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STORY OF A MISSION 1950-1956

into depression. Golda Meir, the Minister of Labor, reached New York
that night for a speaking tour and confirmed that there had not been
any consultation either with the Foreign Ministry or with other minis-
ters. Ben Gurion had merely conducted a consultation with himself.
Sharett thought that, at best, Ben Gurion’s timing had shown indiffer-
ence to his own diplomatic efforts, which, after all, had been ordered
by the Cabinet. At worst Sharett seemed to believe that there was
something subconsciously deliberate in an action which deprived him
of a slender hope of a personal diplomatic triumph. Back in Israel he
was to say with some hyperbole, “Not even the devil could have
chosen a worse time or a worse context for such an action.”

My own feeling is that whatever remnants existed of Sharett’s
ability to work with Ben, Gurion went up in flames in Galilee
that night. I, too, found it impossible to understand how Ben Gurion
could reconcile two such lines of action. On the one hand he had
asked Sharett to make a big effort to secure a breakthrough on our
arms request. On the other hand, he had authorized a military opera-
tion of such strong repercussion as to make an affirmative answer in-
conceivable. T thought that an error of judgment had been made. I
said so frankly in a long letter to Ben Gurion in January 1956 after
we had gone through the routine of discussion and condemnation in
the Security Council. I got an immediate reply through his secretary
saying: “I fully understand your concern about the Kinneret
operation. I must confess that I, too, began to have my doubts about
the wisdom of it. But when I read the full text of your brilliant
defense of our action in the Security Council, all my-doubts were set
at rest. You have convinced me that we were right, after all.”

1 regarded this somewhat mischievous reply as being as close to
repentance as 1 was likely to secure from Ben Gurion. My discussion
.with Jerusalem was not a defense of diplomacy against military
needs. There was a clash between two military needs~the need for
retaliation and the long-term need for defensive arms. It seemed to
me that the short-term objective had triumphed unduly over our
long-term aims. '

In the first months of 1956, the dispatch of arms to Arab states from
all parts of the world went on without Israel having "received any
response to its arms requests. All I could do was stimulate the growth
of public opinion in our favor. I went on the CBS program Face the
Nation at the end of February and tried to put the matter as simply
as I could to the American public:

“British tanks to Egypt; American tanks to Saudi Arabia; British
planes and tanks to Iraq; British planes and tanks to Jordan; Ameri-
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Apart from the international consequences which were severe but tran-
sient, this decision by Ben-Gurion was fiercely resented by Sharett. “Only the
devil could have conceived such an outrage,” he cried. He expressed his views
to me and others in a form that could only be interpreted as a suspicion that
Ben-Gurion had sanctioned or initiated the Kinneret attack for the purpose
of denying ; Sharett a personal victory in the quest for arms.

I ignored these evidences of domestic turmoil and wrote indignantly to
Ben-Gurion protesting the decision to embark on a sensational military
assault in response to a minor provocation at the very moment when the
United States seemed about to accept Israel’s case on the arms balance.

His reply was breathtaking. “I myself thought,” he wrote, “that we had
made a grave mistake, but when I read your great speech in the Security
Council defending my decision I concluded that we had acted correctly. I
have nothing more to add . . .”

This mischievous response was the nearest that Ben-Gurion would ever
come in the direction of either humor or penitence. He derived immense
pleasure from narrating his response to anyone who crossed his threshold.
My argument with him was about priorities. There was a conflict between the
very short aim of punishing Syria and the longer-term aim of achieving a
better arms balance. Ben-Gurion this time had chosen the short term.

By now the tormenting pressure of raids by Egyptian and Jordanian forces
and fedayeen groups had takemn heavy toll of our nervous energy. It also
provoked deep divisions within the Israeli leadership about the scope, range
and mtenszty of armed retaliation. Ben-Gurion and Sharett were often at
variance on this issue. Even more serious was the development of indepen-
dent initiatives in international policy by Defense Ministry officials, without
the coordination with the Foreign Ministry that would have been natural if
personal tensions between the two ministers had not become extreme.

Ben-Gurion had been encouraging his Defense Ministry to go full speed
ahead with the development of Shimon Peres’s remarkable links with the
French Defense Ministry. In doing this without consulting Sharett he was
clearly undermining the authority of the Foreign Ministry. On the other
hand, Peres’s cultivation of friendships in Paris may have been jurisdiction-
ally subversive, but it was of immense value for the nation’s security. The
French connection was soon to flourish into two of Israel’s most spectacular
achievements: the development of an important armaments-manufacturing
capacity that has lifted the country to hitherto unanticipated heights in
technology; and the introduction of Israel into the world of nuclear research
through the establishment of the Dimona reactor with French cooperation.
Neighboring countries ascribe great importance to Israel’s achievements in
these fields, and our deterrent power has been vastly enhanced.

But the difficultics between Ben-Gurion and Sharett went far beyond
quarrels over “turf.” In.theory, they should have constituted a balanced
harmony. Each possessed some virtues and had some faults that the other
lacked: Ben-Gurion was impulsive, imaginative, daring, dynamic; Sharett
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into depression. Golda Meir, the Minister of Labor, reached New York
that night for a speaking tour and confirmed that there had not been
any consultation either with the Foreign Ministry or with other minis-
ters. Ben Gurion had merely conducted a consultation with himself.
Sharett thought that, at best, Ben Gurion’s timing had shown indiffer-
ence to his own diplomatic efforts, which, after all, had been ordered
by the Cabinet. At worst Sharett seemed to believe that there was
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of a slender hope of a personal diplomatic triumph. Back in Israel he
was to say with some hyperbole, “Not even the devil could have
chosen a worse time or a worse context for such an action.”
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ability to work with Ben, Gurion went up in flames in Galilee
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could reconcile two such lines of action. On the one hand he had
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tion of such strong repercussion as to make an affirmative answer in-
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we had gone through the routine of discussion and condemnation in
the Security Council. I got an immediate reply through his secretary
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operation. I must confess that I, too, began to have my doubts about
the wisdom of it. But when I read the full text of your brilliant
defense of our action in the Security Council, all my-doubts were set
at rest. You have convinced me that we were right, after all.”

1 regarded this somewhat mischievous reply as being as close to
repentance as 1 was likely to secure from Ben Gurion. My discussion
.with Jerusalem was not a defense of diplomacy against military
needs. There was a clash between two military needs~the need for
retaliation and the long-term need for defensive arms. It seemed to
me that the short-term objective had triumphed unduly over our
long-term aims. '

In the first months of 1956, the dispatch of arms to Arab states from
all parts of the world went on without Israel having "received any
response to its arms requests. All I could do was stimulate the growth
of public opinion in our favor. I went on the CBS program Face the
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as I could to the American public:
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Apart from the international consequences which were severe but tran-
sient, this decision by Ben-Gurion was fiercely resented by Sharett. “Only the
devil could have conceived such an outrage,” he cried. He expressed his views
to me and others in a form that could only be interpreted as a suspicion that
Ben-Gurion had sanctioned or initiated the Kinneret attack for the purpose
of denying ; Sharett a personal victory in the quest for arms.

I ignored these evidences of domestic turmoil and wrote indignantly to
Ben-Gurion protesting the decision to embark on a sensational military
assault in response to a minor provocation at the very moment when the
United States seemed about to accept Israel’s case on the arms balance.

His reply was breathtaking. “I myself thought,” he wrote, “that we had
made a grave mistake, but when I read your great speech in the Security
Council defending my decision I concluded that we had acted correctly. I
have nothing more to add . . .”

This mischievous response was the nearest that Ben-Gurion would ever
come in the direction of either humor or penitence. He derived immense
pleasure from narrating his response to anyone who crossed his threshold.
My argument with him was about priorities. There was a conflict between the
very short aim of punishing Syria and the longer-term aim of achieving a
better arms balance. Ben-Gurion this time had chosen the short term.

By now the tormenting pressure of raids by Egyptian and Jordanian forces
and fedayeen groups had takemn heavy toll of our nervous energy. It also
provoked deep divisions within the Israeli leadership about the scope, range
and mtenszty of armed retaliation. Ben-Gurion and Sharett were often at
variance on this issue. Even more serious was the development of indepen-
dent initiatives in international policy by Defense Ministry officials, without
the coordination with the Foreign Ministry that would have been natural if
personal tensions between the two ministers had not become extreme.

Ben-Gurion had been encouraging his Defense Ministry to go full speed
ahead with the development of Shimon Peres’s remarkable links with the
French Defense Ministry. In doing this without consulting Sharett he was
clearly undermining the authority of the Foreign Ministry. On the other
hand, Peres’s cultivation of friendships in Paris may have been jurisdiction-
ally subversive, but it was of immense value for the nation’s security. The
French connection was soon to flourish into two of Israel’s most spectacular
achievements: the development of an important armaments-manufacturing
capacity that has lifted the country to hitherto unanticipated heights in
technology; and the introduction of Israel into the world of nuclear research
through the establishment of the Dimona reactor with French cooperation.
Neighboring countries ascribe great importance to Israel’s achievements in
these fields, and our deterrent power has been vastly enhanced.

But the difficultics between Ben-Gurion and Sharett went far beyond
quarrels over “turf.” In.theory, they should have constituted a balanced
harmony. Each possessed some virtues and had some faults that the other
lacked: Ben-Gurion was impulsive, imaginative, daring, dynamic; Sharett
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