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JERUSALEM - Nazis gassed Avi Goldstein’s parents, grandmother, and cousins 

at Auschwitz less than seventy years ago. He escaped with his life because a Polish 

farmer took him in and swore he was his son. “Ahmadinejad wants to do the same thing 

to us. He’s the new Hitler. I see it in his eyes,” Avi told me over tea at his Jerusalem 

apartment. 

Given his experience, it’s hard to look him in the eye and question his right to 

make that claim.  

Firebrand Iranian President Mahmoud Ahmadinejad has denied the Holocaust, 

stated that Israel should be “wiped off the map,” and called for a “world without 

Zionism.” To some international observers, his statements are populist political fluff. 

Others, Ahmadinejad included, say the remarks’ meanings were lost in translation and 

were not a call for genocide.  

In Israel, it’s different. The millennia of anti-Semitism, the sixty-odd years of 

near-constant existential threat to Israel, the murder of six million in Europe – all 

combine to make Jews particularly sensitive when it comes to perceived threats of 

annihilation.  

Views here vary regarding the “Iran issue,” as anybody will call it. To some, 

Ahmadinejad’s statements are mostly empty bluster. Others say they’re death threats. But 

it’s as if everyone’s back tingles when they watch the evening news and hear the latest. 

History is too fresh, the memories too raw. Add to the mix Iran’s nuclear program, which 

many think is for military purposes, and you have a ba’aya – a real problem.  

Israeli leaders have long been partial to the Ahmadinejad-Hitler analogy. In 2006, 

while still in the political opposition, current Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu told 

delegates to the United Jewish Communities General Assembly: “It’s 1938 and Iran is 

Germany. And Iran is racing to arm itself with atomic bombs…while the Iranian 

president denies the Holocaust, he is preparing another Holocaust for the Jewish state.”  

Geopolitical sparring? Possibly. Reflective of a prevailing mindset? At least 

partially.  

“In Europe, we experienced the worst that people can do,” Avi told me. “But 

people did it, and if they did it they can do it again.” He added: “Hitler was able to 



convince millions of Germans to hate Jews. In Iran, all the Arabs [sic] already hate Jews. 

So (Ahmadinejad) has no problem.” 

Not everyone’s predictions are quite as dire as Avi’s. On my way to his apartment 

in central Jerusalem, I stopped for a fresh falafel at a stand on the congested King George 

thoroughfare. Business happened to be slow so the proprietor, a bearded fellow with an 

easy smile who identified as “Maki” and gave me a coke on the house, took a few 

minutes to chat. 

“Walla, a bomb is a bomb,” he drawled while slicing fresh vegetables. “We have 

the bomb too, so everyone knows it won’t be good for Iran to attack us…there are also 

many Arabs and Muslim holy sites here. But who knows – their leader is crazy, 

meshugga. Nobody knows what he will do.” 

I asked Maki if he thought Ahmadinejad was the new Hitler. He paused. 

“Ahmadinejad says the Holocaust never happened. So as far as he’s concerned, he’s the 

only Hitler.”  

He added: “He might pull the trigger. All we can do is pray he doesn’t. Or that we 

do it first.” 

Indeed, the second question on people’s minds here, after “how serious is he,” 

seems to be “what do we do about it.” The Israeli defense establishment needs to protect 

a nation the size of New Jersey, which could be obliterated by a single nuclear blast. So 

there’s no chance-taking. But it’s unavoidable in this case – an unsuccessful (or even 

successful) preemptive strike on Iran’s enrichment facilities could spark a regional war. 

But is that worse than a nuclear Iran? 

Nobody knows. Nonetheless, some Israeli leaders have recently upped the 

defensive ante – in April 2010, Deputy Prime Minister and former military chief of staff 

Moshe Ya’alon sent the Islamic Republic a warning jab by stating “Israel has the 

technological capability to attack Iran.” 

Last month, hawkish Foreign Minister Avigdor Lieberman officially began 

drafting a “morning after plan” for…the morning after. 

The clincher came just last Sunday, when Netanyahu told US Vice President Joe 

Biden that “the only way to ensure…Iran is not armed with nuclear weapons is to create a 

credible threat of military action against it, unless it stops its race to obtain nuclear 

weapons.” 

“Israel can’t let Iran get (a bomb),” said Aviram Fink, a twenty-something 

attorney I met at a roadside café over lunch break. He fiddled with his silver watch and 

rubbed his scalp as he talked: “They’ll try to take out the Iranian reactor…Preemptive 
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strikes are our specialty. Look at (the Six-Day-War). Look at the strike on (Iraq’s Osirak 

nuclear reactor) in 1981. Where would we be now if Saddam Hussein had nuclear 

weapons in the 80s already? I wouldn’t be talking to you right now.”  

Later, though, he seemed to change his mind: “Maybe they’ll try to assassinate 

(Ahmadinejad) instead.” 

Holocaust survivor Avi Goldstein said he “has no position” on a possible Israeli 

strike. But he also said if he knew a strike would succeed, he’d support it. “All the 

reactors are underground,” he said. “It’s not like Iraq was. It’s taking a chance either 

way.” 

It’s definitely a dilemma, and given their national vulnerability, Israelis have 

never liked taking chances. Aviram Fink recalled hiding in a bomb shelter as Saddam 

Hussein’s SCUDs hit Israel during the first Gulf conflict: “The government gave out gas 

masks to everyone because they were scared of chemical warfare. They didn’t want to 

take a chance.” Ironically, that was the one time Israel didn’t strike back. 

It seems gambles aren’t Aviram’s cup of tea either. I asked if he believed Iran 

would actually strike Israel if she ever attained nuclear capability. His response: “I don’t 

know, and I’m not waiting around to find out. If they get the bomb, I’m catching the first 

flight to Los Angeles.” 

 


