While the U.S. knew from the very start (through U-2 and
other reconnaisance programs) that Israel was engaged in
a bomb program, American intelligence never successfully
penetrated the effort or obtained a detailed picture of how
advanced and large it actually was. If this story is to be
believed, the handful of U.S. experts who were predisposed
to cracking the secrecy and providing the White House with
a detailed and accurate assessment of the Israeli effort, was
suppressed.

Successive Presidents, to put it kindly, chose to remain
deaf, dumb, and blind to the Israeli nuclear program: All
White House briefings on the Israeli bomb were strictly ver-
bal. No records were to be kept of American knowledge that
Israel had obtained the bomb.

The reason was straightforward. Israel’s nuclear program
was aclear violation of the Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty,
and if the U.S. were to admit publicly to knowing this, it
would be obliged to do something about it. The closest any
U.S. President came to pressuring Israel to ’fess up to its
nuclear arsenal was when John F. Kennedy demanded that
U.S. scientists be allowed to inspect the Dimona facility. For
several years, American 'inspection teams did indeed visit
the Dimona facility, but only saw a phony control room,
specially constructed so that the American inspectors would
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think that the nuclear program was nothing more than a power
plant/research reactor. As soon as Henry Kissinger came in
as Nixon’s national security adviser, all pretexts of opposi-
tion to the Israeli bomb were dropped and the inspections
discontinued. By that point, the Dimona plant had already
cranked out a half-dozen nuclear bombs.

According to Hersh, as late as 1981, when an Israeli
scientist from Dimona delivered photographs and other docu-
ments to Washington similar to the material that Mordechai
Vanunu would later bring to London, the U.S. still had no
idea how many nuclear warheads and delivery systems Israel
had produced. For years, ac¢ording to Hersh’s account, the
U.S. was oblivious to the fact that the Dimona compound
included a nuclear fuel reprocessing plant for manufacturing
Israel’s weapons grade uranium.

Given the factthat Hersh relies heavily on U.S. and Israeli
government sources for the bulk of his material, it is hard to
say whether the picture he paints is accurate. This reviewer,
for example, found it hard to believe that at no point did the
United States reach a nuclear weapons modus vivendi with
Israel. With that caution, The Samson Option is important
reading for anyone struggling to understand the insane world
of Middle East weapons proliferation and the scary state of
affairs within the American intelligence community.
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