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Israel and the Great Powers 

The Unsung Cold War Role 

by Shammai Siskind 

 

srael played a unique role during the 
Cold War. Unlike most countries, which 
functioned as satellites or proxies of the 

United States or the Soviet Union, it had to 
fend off enemies both directly on its borders 
and over the distant horizon. The new state 
was surrounded and vastly outgunned and 
outnumbered by enemies that vowed to wipe 
it clean off the map, just a few short years 
after the Holocaust. Its intelligence com-
munity responded accordingly. 

Origins of a Schism 
Israel was forced into an antagonistic 

relationship with the Soviet Union almost 
immediately after its founding though 
Moscow was one of the few world powers 
that threw its weight behind U.N. Resolution 
181 of November 29, 1947, which called for 
the partition of Mandatory Palestine into a 
Jewish state and an Arab state.1 In a 
landmark speech, the Soviet ambassador to 
the U.N. Andrei Gromyko urged the world 
organization not to regard the Jewish 
people’s desire for its own state with 
indifference: “It would be unjust not to take 
this into consideration and to deny the right 

                                                 
1 “Resolution 181 (II). Future government of 

Palestine,” U.N. General Assembly, New York, 
A/RES/181 (II). 

of the Jewish people to realize this 
aspiration,” he stated emphatically.2 
Moreover, the socioeconomic outlook of the 
Zionist leadership at the time was closer to 
the Soviet outlook than to that of the  

                                                 
2 Andrei Gromyko remarks, “Seventy-Seventh 

Plenary Meeting Held in the General Assembly 
Hall at Flushing Meadow, New York, on 
Wednesday, 14 May 1947, at 11 a.m.”  

I

Soviet ambassador to the U.N. Andrei
Gromyko (right) meets with Secretary-
General Trygve Lie, New York, May
1947. Speaking to the General Assembly
on the establishment of Israel, Gromyko
declared “the right of the Jewish people
to realize this aspiration.” 
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needed to know the Soviet strengths during 
the arms race to counter its warheads and 
delivery systems.8 Jerusalem, on the other 
hand, needed intelligence about its Arab 
enemies’ capabilities to be able to defeat 
them even with its inferior tools and its 
limited access to weapons. Because it could 
only purchase arms from a small number of 
nations, France being the most notable until 
1967, then the United States,9 Jerusalem 
faced a qualitative as well as a quantitative 
disadvantage against its neighbors, many of 
which were armed with some of the most 
advanced Soviet weapons systems. 

Second, the Israelis made a determined 
effort to share intelligence about Soviet 
capabilities and intentions with its allies in 
order to undermine the Kremlin and 
strengthen the West. This second mission 
was more than a byproduct of the first; it was 
an independent objective that required 
substantial effort and risk-taking, especially 
from on-the-ground agents.  

Khrushchev’s Secret Speech 
Thanks to Israeli intelligence, Nikita 

Khruschev’s famous “secret speech” made its 
way to the West, marking a turning point in 
the Cold War.  

Ruling the Soviet Union from 1953 to 
1964, in February 1956, Khrushchev de-
livered a speech to a closed session of the 
twentieth Congress of the Communist Party, 
during which he spent four long hours 
delivering a scathing critique of the Stalinist 
era, his predecessor’s cult-like leadership 
style, and the systematic repression inflicted 

                                                 
8 Herman Kahn, Thinking about the Unthinkable 

(New York: Horizon Press, 1962), p. 167. 

9 Guy Ziv, “Shimon Peres and the French-Israeli 
Alliance, 1954-9,” Journal of Contemporary 
History, Apr. 2010, p. 408. 

on the Soviet people during the previous 
decades.10 Transcripts of the speech were 
highly classified and delivered only to key 
offices within the Communist bureaucracy in 
Europe. And while rumors of the speech’s 
existence abounded, its content remained 
elusive to Western intelligence agencies until 
the Israelis produced it.  

The Soviet Politburo sent a copy to the 
first secretary of the Polish Communist 
Party. After it arrived, a Polish Jewish 
journalist named Victor Grayevski uncovered 
it upon returning from a trip to Israel, during 
which he had decided to immigrate there.11 
His girlfriend worked in the party office, and 
he asked her if he could borrow the 
transcript. He then delivered it to Yaakov 
Barmor, the Israeli official and Shin Bet 
agent who had helped arrange Grayevski’s 

                                                 
10 The New York Times, Apr. 6, 1989.  

11 Yossi Melman and Dan Raviv, “The Leak of the 
Century,” The Washington Post, Mar. 27, 1994. 

Victor Grayevski, a Jewish Polish journalist,
provided a copy of the “secret speech” by USSR
chairman Nikita Khrushchev to Israeli
intelligence, which passed it to the CIA, marking
a turning point in the Cold War. 
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Egypt and Syria were both 
armed with MiGs.17  

A month later, Israeli 
authorities loaned the MiG to 
their U.S. counterparts, who 
were able to evaluate the plane 
themselves18 under the “Have 
Donut” program housed at Area 
51 in Nevada. In addition to the 
technical specs gleaned from the 
aircraft, U.S. personnel also had 
a chance to peruse the training 
and tactical manuals delivered 
by Redfa, which no doubt 
substantially aided U.S. efforts 
to counter Soviet air power. The 
transfer of the MiG 21 was a 
major boost in U.S.-Israel 
defense relations and helped 
pave the way for the acquisition 
of F-4 Phantom fighters by the IAF.19 

Operation Rooster 53 
Later, Israel’s intelligence contribution 

evolved even further with a lesser-known 
episode, Operation Rooster 53, as perhaps 
the best example.  

Rooster 53 was planned during the War 
of Attrition, the years-long (1967-70), low-
grade conflict between Egypt and Israel 
attending the Six-Day War. The Israel 
Defense Forces (IDF) used Egyptian radars it 
had captured during the earlier war to counter 

                                                 
17 Bill Norton, Air War on the Edge: A History of the 

Israel Air Force and Its Aircraft since 1947 
(Milbank, S.D.: Midland Publishing, 2004), p. 
382. 

18 Thornton D. Barnes, “The MiGs of Area 51,” Area 
51 Special Projects, Dec. 10, 2019.  

19 Weiss, “The Blue Bird Legend.” 

enemy threats. In response, the Egyptians 
brought in new radar technology from 
Moscow.  

By the fall of 1969, the Egyptians had 
placed new P-12 Soviet radar in Ras Gharib, 
on the eastern shore of the Gulf of Suez. 
Upon discovering it, Israeli military planners 
vowed to destroy the radar. Plans for an 
aerial strike were drawn up and approved, 
but shortly before takeoff, the attack was 
canceled. An even better plan was on order: a 
daring ground raid and the extraction of the 
equipment to Israel.20  

Securing Ras Gharib was easy enough. 
Two heavy Sikorsky CH-53 helicopters 
dropped a unit of paratroopers near the base, 
and they quickly overwhelmed the light 
security contingent. Transferring the seven 
tons of machinery was the hard part. The 
Israelis partially dismantled the station and 

                                                 
20 “The War of Attrition: Operation ‘Rooster,’” The 

Jewish Virtual Library, Chevy Chase, Md. 

Oren Rozen 
In 1969, the Israelis captured Soviet radar from the Egyptians
and handed it to Washington, aiding the United States in 
gathering important intelligence on USSR capabilities. 
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what likely transpired based on information 
made public after the collapse of the Soviet 
Union.  

Israeli agents who understood the Soviet 
bureaucracy in Eastern Europe became 
keenly aware of a major flaw in the system. 
The tendency to hoard information—itself a 
symptom of an obsession with secrecy—
created an information glut in which untold 
numbers of paper-form military records were 
filed and stored. The more this information 
multiplied, the harder it became to keep track 
of. At the same time, Israeli spies managed to 
obtain the identities of several former 
members of the Soviet military and security 
establishments who had intimate knowledge 
of their government’s missile capabilities. 
When these people were no longer in their 
positions—which undoubtedly meant the 
authorities paid less attention to them—it 
was easier for Israeli agents to convince them 
to share their technical knowledge. This was 
where Israeli intelligence reached its Cold 
War peak and aligned most closely with the 
intelligence goals of the West.  

Conclusion 
For many years, the Soviet ballistic 

missile threat was relatively low on the list of 
Israel’s immediate security priorities. After 
all, Moscow’s weapons were not aimed at 
Jerusalem or Tel Aviv but at New York and 

Washington. Israel had always been more 
interested in the MiG fighter’s maneu-
verability and the T-class tank’s endurance. 
So the effort to collect data on Soviet missile 
capabilities marked an important shift. Israeli 
intelligence moved from tactical concerns to 
a broader strategic narrative as Jerusalem 
understood that its long-term security 
interests were achieved not by narrow intel-
ligence collection but by undermining the 
country that acted as the patron and arms 
supplier of its enemies.  

And while the Cold War is over, and 
Israel no longer finds itself trapped between 
two rival superpower blocs, it continues to 
provide first hand and invaluable lessons on 
waging war and preserving national defense.  

Shammai Siskind served in the 
Israel Defense Forces’ combat en-
gineers corps with ground bat-
talions and in intelligence stations 
including the Judea and Samaria 
divisional headquarters. Since 
2012, he has worked as a security 
and strategic consultant, sup-
porting governmental and private 
industry clients. He studied intel-
ligence research and analysis at 
the American Military University, 
West Virginia.  

 

 


