without the people”—an
increasingly difficult proposition as Israel built sprawling settlements in
the middle of major Palestinian population centersin the 1970s." By the
1980s, a modernized Israel basking in its nouveau riche status did begin
to import some Palestinian laborers to do its dirty work, but never relied
on them to the extent that South Africa depended on black workers. And
today, after two intifadas and with checkpoints everywhere, the people
cleaning the gutters in Tel Aviv and shoveling shit on kibbutzim are much
more likely to be Asian and African guest workers than Palestinians.

Finally, the aspirations and tactics of the South African and Palesun-
ian liberaton movements have always been fundamentally different.
Whereas the PLO gradually came to accept the idea of a two-state solu-
ton by the early 1990s, the ANC never sought its own state devoid of
white citizens and always called instead for a unitary, democratic, mul-
tiracial South Africa. Mandela and other ANC leaders explicitly rejected
the apartheid regime’s efforts to partiion the counay into ethnically
defined bantustans in the 1970s and they never supported General
Viljoen’s proposal to create an Afrikaner homeland during the transiton
years. Moreover, although it waged an armed struggle and killed a num-
ber of civilians, the ANC’s arined wing, unlike the PLO, focused on sab-
otaging military and government installations and explicitly avoided
targeting civilians—a policy that earned it greater credibility in the inter-
national community. "

The apartheid analogy may be inexact today, but it won’t be forever.
The Palestinian population is expanding faster than the Jewish one and
Israel’s days of declaring itself both a Jewish state and a democratic one
are numbered. As Prime Minister Olmert himself acknowledged in
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November 2007, Israel will soon face a choice between an apartheid-
style social order in which a Jewish minority rules over several million
disenfranchised Palestinians in the West Bank or a two-sste solution in
which those Palestimans live independently outside Israeli control.

It was precisely this dilemma that prompted Olmert and former prime
minister Ariel Sharon to break with Likud Party orthodoxy and promote
disengagement from Gaza in 2005. @ften referred o as “the demo-
graphic threat” by Israelis, this impending population parrty—and the
specter of an Arab majority—is seen as a mortal danger to the corner-
stone of Zionism: a Jewish majority in a Jewish state.

With Palestinians nearing an absolute majority, calls for a binational
stase are becoming more popular. As former Israeli foreign minister
Shlomo Ben-Ami has warned, this sort of binational state, with a Jewish
minority, would create “a situation resembling the old South Africa, with
two classes of ciizens possessing vastly different polidcal and civil
rights. . . . [It] would not lend itself to a peaceful South African—style
soludon, because Israel, with its superior might, would never concede
power to a Palestinian majority as white South Africans eventually did ©
the black majority in 1994 .7

By ignoring Ben-Ami’s waming and failing to heed the lessons of
South Africa’s demise, Israel risks remaking iself in the image of the old
apartheid state. Pretoria’s efforts in the mid-1970s to airbrush its image
abroad ended in scandal; today, Israel’s glitzy tourism promotion and
marh-edng of its high-tech industry have in many ways been undermined
by an overwhelmingly bad reputation generawed by the use of devastating
force against seemingly powerless civilians, most recently during the
Gaza offensive of January 2009. And despite Olmert’s disarmingly hon-
est admission in 2007 that Israel nisks facing a twenty-first-century anti-
apartheid struggle, his successor, Benjamin Netanyahu, is clinging to a
status quo that is demographically and geopolitcally untenable.

IN 1961, ANGERED BY Golda Meir’s denunciations of his regime, the father
of apartheid, South African prime minister Hendrik Verwoerd, declared
to the U.N. General Assembly, “[Israelis] took Israel from the Arabs after
they had lived there for a thousand years. In that I agree with them.
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Israel, like South Africa, is an apartheid state.”"” While Verwoerd's com-
parison may not apply yet, given thata minority is not yet governing over
a majority, itis hitting closer to home every day. Indeed, Israel is now fac-
ing the sarme propaganda onslaught and questioning of its legitimacy that
South Africa faced two decades ago. Seeking to tar Israel with the same
brush as the old South Africa, acoviss in the United States and Europe
are adopting precisely the same demands as the anti-apaitheid moverent
of the 1980s: divestment, academic boycots, and economic sanctions.

In order to extricawe itself from the current public relatons night
mare, Israel desperately needs to reinv-ent its foreign policy. An abandon-
ment of the Revisionist-inspired foreign policy that has defined Israel’s
international relations for much of the last three decades would dramat-
ically improve i% international standing. For vears, Israel risked its good
name to maintain a lucrative relatdonship with apartheid South Africa’s
leaders—with whom many Likud heavyweights identified politically and
ideol ogically. Only when realpolisk of a higher order intervened, in the
form of the 1987 American threat to cut military aid © Israel, did the
Jewish swate begin to retreat slowly from its mulitary alliance with South
Africa. Israel’s gradual distancing was also the result of pressure from the
left and from American Jewish organizations like AIPAC. Pro-Israel lob-
byists in Washington knew apartheid’s days were nurabered and under-
stood that maintaining a military alliance with Pretoria when a bipartisan
majority in the U.S. Congress was pushing for sanctions would damage
Israel's standing among some of is most enthusiasuc supporters on
Capitol Hill.

Likewise, today, Israel would do well to heed the criticismus of friends
who disapprove of is excesses. Dismantling West Bank settlements,
swapping land for those that remain, creating a viable Palestinian state,
and negotiating with Lebanon and Symia would enhance Israel’s image
throughout the developing world and in the eyes of the old left that once
supported it. For Israel, there is also much to glean from South Africa’s
leaders. Just as right-wing Israelis learned a great deal about apartheid
from their National Party friends dunng the heyday of their covert mili-
tary alliance, so, too, can the Israeli peace camp learn from the South
Africans who guided their counuy through a negotiated transition.

The South African model cannot be itmported wholesale, of course: it
sought unification and inclusion while the two-state solution s premised
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on mutual exclusion and separation. But there are still lessons South
Africans can teach Israelis and Palestinians when it comes to abandoning
violence as a solution, appreciating the fears and political vulnerabilities
of one’s enemies, and crafang a mutually acceptable solution.

On the eve of the Gaza disengagement in August 2005, the Jewish popu-
lation between the Jordan River and the Mediterranean dropped to
below 50 percent for the first time since Israel became a state in 1948. As
orange-clad settlers flooded Tel Aviv’s streets to protest Ariel Sharon’s
decision to withdraw, Haaretz noted, “Following the upcoming disen-
gagement, the proportion of Jews in territories under Israeli control will
jump to 56.8 percent,” giving Israel some breathing room.'* But due to a
much higher birthrate among Palestinians and the declining numbers of
iromigrants arriving in Israel, it will be scarcely more than a decade
before the Arab population in Israel and the occupied territories exceeds
the Jewish population.

Meanwhile, Israel’s founding generation is disappearing. The old
Holocaust survivors and their children, who saw Jewish survival in the
shadow of genocide as Israel’s raison d’éure, are dying off. A new genera-
don of cosmopolitan, tech-savvy Israelis is taking their place, with a
vision of Israel as a modern, prosperous, industrialized state integrated
into the global economy. They have known nothing but war, occupation,
and international opprobrium and want desperately for Israel to be
accepted as a “normal” country in the international community. The sta-
tus quo of militarism, expanded settlements, and a refusal to offer Pales-
tinians basic democratic rights is prolonging the conflict. If Israel does
not move soon to dismantle West Bank settlements on a large scale and
create a viable Palestinian state, it is only a matter of ume before the
demographic balance shifts and places Jews in a minority within the ter-
ritories they control.

When that time comes, the charges leveled by Carter and others will
begin to stick and, as Olmert feared, Jews will find themselves as a
minority governing over a largely disenfranchised majority—a situation
that will inevitably lead to a struggle for equal nghts that garners world-
wide sympathy. Worse still, Israel will be incontrovertibly branded with
the apartheid label that it has fought tenaciously for decades to avoid.
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