Israel and the Great Powers

The Unsung Cold War Role
by Shammai Siskind

I

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 community 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

Soviet ambassador to the U.N. Andrei
Gromyko (right) meets with SecretaryGeneral 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.”

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
1 “Resolution 181 (II). Future government of
Palestine,” U.N. General Assembly, New York,
A/RES/181 (II).
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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 delivered 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

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.

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

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.
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Century,” The Washington Post, Mar. 27, 1994.
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17 Bill Norton, Air War on the Edge: A History of the
Israelis partially dismantled the station and
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.”

MIDDLE EAST QUARTERLY

Spring 2020

20 “The War of Attrition: Operation ‘Rooster,’” The
Jewish Virtual Library, Chevy Chase, Md.

Siskind: Israel in the Cold War / 5

attached pieces to the
this as Moscow inttensely
chopperss.21 One craft
guarded even the minutIn the 1970s, Israeli inttelligence
was forceed to conducct an
est dettails of its ddelivery
began
b
deliveering ground
d-breaking
emergenccy
landin
ng—
system
ms. For a while,
in
nformation to
t U.S. admiinistrations.
luckily
in
Israeli
Washinngton had too comterritory—
—due to the
pensatee with itss own
sheer weeight. Both loads werre eventually
y
techhnical innovvations. The U-2 spy plaane, for
brought to a seccure locatio
on. Expertts
insttance, expossed Soviet aassets from 70,000
assessed them and developed
d
neew electronic
feett, most famoously during the Cuban M
Missile
24
warfare tactics to overcome
o
Egypt’s
E
radaar
Cri sis.
But the Soviiets substaantially
system before
b
hand
ding the equipment to
o
unddermined thhe plane’s eeffectivenesss when
Washing
gton.22
theyy moved theeir arsenals uundergroundd in the
With
h Operation
n Rooster 53, Israelli
midd-1960s.25
planners forfeited th
heir immediiate strategic
A lack of hhuman assetts with inform
mation
consideraations in favor of intelligence
aboout Soviet missiles plaagued U.S. intelgathering
g on Soviet capabilities.. Intelligence
ligeence for thrree decades.. Washingtoon was
collection
n was a top
t
priority
y now. The
flyiing blind, bbut that chaanged in thee early
capture of
o Soviet eq
quipment and
d the sharing
g
19770s when tthe Israeli intelligencee comof it with
h allies conttinued to bee a feature of
o
munnity begann deliveringg groundbrreaking
Israeli military
m
op
perations ag
gainst Arab
b
infoormation to U
U.S. administrations.
states. During
D
a counteroffen
c
nsive in th
he
According to all elem
ments of thhe U.S.
second week
w
of th
he October 1973 Yom
m
inteelligence appparatus, infformation reeceived
Kippur War, Maj. Gen. Ariiel Sharon’s
from
m the Israelis was uniquue in its detail and
division seized an Eg
gyptian SA--6 surface-to
othe subjects it shed light on, areas thhat for
air-missile battery, an
nd Jerusalem
m shared thatt,
yeaars were obsccured from tthe West. Baased on
h its U.S. ally
y.23
the intelligence provided, W
Washington w
was able
too, with
to ddraw a detailed and fairlyy accurate piccture of
the structure annd deployment of a subsstantial
Exposing
E
Missile
M
Seccrets
part
rt of the Sovviet Union’s strategic m
missile
26
diviisions.
While the tech
hnical detaills of Sovieet
How did the Israeelis pull itt off?
weapons were vaaluable to the Westt,
Rettracing the exact stepps of clanddestine
Moscow’s missile capabilities—
c
—where they
y
actiivities is diffficult, but oone can reconstruct
—
were loccated and what they could do—
trumped everything else.
e
The Weest vied with
h

21 Donald
d J. McCarthy
y, The Sword of David: Th
he
Israeli Air Force at
a War (Barnssley, U.K.: Peen
and Sword
S
Books, 2003),
2
p. 130.
22 “The War
W of Attrition
n: Operation ‘R
Rooster.’”
23 Raphaeel Ofek, “Israeel’s Intelligencce Contributio
on
to US
U Security: The
T
Cold Waar Years,” Th
he
Begin
n Sadat Centerr for Strategicc Studies, papeer
no. 75
51, Feb. 26, 20
018.

MIDDLE EAST
E
QUARTE
ERLY

Spring
g 2020

24 JJoseph Caddell, “Discoverinng Soviet Misssiles in
Cuba:
Inteelligence
C
Collection
annd
Its
Relationship with Analysiss and Policy,” War on
the Rocks (W
Washington, D.C.), Oct. 19, 20017.
25 R
Robert S. Norriis and Hans M
M. Kristensen, ““Nuclear
U.S. and Sovviet/Russian Inntercontinental Ballistic
Missiles, 1959-2008,” Bulletin of Atomic SScientists,
Jan. 2009, p. 68.
26 R
Raphael Ofekk, “Israeli Inteelligence in thhe Cold
War,” Israel Defense, June 3, 2014.

Siskind: Israael in the Coldd War / 6

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
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Washington. Israel had always been more
interested in the MiG fighter’s maneuverability 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 intelligence 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.
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