https://blog.nli.org.il/en/iran_israel_relations/

Home > Middle East > “We Were on Very Good Terms”: A Look Back at Iran-Israel Relations

“We Were on Very Good Terms”: A Look Back at
Iran-Israel Relations

Retired Israeli diplomat Aryeh Levin has many fond memories from his years
serving in Iran more than a half-century ago. As to the ongoing war between the
countries, he says: “This is a crazy time we’re living in.”

Hillel Kuttler 16.04.26
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Iran's former Consulate in Jerusalem, flying the "Lion and Sun" flag used before the Islamic Revolution,

photographed in 1947 by Moshe Marlin Levin, the Meitar Collection, the Pritzker Family National Photography



Collection at the National Library of Israel

Aryeh Levin was returning from a meeting when he stopped into a store in Karaj, a town just
west of Tehran.

This was in the early 1970s and Levin was an Israeli diplomat posted to the embassy in the
Iranian capital. Levin knew the country well and spoke Farsi fluently, having been born and
raised in Tehran before moving to Israel at age 20.

In the store, a man in religious Muslim garb approached him and said, “I know you‘re Iranian.”

The man didn‘t say it to intimidate Levin. Indeed, the two had a pleasant conversation, typical
of Levin’s diplomatic service in his homeland. In fact, Levin said in a phone call from his
Jerusalem apartment, he often met freely with Iranians of all stripes, including observant
Muslims.

“I knew many of them. I used to speak with them. We were on very good terms,” he said. “I had

many friends in Tehran.”

Those were the days when Israel and Iran enjoyed diplomatic relations, commercial airplanes

flew between the two capitals, business was done and the countries’ militaries collaborated.

EL AL SCHEDULE !
El Al operates three weekly
ﬂ;qhts between Israel and Iran,
flying via Turkey in order to|
avoid passing over any Arab
country. Israel's growing com-
mercial relations with Iran, es-
pecially since the Sinai Campaign
are also noted as a factor lead-
ing to the latest development.
Distrust of Arab intentions to- |
wards Irans' oil-rich Khuzistan
province is general among Iran-
ians. ‘

Three weekly flights between Israel and Iran — From
the August 5, 1960 edition of the

Intermountain Jewish News, the Historical Jewish

Press Collection at the National Library of Israel

That ended by 1979, when Muslim fundamentalists led a revolution that toppled Mohammad
Reza Pahlavi, the Iranian king, or Shah.

The air-raid sirens shrieking throughout Israel in recent months to warn of incoming ballistic



missiles launched by Iran, the destroyed buildings in cities like Tel Aviv and Arad, the nine
people murdered in one strike alone in Beit Shemesh — to say nothing of the lethal attacks
and wars unleashed on Israel in the past few decades by Iranian proxies Hezbollah and Hamas,

including since October 7, 2023 — make the once-peaceful period between Iran and Israel

difficult to conjure.

The era of collaborative relations lasted officially for less than 20 years. The pro-West Shah
took a risk in forging ties with Israel at a time that few in the Middle East did.

Iran Announces Full

Recognition of Israel

LONDON (JTA) — Shah Moham-
med Riza Pahlevi announced in Tehe-
ran that Iran had recognized Israel.
In his announcement, the Shah noted
that de facto recognition has been in
effect for several years.

In apparent reprisal for the Iranian
move extending Israel full recogni-
tion, the first Iranian company has
been put on the Arab blacklist for
trading with Israel.

From the July 29, 1960 edition of The American Jewish World, the Historical Jewish

Press Collection at the National Library of Israel

When Iran recognized Israel diplomatically in mid-1960, Egypt’s President, Gamal Abdel
Nasser, recalled his ambassador to Tehran and accused Pahlavi of having “sold himself to his

master’s imperialism and Zionism at a cheap price.”




ISRAEL DRAWS IRAN IN
DAVIS CUP

MELBOURNE, Sunday: lsroel is to play Iran
in the first round of the Europeon “Zone B" of
the 1968 Dovis Cup competition, with lran the
“home™ country.

The drow wos mode by efficials of the Lown Tennis
Asociotion of Australio during the Awtrolion chom-
proriships of Kooyong last week-snd.

Mr. W, Reid, LTAA Vice- | that she may refuse the asces-
Fresident, reprosenting  Tas- | gary entrance arTRngements (o
matia, announced the draw, |sn lsrecll team for the Davis
and  LTAA Secretary, Mr. | Cup tie in Iran
1, A, C, Andrew, recorded it

The winner of Iran-lorse] But tennis afficialy wers
would meet the winner ﬂ:hnndﬂr thal pasing tension n
Austris and seeded nation | the
South Africa | the Iran-lorms] tie possibie

larse] would be fevoured to | firali
Beat Iran in the'r Brat round H“ mmﬂlh; e me
tee, bul coull nol survive the |°..|:;|.=.! Ihi “..]l:- ;Eﬂlﬂﬂl
secoend round '.'h.il'l-tnlt:hl i TU— i
against favoured South Africa. | rica ¥, Austria by HIJ' »
lsrac] lost to Austria in | .
Vienna two years ago Hfﬂ'rxirl:l;::lm h:m t
star player Eletear David- | Dyvidmun and Stabholz, with
man dropped outl and Youhus | former South Alrican Ism b :
Shalem and Josel Stabholl | Frosss as likely doubles
made up the team | choice @ Plctured: lersell team  Games Village st Hebdel

Al have spent 812 Irmmiam berg. Meibourne, Vicloria
monihs® training and coaching | South Africa, whose Lop ::ﬂ-:: “_-.u Tarmeli
III‘&,-& (David Amar phnm!

- —

O o

"Israeli team members and Iranian wrestlers under the Israeli flag in the 1956 Olympic Games

Village..." from the January 26, 1968 edition of The Australian Jewish News, the Historical Jewish

Press Collection at the National Library of Israel

In that period, international Jewish charitable organizations, such as the Organization for
Rehabilitation through Training (ORT) and the Joint Distribution Committee, operated openly
in Iran. Approximately 61,000 Jews lived in Iran in 1966, compared to 15,000 today. Most Jews
fled for the United States and Israel by the time Ruhollah Khomeini took over as Iran’s

supreme leader in 1979.

“Israeli manufacturers are being granted more and more orders from Iranian businessmen,”

read an article in the November 2, 1962, issue of the /ndiana Jewish Post and Opinion.

Iran didn’t succumb to Arab pressure to cut ties with Israel, the article said, “realizing, instead,
that the Jewish state and itself have much to offer each other.” Iran, it added, had “requested
wholesale technical assistance from Israel, primarily to rehabilitate the earthquake-stricken

Qazvin region” in the country’s northwest.



Persdan Shah
behalf of the and

Emergency shipmemts of
Teheran for the earthquake vie-
tims.

Consignmrm nts of hltnkﬂ: h;\:d
iimilar equipméent were n
to Teheran by El AL They
must go by a circuitous route,
to avoid crossing Arab terri-

tory.

Another shipment of six tons
of medical su food, cloth-
ing, tents blankets was
flown by E Al 1o T:hegnhln

response an appeal
|P!uu.n authorities.

Israel Flies Drugs fo Iran Quake Vicfims

JERUSALEM — Prealdent Ben Zvi sent hﬁn
o nn—n

H-m-n.

drugs were flown from [sraesl o

No Jewish community in Iran
suffered as a resull of the
earthguake.

Israel's feeling of sympathy
for Iran was prompted both
humanitarian feelings and by
the fact that Iran malntains
economic and pnutlml relations
with Israel, despite Arab
threats, sald the Tel Aviv pap-
er Hatzofe.

The Persian earthquakes ean-
not trigger a similar calamity

particularly concerned over the
lack of proper building legisla-
tion to ensure the earthquake-
proofing of new buildings. This
has become of rticular im-

rtance  with the increasing |

ight of Tel Aviv bulldings, '

w | JCC Must Meet $1

Jewish Community Center
leaders are active on a Collec.
tions Committee (o collect bulld:
Ing fund pledges prior to the
October date when a $100,000
payment to the bank ocomes

From the September 14, 1962 edition of the Intermountain Jewish News, the Historical Jewish Press

Collection at the National Library of Israel

Iran Invites Israel To
Anniversary of King Cyrus

JERUS

ALEM

(JTA)—Iran has

invited Israel to participate in the
2,000th anniversary of the reign of
King Cyrus, famous in Jewish his-
tory for permitting captive Jews to

return from

Babylon to

*alestine

in the period between the first and
second Jewish commonwealths. The
celebration will take place in 1961,

This article appeared in the November 5th, 1959 edition of The Sentinel.

Interestingly, the 2500th anniversary celebrations of the reign of King Cyrus

were eventually delayed by a decade, to 1971. By that point, Israel was no longer

invited, as you can read here, apparently in order to not antagonize Arab

countries. The Historical Jewish Press Collection at the National Library of Israel

In fact, the Iranian people preferred that the countries’ ties be expanded beyond where even

the Shah had taken them. “Many Iranians are angered over this blackmail which the other Arab

nations hold over their heads,” the article said, citing an Israeli newspaper report. “Some have



spoken out against it vehemently.”

Iran Keeps Link With Israel
Despite Pressure From Arabs

TEHERAN, lran — Two
armed policemen stand beside an
unmarked door. Once inside the
courtyard, behind a high cement
wall, visitors are frisked, carefully
identified and escorted into the
building. '

The Israeli Mission here has an
unlisted telephone number and
struggles to maintain what a Euro-
pean diplomat called “‘an invisible
profile.” Yet the Isracli presence in
Iran—like the delicate link be-
tween the two nations - has stirred
discussion and rumor among dip-
lomats, controversy among Irani-
ans and decp anger from Arab
countries, bespeaking lIran's ten-
uous political position in the Mid-
dle East.

several senior diplomats here, the
Shah spoke with unusual candor
last month about his relwtionship
with Israel. He told Al Hawadess,
a Beirut weekly, that there was
“no contradiction' between lran’s
support for the Arabs and her eco-
nomic ties with Israel,

“I see no benefit either for us or
for you in closing Israel's econom-
ic office in Teheran,” he said, di-
recting his remarks at the Arabs.
“Let us be frank. Deception is use-
less and the world is not governed
by emotion.™

The Shah, whose interviews are
often carefully timed, said: “If you
think Iran is an important country,
why do you not listen 1o us? Why
do you not try to understand our

is known 1o be specially worried
ubout the Soviet Union’s influence
in Irag and India, and abovt the
trouble between Pakistani Govern-
ment and Opposition leaders in the
Pakistani province of Baluchistan,

Although the Shah's ties with
Israel have stirred resemment
among students and some intellec-

“Without Israeli power in the Middle East, the Shah feels that the Arabs would be difficult to control..." -

From the January 11, 1974 edition of J. Jewish News of Northern California, the Historical Jewish Press

Collection at the National Library of Israel



Embattled Shah
assures Israel
steady oil flow

lhe Shah of lran, Mohammed Reza
Pahlavi, whose country has been torn by
mmternal strife in recent months, }mhlula
assured Israel last week that she could
count on a continuing supply ot oil.

'he Shah made his remarks during a
long-distance television interview with
A\BC news correspondent Barbara Walters.
Speaking from Tehran, Iran's capital, the
d-yvear-old Shah told Walters he would not
bow to 'i.l.||| Eilt"\\llft‘ 1o cut ot ]xl,u'rn o1l
supply.

Iran, a Moslem — but non-Arab — coun-
try, provides about 60 per cent of Israel's
oil supply.

Iran once supplied some 60 percent of Israel’s oil — from
the September 17, 1978, edition of The Jewish Week, the

Historical Jewish Press Collection at the National Library of Israel

That squares with many Iranian citizens’ warm views toward the Jewish state today, especially
since Israel and the United States launched their joint attack against the regime’s installations
in February.

Levin, who will turn 96 in late April, said he remains calm when air-raid sirens blare. He and his

wife close the shutters and walk calmly to their fortified room.

He figures that Israel is “not going to win this war” and that the Iranian regime isn't likely to

be overthrown, at least not soon. “They will stay another 40, 50 years,” he said.

“The machine will go round and round. It’s called ‘time. There are many things we can’t
predict,” Levin, who served in New York in the 1980s, said in fluent English. “We bombed them

and bombed them. That makes no impression on the Iranians.”

He added: “I hope that things will pass and some seikhel [sense] will get into their heads

eventually. This is a crazy time we’re living in.”

Writer-editor Hillel Kuttler can be reached at hk@H.illeITheScribeCommunications.com.






