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Getting dressed to attend a Jewish 
community event in December, I put 
on blue and white — for Israel. And 

then I added a beaded necklace from South 
Africa, with blue and white and red and 
black and yellow. That was for Nelson Man-
dela, who had died just days before.

I first left South Africa for the United 
States in 1978, when the African National 
Congress leader was in jail. Still, Mandela 
had become an idol to my generation of 
white, liberal South Africans, though we 
barely knew what he looked like and knew 
almost nothing that he’d said. What we did 
know was that he’d had close relationships 
with a number of Jews, including those on 
his legal team when he faced charges of trea-
son. Some went to jail, too, though nothing like the kind of 
sentence he faced.

Back then, the notion that Mandela might become the 
president of South Africa — that he would survive jail long 
enough to do that, and be allowed by the powers-that-be to 

rise that high — seemed like a pipe dream. 
That he would live long enough to hand 
over power, and still stay with us deep into 
old age — that was beyond a dream.

When Mandela was released in 1990, I 
watched his walk to freedom on a TV set in 
my apartment on the East Side of Manhat-
tan, near where I worked at the United Na-
tions. I sat on my sofa alone, sobbing and 
laughing, and then went out for a celebra-
tory brunch with some American friends 
who shared my joy. It was hard to believe 
that long struggle was over.

When he and his equally heroic — if 
not equally saintly — wife Winnie came to 
New York, I joined the hordes who flooded 
into Yankee Stadium to see them. A few 

days later, a black cab driver, hearing my accent, commented 
with disdain that as a white South African I must be upset to 
see Mandela free. When I told him I’d gone to Yankee Sta-
dium because I was so overjoyed, he swiveled around in his 
seat (to my horror) and reached over to grasp my hand. “I’ve 
got to tell my friends about this,” he said, shaking his head 
in astonishment.

When Mandela came to the UN, I got to hear him speak 
(and drew his portrait), and claimed one precious moment 
of his attention. As he walked past the staff, I called out in a 
feeble fragment of Xhosa, “Hamba kahle, Tata!” (“Go well, 
Father!”). He turned in astonishment with that radiant smile. 
I grinned back like a star-struck teenager.
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Nelson Mandela, 2008.
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Like so many over the fol-
lowing years, I felt pure love in 
return for the pure love we felt 
from him. A friend who is a 
college professor in Colorado 
said a student broke the news 
of his death to her in class. 
“I was in tears,” she said. At 
a community event I shared 
sympathy with a fellow ex-pat 
the way we would commis-
erate over a beloved family 
member.

Livingston, New Jersey, 
residents and local Jewish 
community leaders Mark and 
Fran Glajchen came to the 
United States from South Af-
rica in 2000. Mark, who met 
Mandela in person in Johan-
nesburg in the early 1990s, 
said, “He was a magnetic per-
son. You felt drawn to him 
like you had a connection that 
is difficult to describe. For 
sure, though, it was based on 
respect and admiration. His 
smile was also very gentle and 
lit up his face — just like a 
friend.”

Asked about him, they 
wrote that so soon after Ha-
nukkah, “We can’t help but 
think of leading lights of the 
world and those who inspire us. For us one of the brightest 
lights for South Africa and the world in general has been ex-
tinguished. His legacy will, however, live on for us.”

Mixed with our affection was immense gratitude — for the 
absence of the hatred he could so justifiably have felt, and could 
have encouraged others to feel, towards white South Africans. 
That didn’t mean he wasn’t passionately loyal to his own people.

Just as we have complicated loyalties to America and Is-
rael, and some — like me — also have bonds to other coun-
tries, Nelson Mandela had deep and fierce bonds to many 
groups. First, he was a Xhosa, proud and true; then he was a 
member of the African National Congress, in whose name he 
declared his willingness to take up arms and served twenty-
seven years in jail. Then he was a South African, a leader for 

black and white and brown 
and whatever other shade we 
come in.

And somehow, he tran-
scended all of that. He seemed 
as open and warm to rich and 
poor, black and white, Chris-
tian, Jew, Muslim and athe-
ist, all around the world. And 
while he called for justice for 
those he saw as suffering, he 
seemed to condemn no one 
— maintaining a diplomatic 
reserve that frustrated those 
who wanted him to play a 
more global role in fighting 
oppression. It was also part 
of what had him embrace 
the likes of Yasser Arafat and 
Muammar Gaddafi, express-
ing his gratitude for their 
support — and in so doing, 
infuriating some in the Jewish 
community.

The Jews who fought for 
him and with him would have 
been baffled by that anger. I 
crossed paths with some of 
those brave souls as a teen-
ager visiting homes of older 
relatives, and later as a young 
journalist in Cape Town, and 
I’m sure of this: they knew his 
values and shared them. Ti-

kun olam and hesed — repairing the world and kindness — 
were his governing principles. At the same time they didn’t 
expect him to view the world through Jewish eyes any more 
than Jews viewed the world as Xhosas.

Mandela wasn’t perfect, and he did his best to convince 
people he wasn’t a saint. His marriage to Winnie, his second 
wife, is one of the great romantic tragedies of all time. He 
wasn’t a perfect parent or grandfather — judging from the 
disarray and conflict in his family. According to those who 
served in government with him, he wasn’t a brilliant econo-
mist or administrator. But he was the leader a fractured and 
tragic country needed at a crucial time — a feeling the world 
community seems to share. He was Tata — father — to all of 
us.  Y� © Elaine Durbach

Elaine Durbach sketched Nelson Mandela when he spoke 
at the United Nations for the first time in 1990, just 
months after his release from twenty-seven years in jail.
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In our present age of permanent war, it is al-
most impossible to recall a time when armed conflicts 
clearly began and ended. In that ancient, bygone era — 

say, before 2003 — one could judiciously ruminate on an im-
pending war before it got rolling and make a choice about 
it. Most people, even then, didn’t see it that way — for them 
there was no choice. If the 
government said, “War — 
jump to it,” invariably most 
of us said, “How high?” 
whether that meant picking 
up a gun, plunking down 
our taxes, or throwing our 
full spiritual and political 
weight behind it. It seemed 
automatic and inevitable 
and foreordained. Choice, it 
seemed, had nothing to do 
with it at all.

But there was a choice, 
and some took it seriously. 
And even today, when war 
is on a dizzying spin-cycle, whirling with such tremendous ve-
locity that it virtually disappears before our very eyes — and 
when the ever-expanding remote-control battlefield increasingly 
exceeds every horizon — we still have a choice. Groping our way 
back to such a decision-point is crucial. Though it will be differ-
ent than before — a choice made in the midst of the 24/7 careen-
ing, never-ending centrifugal spin and not amid the more con-
templative lull that we once were afforded before all hell would 
break loose — this choice must be rescued and learned and ap-
plied, given the Pentagon and the National Security Agency’s 
monotonously relentless planning. What better teachers do we 
have than those who seized this opportunity in the past? Who 
better than those who chose?

History is chock full of Conscientious Objection, though it 

sometimes takes some hunting around to glimpse it. Violence 
and injustice — and what is more violent and unjust than war? 
— often prompt an equal and opposite reaction, from lone indi-
vidual figures to whole communities, like those of the historical 
peace churches, including the Mennonites and the Quakers. In 
virtually no case is this easy. Pacifist religious groupings, where 

one can feel nurtured and 
supported in the scandal-
ous belief that killing is 
wrong, ultimately prepare 
their members to “pay up,” 
as Daniel Berrigan, the Je-
suit priest and activist who 
was imprisoned for his 
resistance to the Vietnam 
War and has been conscien-
tiously objecting ever since, 
once pithily described it. 
To hold stubbornly to such 
a belief in a society where 
killing is a matter of pol-
icy means there are often 

bound to be consequences.
This is what happened on the eve of World War II. Some 

thirty-seven thousand men facing the first peacetime draft in US 
history chose to become Conscientious Objectors, or COs. Many 
of them — though not all — were members of peace churches 
who, fearing what happened to their young men who faced tor-
ture in US prisons when they resisted induction during the First 
World War, negotiated the creation of an alternative: Civilian 
Public Service, which came into being seventy-three years ago, 
on December 19, 1940, virtually a year before the attack on Pearl 
Harbor.

Some men chose to serve during World War II as noncom-
batants in the armed forces as medics and the like. Others opted 
for prison. (Here’s an astounding statistic that gives one pause in 
light of today’s Bureau of Prisons: during the Second World War 
fully one out of six men in federal prisons was a draft resister.) 
But thousands joined the Civilian Public Service in camps flung 
across the United States, where they performed hard labor nine 
hours a day, six days a week. Most of them were held until 1947, 
two years after the war ended.

Ken Butigan

From War’s Ashes, a Community of Conscience

Conscientious Objection

Ken Butigan is director of Pace e Bene, a nonprofit or-
ganization fostering nonviolent change through education, 
community and action. He teaches peace studies at DePaul 
and Loyola universities. This article originally appeared in 
Waging Nonviolence.org.

Interior of Civilian Public Service dormitory at Camp Snowline 
(CPS #31), near Camino California, 1945.

4 • Shalom: Jewish Peace Letter	 February 2014� Jewish Peace Fellowship



In 2002, Judith Erlich and Rick Tejada-Flores produced The 
Good War and Those Who Refused to Fight It, a documentary 
that explores this choice that some men made in the run up to 
the Second World War to resist the draft based on religious or 
ethical principles. They were often assigned to work in horren-
dous mental institutions that later spurred many to build move-
ments to reform those systems.

In contrast to the nearly uniform support for the war among 
the larger public, Civilian Public Service members formed a 
community that strengthened, rather than undermined, their 
commitment to nonviolence. Indeed, the documentary stresses 
“the CPS camps became incubators for many of the techniques 
of nonviolent resistance used later in the civil rights and peace 
movements.” As James Tracy, author of Direct Action, puts it, “A 
new movement, termed by its adherents ‘radical pacifism’ would 
emerge. … Far from feeling despondent about the overwhelming 
popular support for the war effort in the United States, radical 
pacifists found the shared resistance and the sense of emerging 
movement in their distinct camp and prison communities ex-
hilarating.” Many COs — including those like David Dellinger 
and Bill Sutherland, who led successful desegregation strikes in 
prisons — became key organizers in a variety of new movements 
over the next several decades.

The irony is delicious. Intending to both punish and iso-
late Conscientious Objectors, the government actually provid-
ed a training ground for future activists and opportunities to 

hone these skills. I am reminded of a much more modest ex-
ample of this, when a thousand of us were arrested at a nuclear 
weapons lab in California in the early 1980s and were held for 
two weeks. The sheriff’s intention apparently was to dissuade 
this from happening again. In fact, it had the opposite effect. 
For two weeks, we were treated to innumerable workshops 
from the likes of Daniel Ellsberg, who had released the Pen-
tagon Papers during the Vietnam War, which immeasurably 
strengthened our solidarity as a community. We grew as ac-
tivists. It was a state-sponsored school in nonviolent activism, 
something that would bear fruit over the next decade. We, like 
the COs during World War II, were deepening our own skills 
and commitment to the conscientious objection to the status 
quo that had landed us in custody, if only for a tiny fraction of 
the time they served.

Where are our COs today? In our time of permanent war, 
the Edward Snowdens and Chelsea Mannings are showing us 
how powerful Conscientious Objection still is. Like them, each 
of us can make a choice to withdraw our consent from ongo-
ing war. And, like the COs of the Second World War, our many 
forms of Conscientious Objection — both minor and monu-
mental — can not only resist violence but offer us a training 
ground with opportunities for solidarity and growth as agents 
of nonviolent transformation. The acts of conscience taken 
now will open unexpected opportunities for moving social 
change forward.  Y
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Any doubts I ever had about the meaning of 
“counterintuitive” were settled for good one Satur-
day morning in summer 1992, when I found myself 

in Berlin’s Oranienburgerstrasse looking for a synagogue. I’d 
been told on good authority that there was one in the neigh-
borhood. But my source had been a bit unspecific about 
where.

As I stood there clueless, a businesslike young man 
marched past, clearly headed for the Israeli-operated and 
very trendy Café Oren across the street. I tried my luck and 
asked him where to find the synagogue.

He first assumed that I was looking for the Centrum Ju-
daicum, the exemplary little museum just down the block in 
what remained of what were then the newly-restored remains 
of the exuberantly orientalist Neue Synagoge. He then real-
ized that I wasn’t a tourist and really was looking for a syna-
gogue. “Oh,” he said. “Would you like the Liberal or the Or-
thodox?” It was not the answer I expected. But it did the job.

I opted for the nearer, where I was welcomed without 
question, and handed a bilingual siddur in Hebrew and Rus-
sian.

A few years later, when I returned to Berlin for an extend-
ed research leave, I again settled for the nearest. But this time 
it was in the Rykestrasse and had once been the city’s big-
gest. In November 1938, it survived the Kristallnacht pogrom 
when the brownshirts realized that torching it would burn 
down much of the surrounding middle-class neighborhood. 
A decade later, it resumed operation in what had meanwhile 
become East Berlin. It stayed that way for about forty years, 
serving one of the world’s lowest-profile niche congregations. 
Then it was November 1989 and the Wall came down.

Before and after, the cantor, Oljean Insker, a survivor of 
eight camps and one death march between the ages of thir-
teen and seventeen, presided over services. But the end of 
the Cold War led to a westward exodus of Russian and Is-
raeli newcomers with a very different sense of Jewish identity 
from the aging survivors they found on arrival in Berlin.

 By the mid-Nineties, when I joined the former East Ber-
lin minyan, the Saturday morning ranged from a retired mo-
lecular biologist at Humboldt University to the former train-
er of the Soviet women’s volleyball team. Men and women 
sat separately, left and right, divided by an aisle. Russians 
and non-Russians sat separately, front and back, divided by 
themselves.

At the Jewish Community offices downtown, the in-
teraction of newcomers and post-1945 old-timers was suffi-
ciently hot and heavy to attract media attention. Established 

David Schoenbaum

Letter from Berlin

An Ingathering of Exiles

The restored New Synagogue on Oranienburger Straße, Ber-
lin, home of the Centrum Judaicum.

David Schoenbaum’s books include Hitler’s Social 
Revolution, The United States and the State of Israel and 
The Violin.
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between 1949 and 1992 by the late Heinz Galinski, one of 
postwar Germany’s few actually German Jews, a benevolent 
oligarchy crumbled under the weight and expectations of a 
new generation of voluntarily displaced persons, keen for 
jobs and perks.

As always since 1945, the occasional assault, word, slight, 
episode or graffito set off alarm bells and anxious letters to 
the editor. As anywhere else in Europe where resident Jews 
coexisted with resident Arabs and Muslims, there was a pa-
trol car outside on the street, or a tough young man from the 
Israeli embassy at the synagogue door.

But it was barely noticeable in the Rykestrasse, where we 
observed, and expected to observe, Shabbat and the holidays 
without incident, and enjoyed one another’s company. Con-
versation at our Saturday morning Kiddush was unforced 
and congenial in a polyphony of four languages.

Herring was prominent. The vodka bottle made its way 
around the table. They asked me to talk about Jews in Ameri-
ca, and listened with the kind of interest people once brought 
to lectures on “India: Land of Contrasts and Paradoxes.” We 
sang the birkat hamazon (grace after the meal) unabridged. 
The non-Jewish shamas pointed me to the bakery where he 
went every week to buy the challah.

On a recent visit, the first in some years, I was on the 
lookout as usual for surprises. But I was seriously struck by 
only one. The local Israeli diaspora was now estimated at 
anywhere from eleven thousand to twenty thousand. Both 
Hermann Simon, the founding director of the Centrum Ju-
daicum, and Claudia Keller, who covers religion, including 
the Jews and Jewish Community, for the daily Tagesspiegel, 
assured me that new inquiries from potential immigrants 

arrived every day. There were Ameri-
cans too, Simon added. Berlin has a lot 
in common with Tel Aviv, Deidre Berger, 
the longtime representative of the Amer-
ican Jewish Committee, told me.

As always, the long-term viability of 
a Jewish community in Berlin and Ger-
many is catnip for anyone disposed to 
view it with alarm. The combination of 
mortality, endemic nastiness and a tri-
fecta of challenges has in fact reduced 
registered Community membership 
from twelve thousand to eleven thou-
sand, and revived the perennial question 
of whether a single Community can long 
endure.

Money alone is a depth charge wait-
ing to go off. For every euro the Com-
munity raises directly from its members, 
nearly four are a subsidy from the Senat, 
Berlin’s heavily-indebted city-state gov-
ernment. Keller notes that the city’s larg-
est Catholic parish, with eleven thousand 
members, employs a staff of eleven. The 

Jewish Community, with eleven thousand members, em-
ploys a staff of some three hundred and thirty, many now 
due to collect pensions that neither the Community nor the 
Senat can any longer afford.

Even Israel can be a hot button. Attracted to what they 
see as a Central European version of Tel Aviv, with no settlers 
or Mea Shearim, Israelis in Berlin talk about Israel the way 
they talk at home. Scandalized locals circle the wagons, hear-
ing any hint that Israel could do wrong as a winning lottery 
ticket for anti-Semites.

Generational change and the unceasing culture war be-
tween old-timers and newcomers are the other big tests. Both 
are practically personified in the Community’s current presi-
dent and his immediate predecessor. Born in 1946 in a Sile-
sian DP camp, the past president, Frida (universally known 
as Lala) Süsskind would not be out of place in Westchester 
County. Born in Tel Aviv in 1972 to immigrant parents from 
Latvia, the current president, Gideon Joffe, would not be out 
of place in Brighton Beach.

Before deciding against running for reelection, Süsskind 
had worked out the kind of grand bargain with the Senat that 
President Obama and Speaker John Boehner once dreamed 
of. Joffe vetoed it. At ease with reporters and TV cameras, 
Süsskind is a media favorite and served pro bono. Joffe, gen-
erally reported to be media-shy, was unavailable when I tried 
to reach him. The same day, the Community’s arbitration 
committee quit to protest the way the steering committee 
had awarded him an annual salary of about a hundred and 
sixty thousand dollars.

Yet factored for the resident Israelis and continued im-
migration from the former Soviet republics, the city’s actual 

Gideon Joffe, currently president of  Berlin’s Jewish community, speaking at a 2007 
commemoration of deportation of Jews in February 1943.
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Jewish population might be as large as thirty thousand. Ten 
synagogues, from Chabad and Sephardic Orthodox to sev-
eral flavors of Liberal and Reform, are up and running. No 
one doubts seriously that a follow-on generation, already 
well-represented in the college-bound high school cohort, 
will learn the rules and the language, and go to college. It 
might just take awhile.

During Yom Kippur week, Der Spiegel, the news maga-
zine which still sells over a million copies weekly, devoted a 
few ironic pages to the visit of Judith Butler, the philosopher 
queen from Berkeley and winner of the annual Theodor W. 
Adorno Prize. An aging crowd of one-time student revolu-
tionaries cheered her on as she bashed Israel as the second 
coming of apartheid South Africa. But there was no mention 
of her at a dinner party I attended, whose surgeon host and 
Washington-savvy hostess, a retired television journalist, 
also thought the Israeli case had been seriously underrepre-
sented at a panel they had recently attended.

The annual celebration of Palestine Day surfaced only 
once, in conversation with Özcan Mutlu, a Turkish-born 
member of the Berlin state legislature, after a filmed inter-
view with Deidre Berger on the steps of the old Prussian 
parliament building. The event had once drawn a few thou-
sand active demonstrators, he said. The police then learned 
to send translators to decode what the demonstrators were 
saying. Active participation was now down to a few hun-
dred.

On the eve of Yom Kippur there was collective indigna-
tion at the Pestalozzistrasse synagogue about the new, unfa-
miliarly frum religious advisor on Joffe’s team, who wants to 
cut Community subsidies to the historic Reform synagogue’s 
traditional choir and organist.

But there was concern all around about a Cologne dis-
trict court ruling in May 2012 which seemed to proscribe 
religiously-motivated circumcision. Even a couple of lawyer 
friends insisted that an otherwise tin-eared court had got 
the law right: circumcision of an unconsulted child or in-
fant could, in fact, be understood as physical injury without 
consent.

Ironically, in one of Europe’s most secular societies, the 
Cologne decision inspired ecumenical protest from Jews, 
Muslims and Christians. In a parliament where kompromiss 

is not a four-letter word, a new and explicitly tolerant law, 
calling for appropriate medical training and an anaesthetic 
where indicated, sailed through both houses.

Everyone brings back something from Berlin, 
be it only the proverbial T-shirt. My personal souvenir is a 
friendship with Gaby and Edy. A work in progress since an 
early flight from Frankfurt in 1969, it began when the young 
person to my right, noting the violin case between my knees, 
asked if I spoke English, then if I was a musician, then if I 
was Jewish.

As I soon learned, Gaby was en route to visit Edy, a child-
hood sweetheart from Bucharest, and now a cellist in the 
Deutsche Sinfonie-Orchester, Berlin’s other A-list ensemble. 
Their families had originally come from once-Habsburg 
Czernowitz, today’s Ukrainian Chernivtsi, where a spirited 
Jewish community had comprised a quarter of the popula-
tion. In 1972, they married. Nadine arrived two years later.

Today Gaby and Edy look back on a secure, comfortable 
and productive life, and a lot of great music. But they have 
never overcome a sense of anomalousness, even precarious-
ness, about living in what had been the heart of darkness 
only a generation before they arrived. Had they been eligible 
to vote in America in 2012, I had the impression that they 
might well have said “We’ll have what Mr. Adelson is hav-
ing.”

Berlin-born Nadine is equally secure in her Jewish iden-
tity, but with little of her parents’ ballast. Study at London’s 
Royal Academy and the Indiana University School of Mu-
sic has led to a promising career as a mezzo-soprano with a 
particular feel for Wagner. Yet another counterintuitive, she 
made her debut last summer at Bayreuth.

I chatted about this in Washington with Malte Lehming, 
the Tagesspiegel’s opinion page editor and for many years its 
Washington correspondent. Raised in a Lutheran minister’s 
family, he had worked for two years in Israel between school 
and college, and even been honored by his home kibbutz for 
services rendered while its male members were fighting in 
Lebanon. In his early years at the paper, he too covered the 
Jewish Community in all its tangled glory. He continues to 
visit Israel with his family whenever possible. I told him about 
Nadine. “That’s the way it’s supposed to be,” he said.  Y
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It all began in June 2006 when a nineteen-year-
old Israeli army conscript, Gilad Schalit, was kidnapped by 
Hamas loyalists — “rogue 

groups,” Gershon Baskin calls 
them —  in the continuing tit-
for-tat violence between Israeli 
occupiers and occupied Pales-
tinians. The Israelis have impris-
oned thousands of Palestinians, 
some of whom committed hei-
nous crimes and many others 
whose nonviolent challenges to 
their subjugators landed them in 
a prison cell, much to the dismay 
of their families and support-
ers. Schalit was only one Israeli 
Jew, but in Israel his capture was 
taken personally. To set the stage, 
Baskin tells us that one year ear-
lier, his wife’s cousin was mur-
dered in Ramallah by a Hamas member.

Enter Baskin, an American-Israeli, who has spent virtually 
his entire professional life in Israel working with other peaceniks 
for Israeli-Palestinian reconciliation, co-founding, with a Pal-
estinian ally, a public-policy think tank, and writing a column 
called “Encountering Peace” in the Jerusalem Post. 

When he first heard of Schalit’s abduction he had what can 
best be described as a revelation. He possessed one thing Israel’s 
spymasters and officials didn’t have, namely extensive contacts 
with Palestinians on the West Bank and in Gaza, which he de-
veloped over the years in his peace work. Seated on the shores of 
the Dead Sea in neighboring Jordan, learning of the abduction, 
he reflected on the kidnapping’s possible consequences, asking 
himself, “How many innocent Israelis and Palestinians would be 
killed as a result of this attack”? — retaliation being the name of 
the game.

In The Negotiator: Freeing Gilad Schalit From Hamas (Toby 
Press), he tells us that he decided to act on his own, without gov-
ernment support, to free Schalit. Thus begins the extraordinary 
tale of one man and how his contacts on all sides of the bitter 

ideological-political divide eventually helped free the soldier. “I 
had no idea how the capture of Gilad Schalit would change my 

life and how, over the next five 
years and four months, his life 
and mine would intersect.” 

In the end, Baskin’s ab-
sorbing and dramatic book is 
a first-person story of an in-
defatigable lone-wolf mediator 
and negotiator who, against all 
odds, managed to work with 
Israelis, West Bank Palestin-
ians and above all, Hamas, the 
confrontational, passionately 
anti-Israel group once sup-
ported by Israel to counter the 
PLO and now seemingly unap-
proachable. 

His first step was to con-
tact Dana Olmert, the dovish 

daughter of Israel’s hawkish former Prime Minister Ehud Ol-
mert. Dana Olmert had recently participated in a demonstration 
against the IDF chief of staff whose air force had bombed the 
home of a Hamas military man, killing his family and injuring, 
Baskin claims, fifty to a hundred more people. When questioned 
by tough-minded Israeli reporters about harming civilians, the 
general said he had no regrets. Baskin sent Dana Olmert an e-
mail congratulating her for her humane principles though she 
was never able to persuade her father to take an active role in res-
cuing Schalit. Apparently, both the kidnappers and murderers of 
Baskin’s wife’s cousin felt the same about their victims.

Baskin then turned to people he knew or worked with, as 
well as some he had never met but might be helpful. At a confer-
ence in Madrid marking the Oslo process, once a serious effort to 
work out a deal with Palestinians and Syrians, he found himself 
in a hotel elevator with two Syrian officials and Israeli reporter 
Akiva Eldar. Eldar tried to shake hands with one of them, a legal 
advisor to the Syrian Foreign Ministry, who refused to acknowl-
edge Eldar. Baskin knew that Syria provided Hamas a sanctuary 
and was therefore a possible link to Schalit’s captors, so he pre-
vailed on a Palestinian friend to have the Syrian meet him in a 
secluded section of the hotel. They did, Baskin talked, but all the 
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Syrian said was “OK” and was never heard from again.
Deeply frustrated, back and forth he went, to Schalit’s par-

ents, initially advising them to disregard the Israeli prime min-
ister and bureaucrats. (Much later Schalit’s parents protested 
publicly, setting up a tent at Passover in front of Prime Minister 
Benjamin Netanyahu’s home.) Slowly, very slowly, Baskin devel-
oped connections with some moderate (at least in Baskin’s view) 
Hamas officials in Gaza. In one instance, one Hamas contact 
asked him to intercede with the Israeli air force to stay an attack 
because a child injured in the bombing needed to be escorted 
to the hospital without being strafed. The request, which Baskin 
passed along, was granted.

In time, Baskin was assisted greatly by two men: the Is-
raeli David Meidan, one-time head of Tevel, a Mossad office, 
who came with Netanyahu’s blessing, and Dr. Ghani Hamid, a 
spokesman and advisor to Gaza’s prime minister, and who in-
sisted on speaking with Baskin in Hebrew. Hamid proved to 
be extremely helpful, and Baskin praises him as “the man who 
made it [the release of Schalit] happen.” An honest and insightful 
interview with Hamid, reprinted in the book, is a rare and peace-
ful journalistic exchange in the ongoing civil war. 

The Negotiator is replete with back channel exchanges, se-
cret meetings, frenetic messages and persistent phone calls. “It 
was all so difficult and horribly maddening,” Baskin confesses. 
“I kept telling myself not to give up [and] I vowed not to give up 
until Gilad was home.” Finally, with Egyptians acting as a go-be-
tween, a deal was consummated. “Sworn enemies had managed 
to meet in the middle,” writes Baskin, as the final list of Palestin-
ian prisoners to be released in return was agreed upon. David 
Meidan told Baskin that without him the swap could never have 
been completed. Everyone — Gilad Schalit and a large number 
of Palestinians — went home.

It appears Baskin knows nothing about the fate of the Pales-
tinians but he has followed Schilat, who spent years hidden un-
derground but was never abused, and was even given a television 
and allowed to watch sporting events with his captors. Early on 
he was offered his freedom provided he converted to Islam and 
married a Muslim woman. When he reached home, observers 
said he seemed to be suffering from post-traumatic stress disor-
der, but now travels abroad and is interested in sports writing, 
having once covered the NBA.

But what of ordinary Israelis whose family members had 
been killed or maimed by the freed prisoners? The widow of his 
wife’s murdered cousin was furious with Baskin, seething and 
weeping because four of the six men who killed her husband had 
been freed — “The man who had butchered her husband with his 
own hands,” Baskin notes, not without remorse but also without 
apology. The scene was most recently repeated in October 2013, 
when twenty-six Palestinian prisoners, all of whom were jailed 
for killing Israeli civilians, were released, presumably in a trade 
allowing the construction of some fifteen hundred new apart-
ments on the West Bank, and also to ease Americans concerns 
about the Israeli-Palestinian issue.

 The new deal brought the same cries of Israeli anguish 

as the earlier one, horrified by the killings of family members. 
One grieving relative asked, on Ynet, the daily newspaper Yediot 
Achronot’s blog, why. “For what? One thousand houses?” A Mc-
Clatchy report about the latest release describes a woman, whose 
father was stabbed to death in 1991, crying out “The justice sys-
tem did no justice. They stuck one last knife in our back.”

Still, ordinary Palestinians are victims too. Driven out 
of their homes in 1948 and their properties on the West Bank 
taken by Jewish settlers, mutual fears and hatreds continue. 
In Baskin’s interview, Ghazi Hamid explains the Palestinian 
side: “We are still under occupation, we have no borders, we 
have no sovereignty, and we have nothing. I think Israel has 
to end the occupation over us and get out. After that you can 
talk about peace.”

All the same, echoing Israelis like Baskin, Mahmoud Da-
mouni, the brother of Ahmad, one of the freed prisoners, who 
was convicted of killing an army reservist and civilian in 1990, 
told Israel Radio in Hebrew, “Enough, we were killed and you 
were killed. Every house in Gaza and the West Bank has a pris-
oner, someone who was killed…and there are many such Jewish 
houses. And I say to the two sides, enough.” 

So the argument goes on endlessly, with far too many on 
both sides persuaded of the absolute justice of their case. Ger-
shon Baskin, the eternal peacemaker, believes there are prag-
matists on both sides and he remains hopeful that Israelis and 
Palestinians can reach a peace agreement someday. How? Only 
by negotiating “via a secret direct back channel. So I continue my 
efforts.”  Y

October 18, 2011: Gilad Schalit returns home to Mitzpe Hila, 
Israel.
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In one of the 
most compelling 
pieces of twenti-

eth-century political 
art, Glorious Victory, 
Diego Rivera depicts 
Secretary of State 
John Foster Dulles 
shaking hands over 
a pile of dead corpses 
with Castillo Armas, 
who deposed Gua-
temala’s left-leaning 
President Jacobo Ar-
benz in a 1954 coup. 
CIA director Allen 
Dulles stands next to 
the pair, his satchel 
full of cash, while 
Dwight Eisenhower’s face is pictured in a bomb.

Stephen Kinzer’s book, The Brothers: John Foster Dull-
es, Allen Dulles, and Their Secret World War (Times Books, 
2013), provides a detailed portrait of the Dulles brothers, who 
dominated foreign policy making in the 1950s and helped 
transform the CIA from an “intelligence agency that carried 
out occasional clandestine plots into a global force ceaseless-
ly engaged in paramilitary and regime change campaigns.” 
Along with the overthrow of Guatemala’s elected president, 
the brothers orchestrated the overthrow of Mohammed 
Mossadegh after he threatened to nationalize Iran’s oil in-
dustry; backed a separatist rebellion against Indonesia’s so-
cialist prime minister; a vicious counterinsurgency against 
agrarian reformers in Philippines; molded a secret army 
in Laos after rigging elections, and built up a police state 
in South Vietnam after boycotting the Geneva conference. 
The brothers also sanctioned assassination attempts against 

Cuba’s Fidel Castro and Congo’s Patrice Lumumba, trained 
opium-growing soldiers in an attempt to undermine Maoist 
China, and sent Saudi soldiers into the oil-rich Buraimi Oa-
sis in the Persian Gulf, which they sought to wrest control of 
from Great Britain.

To pull all of this off, the brothers bought off congress-
men, set up dummy corporations, planted stories in the press, 
and drummed up fears about the Soviet “threat,” which many 
historians now recognize to have been exaggerated. And CIA 
agent Harry Rositzke, who for twenty-five years served as the 
CIA’s chief for covert operations against the Russians, and 
authored The CIA’s Secret Operations: Espionage, Counter-
espionage and Covert Action, wrote that “the image [of the 
Soviet Union promoted by the Dulleses] was an illusion. The 
specter of a powerful Russia was remote from the reality of 
a country weakened by war, with a shattered economy, an 
overtaxed civilian and military bureaucracy and large areas 
of civil unrest.”

Groomed for their positions from birth, the Dulles 
brothers came from a family whose history was intricately 
tied with that of American imperial expansion. Their grand-
father John Watson Dulles served as Secretary of State in the 
1890s under President Benjamin Harrison and endorsed the 
landing of American troops in Hawaii following the over-
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throw of Hawaiian Queen Liliuokalani who had stood up 
to American business interests. Th eir uncle Robert Lansing 
served as Woodrow Wilson’s Secretary of State during World 
War I, and sanctioned covert operations in Russia following 
the Bolshevik revolution, which he described as “the most 
hideous and monstrous thing that the human mind has ever 
conceived, supported only by the criminal, the depraved, 
and the mentally unfi t.”

Sharing a similar attitude towards communism, the 
brothers were imbued with a strict Calvinist upbringing 
which led them to see the world, Kinzer explains, as an “eter-
nal battleground between saintly and demonic forces” and 
to believe that “providence had ordained a special global role 
for the United States.” Both worked as attorneys for Sullivan 
and Cromwell, which represented many of the largest cor-
porations and banks. In 1936, Foster authored the law which 
enabled the United Fruit Company to take over one -sev-
enth of Guatemala’s arable land. His clients, writes Kinzer, 
a former New York Times reporter and foreign correspon-
dent, included I.G. Farben, producer of Zyklon B gases used 
in Nazi concentration camps, and he was chief agent for the 
“banking circles that rescued Adolf Hitler from the fi nancial 
depths and set up his Nazi party.” Allen meanwhile forged 
close ties with Nazi spymaster Reinhard Gehlen because of 

Gehlen’s intricate knowledge of the Soviet Union.
Carried away by their love of the cloak-and-dagger game, 

the brothers generally lacked intellectual curiosity and rigor 
in analyzing world aff airs and “lost sight of the limits of what 
covert action can achieve.” As a member of the Warren Com-
mission investigating John F. Kennedy’s assassination, Allen 
blocked inquiry into CIA-Mafi a plots to kill Castro and cen-
sored agency records on Lee Harvey Oswald. To the end, he 
stuck to the coda of secrecy and deceit that has eroded public 
faith in government.

Based on extensive reading of secondary literature, Ste-
phen Kinzer’s book is well written and sure to reach a wide 
audience. Most of his points echo New Left  historians and 
social critics like Noam Chomsky who have long pointed to 
the hypocrisies underlying US foreign policy. Kinzer skill-
fully depicts the Dulles brothers as Machiavellian power 
brokers who were narrow-minded in their worldview, cold 
in their personal relations and detached from the human 
consequences of their work. He includes an interesting dis-
cussion at the end about human psychology and how people 
oft en stick to prescribed beliefs, even if all evidence shows 
that they are defi cient. And how the public can be whipped 
up into hatred through propaganda, which the Dulles broth-
ers were experts in producing. Y
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