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               [1] Brig. Benjamin, [2], Maj. Jackson, [3] Lt.-Col. Cubitt, [4] Capt. Czernowitz, [5] Levy (12 Coy.), [6] Hadad, [7] Margolis, [8] Gilboa (Weisberg), [9] Unidentified, [10] Fishman.
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            Prologue – How Did this Book Come About?

         

         This book is based on the six years of service of my father – the late IDF1 Major-General Shlomo Shamir2 – in the British Army during WWII. Shamir (surname Rabinowicz prior to 1948) volunteered for service in September 1940, was commissioned as an officer at the end of that year, and then served in Palestine and Cyrenaica as a member of the 2nd Battalion of the Palestine Regiment. Following the directions of Sir Winston Churchill in September 1944, this battalion was integrated with the two other Palestine Regiment battalions into what became known as the Jewish Brigade.

         During my father‘s service with the Jewish Brigade, which he viewed as a defining period in his life, he served in various roles within the 2nd Battalion, while simultaneously holding the covert position of the Brigade’s Internal Commander on behalf of the Haganah3 and the Jewish Institutions in Palestine. He was formally discharged from the British Army with the rank of major in July 1946.

         The original Hebrew manuscript, on which this book is based, was conceived in July 2004 when my father decided to review and document important chapters of his life. This retrospective began with a series of discourses recorded and transcribed by Mr. Yosef Argaman, an Israeli journalist and author. These discourses, which took place two or three times a week, with each session lasting two to three hours, were spread over some twenty months, during which my father relied mainly on his memory. The transcribed material underwent several recycles.

         To confirm what had been committed to paper, my father began to check his retrospection against official military records and documents, newspaper articles, relevant literature, his diaries, and photographs taken at the time. Even though most of this material was already in his possession, he also assembled supplementary material – mainly from online sources – and obtained a copy of his service file from the archives of the British Ministry of Defence.

         After a few rounds of further updates, a few hundred pages narrating my father’s WWII experience and reflecting his subsequent insight were printed in draft form. The manuscript, xvwhich was still incomplete, was left orphaned following his untimely death in May 2009. A year later, and given the importance that my father placed on this period from a Jewish national standpoint, I undertook to complete the job that he had started. The eventual result was the publication, in 2014, of a hard-bound book in Hebrew comprising some 350 pages and including just over 210 photographs and illustrative material. 

         In the course of my endeavours to complete the original book, I worked in various archives in both Israel and England, communicated with municipal archives in Germany, examined memoirs of my father’s ‘brothers-in-arms’, interviewed people who served with my father and also surveyed newspapers and other relevant publications of the period. As a result, I was able not only to add supporting material, references, and footnotes but also to identify many people appearing in the photographs included in the book.

         Although I aspired to publish a book that was true to my father’s memoirs, the spirit of the period, and the historical facts, I recognised that I was unlikely to have achieved perfection. I therefore invited readers to provide any relevant feedback, including the identification of some of those persons who were unnamed in photographs accompanying the text.

         Having discovered that the subject of the Jewish Brigade lacked serious coverage in languages other than Hebrew, I embarked on translating the original book into English. The result is this English edition, which has been adjusted for a non-Israeli audience, contains less photographic material, and reflects updates and minor corrections.

         I remain hopeful that this English edition – adorned on its cover with my father’s painting, inspired by an event at the Belsen DP camp – will serve as a further tribute to those Jewish volunteers from Palestine whose experience in the British Army and post-war activities in Europe were responsible, in no small measure, for securing the subsequent establishment of the State of Israel.

         
            1 IDF – Abbreviation for Israel Defence Forces.

            2 Shamir, originally Rabinowicz, (1915–2009), first Commander of IDF 7th Brigade, second Commander of IDF Navy and third Commander of IDF Air Force.

            3 Haganah (Defence) – Organisation established in Palestine in 1922 as the main clandestine paramilitary organisation representing the majority of local Jews during the British mandate of Palestine.
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            In Appreciation

         

         The following acknowledgements relate to both my work on the original book published in Hebrew under the literally translated title Three Miracles and a Jewish Flag in the British Army, and this English edition.

         In the course of my work on the original book, I interviewed several veterans of the Jewish Brigade who gladly agreed to help me as much as they could, despite their very advanced ages and, in some cases, physical disabilities.

         Among these veterans, I am especially indebted to the late Shimon Fuchs, a member of the Brigade’s 2nd Battalion, who passed away in August 2013. Shimon’s large photographic collection has been used in the past and is still being used today by those who wish to research the Jewish Brigade in general, and its 2nd Battalion in particular. With the help of his son, Shimon’s photographic collection has been shared with me, allowing the inclusion of some of the photographs in both the original book and this English edition.

         
            
[image: ]Shimon Fuchs – Member of the 2nd Bn., the Jewish Brigade.

            

         

         I am also especially indebted to three other veterans of the 2nd Battalion of the Jewish Brigade: Gideon Gilboa (Weisberg), who celebrated his 102nd birthday in January 2025, Aryeh Levontin and Yosef Zeltzer – although sadly, the latter two are no longer with us.

         I am equally indebted to Mr. Michael Lax, who was responsible for managing the material in the IDF Archives relating to the service of Jewish Palestinian volunteers to the British Army during WWII. Michael allowed me unrestricted access to all relevant material, including that previously deposited in the IDF Archives by my late father. Since his retirement, Michael’s responsibility has been assumed by Dr. Sarit Stern, who has been helpful whenever approached.

         I wish to extend my thanks to Ms. Orly Levy from the Haganah Archives, who allowed me unlimited access to these archives and went beyond the call of duty to ensure that potentially relevant material did not escape my notice.xvii

         I would also like to express my gratitude to both Professor Yoav Gelber – an authority on the history of the Jewish Palestinian volunteers during WWII – who found the time, despite his extremely busy schedule, to review the original Hebrew manuscript and make important comments, and Dr. Mordechai Naor – an author and historian – for being the ‘guiding light’ when I had difficulties in identifying public figures of the period in certain old photographs.

         Concerning this English edition, I am especially indebted to Mr. Paul Evans, former projects officer for the Army Museum Ogilby Trust in London, for all his help in unearthing service details of various British military personnel mentioned in the text. This has allowed me to include supplementary information about many of them.

         I would also like to thank British military historian and author Mr. Paul McCue for reviewing a draft of the manuscript and for his constructive comments.

         I am very grateful to the late David Breuer – the Managing Director of the Unicorn Publishing Group – for believing in the importance of this book and I am only sorry that he is no longer with us to see its publication.

         The typesetting of this English edition by Nick and George Newton has been a ‘work of art’ and I am much indebted to them for all their patience and skill.

         Last but not least, I thank my husband, Barry Driver, not only for having lent a hand when I was searching for additional material in support of the original book but also for his assistance over the past three years during the preparation of this English edition.
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            Chapter 1

            The War Was Almost Here; but Where Were We?

         

         
            Life as a Farmer in Rosh-Pina ▪ The Most Righteous War and its Devastating Statistics ▪ The Opening Salvo in Europe ▪ The Rapid Expansion of Germany’s Lebensraum ▪ The Jewish Community in Palestine (the Yishuv) during the First Year of WWII ▪ 136,000 Members of the Yishuv are Ready to Join the War Effort ▪ Enlisting in the Infantry and the Struggle for Officers’ Training ▪ The Yishuv Volunteers – Numbers and Postings across the British Armed Forces ▪ Guard Duties and the Principle of Parity ▪ My Meetings with Galili and Sneh ▪ Why Enlist and the Transition to a Formal Army ▪

         

         
Life as a Farmer in Rosh-Pina1


         One morning in July 1940, while ploughing a plot of land belonging to Aviezer Friedman2 of Rosh-Pina, I was interrupted by a stranger riding a white horse. The rider, who had come from the nearby settlement of Yesud-Ha’Ma’ala, handed me a slip of paper bearing a one-line message: “You are requested to come to Tel Aviv at six o’clock this evening”. It was signed by Israel Galili.3

         
            
[image: ]Aviezer Friedman of Rosh-Pina (courtesy of the family)

            

         

         To Tel Aviv?, I pondered, How on earth can I get there this evening? The journey would take seven or eight hours! Not a trivial matter. I had to improvise to ensure that I arrived on time. Aviezer gave me a lift to Rosh-Pina on his motorcycle. There, I grabbed something to eat and then hitch-hiked to Haifa via Tiberias. From Haifa, I continued by bus, via Jenin, to Tel Aviv. It was indeed quite a journey!

         During the journey, I cast my mind back to my times in the Haganah, my recent year in command of Khish Yerushalayim (Jerusalem Field Corps of the Haganah), and the bad taste that remained with me following my resignation. The reason for my resignation was probably a difference of opinion with certain members of the Haganah command. I cannot recall with 2whom I disagreed or what was the issue in dispute, but I am fairly certain that this latest disagreement was related to something that I had requested but for which I could not secure approval. Therefore, I had decided to take time off and avoid assuming any new role in a hurry. As a result of this decision, I had left Jerusalem.

         I moved to Rosh-Pina to stay with Aviezer, whom I had got to know in 1938 when I was in command of the Fosh (the Field Companies) and then the Khish (Field Corps) in Upper Galilee. I had developed much respect for Aviezer and felt close to him, feelings that were mutual. However, back in 1938, I had limited time to spend with him, although his house was always open to me, and there was a spare bed available at all times. When I left Jerusalem, I was twenty-five years old, and I found the prospects of agricultural life in a Moshava,4 such as Rosh-Pina, very appealing.

         The Friedmans – Aviezer and his brother Emanuel – were farmers in body and soul. Aviezer was the embodiment of the new Jewish farmer. He was a man of the countryside – a tall and burly man with a special bond to the land. He certainly knew all that there was to know about it. He knew how to plough, whether using horses, mules or tractors, and he was also familiar with a wide range of crops. You could literally smell the earth from every fibre of his being.

         The few weeks that I stayed with the Friedmans coincided with the ploughing season, so we left the house every morning to plough the fields. Aviezer owned plots of land both around Rosh-Pina and the neighbouring settlements, and I undertook to help him work the plot that lay between Ayelet-Ha’Shahar and Yesud-Ha’Ma’ala. For this purpose, I was given a Bisok plough5 and a pair of mules.

         As it happened, I had gained some ploughing experience during the early 1930s when I had temporarily joined Kibbutz Gvat.6 During my stay there, I volunteered, amongst other things, to plough the kibbutz fields, which lay beyond the railway line toward Kfar-Baruch, during the night shift and using a small tractor. I enjoyed ploughing the kibbutz fields. However, ploughing with a tractor is very different from ploughing with mules, where you need to know how to harness and drive the mules and how to direct the plough and not stray from the furrow. At first, I worked alongside Aviezer, and after gaining some experience, I carried on by myself. This was my life with the Friedmans until I was summoned to Tel Aviv.

         The call to Tel Aviv was to be the precursor to my service as an officer in the British Army during WWII (the Second World War). Consequently, before I continue, I would like to introduce the reader to the predicament that faced the Jewish community in Palestine on the eve of the war.3

         
The Most Righteous War and its Devastating Statistics7


         There is wide agreement that Thomas Paine’s 1776 concept of “A Just War”8 is most befitting for WWII. Personally, I do not doubt that if there was ever a just war in the history of humankind, this was indeed WWII, and this was precisely how it was perceived by the Jewish community in Palestine – the “Yishuv”.9

         WWII was also the largest military event in human history. The most tragic statistic which relates to this war is that it wiped out some 50 million people. There are even those who argue that the number was closer to 60 million – accounting for 2% of the then world-population.

         Other statistical data relating to this war are also hardly comprehensible. It is hard to accept them even today, when the world has seemingly become a ‘small village’ and when we are more aware of the destructive and bestial instincts of the human race. Indeed, data collected years after the war point to the fact that of its 50 million victims, some 67% were civilians. One can perhaps understand the horrific magnitude of this fact by comparing it to the percentage of civilians lost during WWI (the First World War), which was a ‘mere’ 5%.

         These data reinforce the view that WWII – the war that started against the German Reich, which was threatening to impose its regime over the world for a thousand years – was an ‘all-out war’. It was this ‘all-out war’, which explains Churchill’s characterisation of the British response: “We are resolved to destroy Hitler and every vestige of the Nazi regime. From this, nothing will turn us. Nothing. We will never parley; we will never negotiate with Hitler or any of his gang. We shall fight him by land; we shall fight him by sea; we shall fight him in the air, until, with God’s help, we have rid the earth of his shadow and liberated its people from his yoke.”10

         Below are further examples of the appalling data:

         
	The Soviet Union lost some 29 million persons. Of these, some 17 million were civilians. The significance of this loss is that very high percentages of whole generations were lost during those years. The generation born in 1923 is a good example in that 80% of Soviet males born in that year were lost during the war.

            	In Poland, 6.27 million people were killed, 85% of whom were civilians.

            	Germany lost 5.69 million people, of whom 2.44 million were civilians.

            	In East Asia, 10 million Chinese civilians were lost.4


            	Even in the USA, protected by oceans on both sides, some 6,000 civilians lost their lives as a result of enemy action.

            	It was in this war that, for the first and only time, the Americans used the weapon of last resort and dropped atom bombs on two Japanese cities – Hiroshima and Nagasaki – killing some 180,000 civilians in a matter of seconds.

            	The data above do not include the most horrible atrocity of all, at least from the point of view of its historical uniqueness and the ideology on which it was based. I refer to the Holocaust in which the Germans (and their collaborators) murdered some 6 million members of world Jewry.

         

It is hard to believe that at the centre of this ‘whirlpool’ stood one man who brought this colossal disaster on the world. He was Austrian by birth, a corporal in WWI, a frustrated artist and a charismatic psychopath. His mother died of cancer, and he blamed her Jewish doctors for her death.

         Professor Henry Kissinger, the US Secretary of State (1973–1977) and a native of Germany, claims in his book Diplomacy that “Hitler’s advent to power marked one of the greatest calamities in the history of the world”.11 He describes Hitler as having possessed a psychotic intuition, demonic willpower, and an unusual manipulative ability to exploit the weaknesses of his opposition. Kissinger argues that, with these attributes, Hitler succeeded in first hypnotising the opposition inside his own party and then the rest of the German nation. WWII bore no similarity to anything that preceded it or followed it. Europe pre-Hitler and post-WWII was no longer the same entity. The same was true for the world at large.

         The Opening Salvo in Europe

         WWII did not start at a stroke. It crept into Europe step by step like the metastasis of a malignant growth, which first took root in Berlin in 1933. Although Germany perpetrated military actions (e.g. the annexation of Austria in March 1938) before 1st September 1939, this date is considered to mark the opening salvo of WWII, which lasted some six years. The war played out in two major theatres, initially Europe and North Africa, subsequently joined by South-East Asia and the Pacific Ocean.

         The German invasion of Poland on 1st September 1939 announced to the world a new style of warfare – the Blitzkrieg (a surprise speedy offensive by combined air and ground forces). The German army broke into Poland with an immense force of armoured divisions supported by heavy bombardment from the air. Within five weeks, it crushed the Polish Army, which at the time numbered 3 million soldiers. Military historians describe the Polish cavalry attacks on German tanks (Panzers) as an exercise in futility.

         5On 27th September, Warsaw, the Ostjuden capital (capital of Eastern European Jewry) with approximately 350,000 Jewish citizens and its Jewish religious and cultural institutions, was crushed by the Nazi forces. These developments gave rise to new and frightening realisations amongst the Yishuv.

         One could ask: Why was Hitler not called to order in the years prior to 1939?

         According to modern historians, both Britain and France pursued a conciliatory policy towards Hitler from the early 1930s in an attempt to atone for the draconian surrender conditions imposed upon Germany at the end of WWI.

         More specifically, the Versailles Agreements had torn away large areas of territory from Germany as well as imposed an enormous economic burden on it, which in turn engendered a strong national feeling of humiliation. However, it is fair to point out that despite this deep economic crisis and the national feeling of humiliation, Germany did not submit readily to Hitler. It finally gave in only after a long and convoluted process of ‘courtship’, accompanied by pleas on the one hand and threats on the other. It is, of course, true that once Hitler had achieved power, the German people followed his lead religiously and with chilling cruelty.

         Two days after the Germans invaded Poland, Britain and France declared war on Germany.

         
The Rapid Expansion of Germany’s Lebensraum


         The sequence of events during the first year of the war revealed the might of the German war machine, which took the world by surprise. Following the formal annexation of Western Poland to the Reich, and Eastern Poland to the Soviet Union, the German war machine set out to build on its achievements and started to annex territories from other European countries.

         On 9th April 1940, the German army invaded both Denmark and Norway with almost no opposition. On 10th April, Hitler ordered the invasion of France. On the same day, the British Prime Minister, Neville Chamberlain, resigned and passed the reins of power to Winston Churchill.

         Between 14th and 20th May, the Benelux countries surrendered. The Dutch Queen fled to England, and a few days later, King Leopold of Belgium was detained by the Germans in his palace in Laeken.

         By 4th June, British, French and Belgian forces, which had become trapped on the continent, had been evacuated from Dunkirk. As part of this evacuation, 338,000 soldiers were brought to British shores in a flotilla of all types of boats. No significant military forces remained on the continent to withstand the German Army, and on 14th June, the Germans entered Paris.

         Towards the end of June, the German Luftwaffe was ordered to attack British coastal shipping and relevant installations in support of a sea blockade.

         6On 1st August, it was further instructed to achieve control of the skies over Britain in what became known as the Battle of Britain.

         On 7th September, intensive German bombing of British cities, and in particular of London (the Blitz), began.

         Meanwhile, Benito Mussolini, the Italian dictator, fulfilled his obligations as head of one of the major Axis powers (Germany, Italy and later Japan). On 13th September, the Italian General Rodolfo Graziani entered Egypt with an Italian force stationed in Libya, and the battle for North Africa and Eritrea began. In parallel, on 28th October, the Italian Army invaded Greece from Albania, which had itself been invaded by Italian forces in April 1939.

         In summary, within a year – between September 1939 and September 1940 – the Germans conquered significant parts of continental Europe. Their forces bypassed the French Maginot Line with relative ease (via Belgium), and the French Army – the most significant of the European armies with some 6 million soldiers equipped with modern weaponry – was defeated within ten days. The French hero of WWI, old Marshal Pétain, became a collaborator and was denounced by many as a traitor in his native France. The US President, Franklin Roosevelt, decided on a policy of non-intervention, leaving Britain, led by Winston Churchill, to stand almost alone against Germany’s aggression in the international arena.

         This was the position in Europe and North Africa in September 1940, the eve of my volunteering for service in the British Army.

         
The Yishuv during the First Year of WWII


         The German invasion of Poland on 1st September 1939 found the Yishuv amid a flurry of emotions. This was because three months earlier, on 17th May, the British Secretary of State for the Colonies – Malcolm McDonald – published the contentious White Paper (Palestine – Statement of Policy), which contained unreasonable constraints on the ‘Zionist enterprise’ in Palestine. In this White Paper, which reflected the lessons learnt by the British from the Great Arab Revolt in Palestine during 1936–39, it was stipulated that:

         
	Jewish immigration during the next five years would be limited to 75,000 persons, and at the end of these five years, Jewish immigration would only be permitted subject to Arab consent.

            	Sale of land to Jews would be limited to a minimum, and the same would apply to the number of water wells that Jews would be allowed to bore.

            	Within ten years, self-rule would be established in Palestine, i.e. rule by the Arabs who, at the time, constituted the majority of Palestine’s population.

         

As a consequence, the Yishuv would be destined to remain an eternal minority in Palestine. 7It is, therefore, not surprising that following the publication of this White Paper, the Yishuv – weak and as small as a medium-sized European city – found itself in turmoil. This manifested itself, amongst other things, in public demonstrations and protestations by the leaders of the Yishuv demanding that the document be annulled. Anybody who understood anything about Zionism considered that this White Paper clearly constituted the abolition of the Balfour Declaration, which had been issued by the British government in 1917 and which set out Britain’s support for the establishment of a Jewish Homeland in Palestine.

         Apart from the Bible and ancient Jewish history, the Balfour Declaration was, in fact, the only modern ‘Title Deed’ affirming Jewish rights to Palestine. Therefore, by implementing the terms of this White Paper, the British Government was about to annul this ‘Title Deed’. Clearly, from the viewpoint of the Yishuv’s national hopes and aspirations, the British policy as reflected in this White Paper had very grave implications, tantamount to putting an end to those aspirations.

         The situation grew more complicated on 3rd September 1939, when, following Germany’s attack on Poland, Britain declared war on Germany. At this point, the Yishuv found itself in an almost impossible situation. On the one hand, following the fifth wave of Jewish immigration of 1933, it was aware of the very forlorn position of the Jews across the German Reich, and therefore, it naturally supported Britain’s declaration of war. On the other hand, it was overwhelmed by fury with Britain due to the decisions reflected in the White Paper.

         
136,000 Members of the Yishuv are Ready to Join the War Effort


         Amidst this emotional turmoil, the Yishuv came to one of its most sophisticated political decisions. The tortuous phrasing that Ben-Gurion gave it is an example of the duality of Jewish thought, which most probably stemmed from Talmudic casuistry. Speaking to audiences during demonstrations and public meetings, Ben-Gurion phrased this decision as follows: “We shall fight the White Paper as if there is no war, and we shall fight Germany as if there is no White Paper.”

         While the Arabs clandestinely rejoiced over the blows suffered by Britain in Europe, the Yishuv in Palestine chose to identify with Britain in its fight against Hitler. And so, a couple of weeks after Britain declared war, some 136,000 men and women (86,000 and 50,000 respectively) – a third of the then-Jewish population of Palestine – signed up as ready to join the war effort.12

         8Volunteering on this scale was actually a declarative act since many of the signatories were unsuitable for military service. However, despite the spontaneous support of the general public and the importance of the declarative act itself, the relationship between the Yishuv leadership and the British authorities took time to develop until the latter formally approved the enlistment of Yishuv members in the armed forces of His Majesty King George VI.

         With hindsight, one could argue that with the outbreak of WWII, the Yishuv faced yet another dilemma. It had to choose between building a military force for its own defence in Palestine on the one hand, and joining the British Armed Forces to help the war efforts outside Palestine on the other.

         It is important to remember that following the Great Arab Revolt of 1936–1939, the defence of the Yishuv became largely dependent on the British forces that had been sent to Palestine to crush the revolt. However, as a result of the declaration of war on Germany, a very real possibility arose that the British forces stationed in Palestine would be withdrawn and re-assigned to the main fronts of the war in Europe and North Africa. Consequently, the Yishuv national institutions demanded that Britain agree to the establishment of a Jewish military force, which would assume the responsibility for the defence of the Yishuv if and when the British forces were to leave Palestine.

         The leaders of the Yishuv and the heads of the Haganah assumed that, following suitable British training, thousands of Jewish policemen and guards would become the nucleus of a Jewish military force, which would number some 20,000 men. Since this nucleus would consist mainly of Haganah members, there would be no contradiction between the concept of supporting military training within the British forces and the desire to concentrate on building a Jewish military force within the Haganah. And so, for about a year, this was the prevailing view of both the Zionist movement in London (Weizmann13 and his entourage) and the Yishuv leadership in Palestine.

         However, gradually, a contradiction developed between the call to support the establishment of a Jewish military force and the call to enlist voluntarily to serve in the British Armed Forces. The contradiction was exposed as a result of the controversy regarding the identity of the principal enemy of the Yishuv.

         Those who took the view that the principal enemies of the Yishuv were the Arabs of Palestine, who were looking for an opportunity to avenge themselves on the Yishuv, claimed that the focus should be on building a local Jewish military force. Those who thought that the principal enemies of the Yishuv were the Germans and their allies argued that the Yishuv would not be able to stand alone against such enemies and, therefore, its volunteers needed to integrate into the British war effort. Those who held the latter view 9also maintained that the Yishuv leadership needed to put pressure on the British authorities to ensure that the Jewish volunteers would be deployed primarily in the defence of Palestine.

         The policies enshrined in the British White Paper and the realisation that the alliance between the Yishuv and Britain had run into difficulties, strengthened the position of those who argued in favour of building a Jewish military force within the Haganah. However, later on, when the potential threat of a German and Italian invasion into Palestine became more real, the position of those who argued in favour of enlisting in the British Army – the primary force for the defence of Palestine against the Axis armies – gathered strength.

         Interestingly, the Yishuv was not the only party facing a dilemma. The British authorities in Palestine, the British Military Command in the Middle East and the British War Office, as well as other British governmental bodies, also faced a dilemma. On the one hand, they could not decry the opportunity to enlist 20,000 Palestinian Jews since they well understood that such an additional force could help the British war effort. On the other hand, the British were vehemently against any step that could help the Yishuv to establish a Jewish military force, which, in turn, could serve it after the end of the war.

         This British objection was based on their understanding that any steps taken to strengthen a Jewish military force in Palestine would encourage the Arabs to act against Britain while the war was raging. Consequently, to prevent the build-up of such a force, the British initially objected to the establishment of military units consisting exclusively of Jews. Instead, they preferred to assimilate the Yishuv volunteers within existing regular units. Given the need for enlistment, this was a British attempt to have their cake and eat it.

         During the spring of 1940, the dichotomy within the Yishuv was settled in favour of enlistment in the British Armed Forces. The collapse of France, the control over Syria gained by the Vichy Government, and Italy’s entry into the war brought the war closer to Palestine. Given these circumstances, the local leadership of the Yishuv started to encourage volunteering for the British Armed Forces. In fact, prior to this encouragement, some had already volunteered spontaneously and independently without any institutional blessing. A typical example was that of the then 2nd Lieutenant Dan Epstein (later Even)14 who was, at the time, a member of Kibbutz Giv’at-Chaim. Dan simply volunteered despite the objection of his kibbutz and against the decision of the Zionist Movement.

         At this point, the British response to the Yishuv leadership was that they would agree to accept groups of Jewish volunteers, but only into auxiliary services. This agreement provided an extra incentive for volunteering for the Auxiliary Military Pioneer Corps (A.M.P.C.), whose 10members were deployed to carry out unskilled work, mainly building defence lines. It was not long before 1,700 Jewish volunteers had enlisted in this corps.

         Before long, there was also a call for skilled labour such as metal workers, welders, electricians and engineers. This was due to the urgent need to establish large bases in the Middle East to accommodate forces and equipment that had begun to be moved into the region, mainly via the Suez Canal. Those who volunteered received a regular, although low, salary and the public began to volunteer.

         Given these developments, the Yishuv leadership deliberated what role should be played by both the Yishuv National Council and the Jewish Agency in the enlistment process. Following internal discussions, it was decided to demand that the enlistment of Jewish volunteers should be administered via representatives of the Yishuv national institutions. This demand did not interest the British authorities, and they saw no reason to acquiesce. The result was a power struggle. The Yishuv leadership hinted that if their demand was not met, they would not, putting it mildly, encourage enlistment.

         The decisive factor in this power struggle was simply the British requirement for manpower, which was mainly for those with technical expertise. And so, step by step, both sides came to an arrangement. The British agreed that the Jewish Agency would become involved, although, in practice, the Yishuv was not yet organised to administer the enlistment. Consequently, if you were an engineer and you wished to enlist, you simply presented yourself at the volunteering office at the Palestine Recruiting and Training Depot (P.R.T.D.) in Sarafand15 and you were accepted.

         
Enlisting in the Infantry and the Struggle for Officers’ Training


         At a certain stage, the Jewish Agency presented a formal demand to the British authorities to recruit Jewish volunteers for the infantry. The Jewish Agency repeatedly announced that if this demand was not met, it would not support further enlistment of members of the Yishuv. Negotiations took some time, but eventually, the British did agree to the Jewish Agency’s demand subject to two stipulations, namely that:

         
            1) The enlistment of Jewish volunteers for infantry companies would be approved subject to these companies being deployed exclusively on guard duties.

            2) The number of infantry companies consisting of Jewish volunteers would be mirrored by the same number of infantry companies consisting of Arabs.

         

         At this point, enlistment began in the Royal East Kent Regiment, known as “The Buffs”, which had been stationed in Palestine since 1936. This regiment had a distinguished military 11heritage dating back to 1572. The Yishuv volunteers for the infantry were, therefore, about to be integrated into a long-established regiment, enriched by a very long military tradition.

         While negotiations between the Yishuv leadership and the British authorities were taking place, the stream of Jewish volunteers to units such as the Auxiliary Military Pioneer Corps (A.M.P.C.), the Royal Army Service Corps (R.A.S.C.) and the Royal Engineers (R.E.) continued. By the end of 1940, some 5,000 Jewish volunteers from Palestine were already serving in the British Army. Indeed, some of these volunteers had already been involved in battles in both North Africa and France.

         The only volunteers who were not yet participating directly in war efforts, because they entered the ‘game’ relatively late, were those who joined the infantry.

         The Jewish Agency and the other Yishuv national institutions were not content with the stipulations under which Jewish volunteers were allowed to join the infantry. Moreover, they had a strong interest in gaining military command expertise and were convinced that amongst the Jewish volunteers, there was ‘suitable material’ to take up command positions. Therefore, they decided to add a demand calling for the training of Jewish officers.

         Rather surprisingly, the British response was that if indeed such ‘suitable material’ did exist amongst the Jewish volunteers, the British were ready to set up an officer training (cadre) course for such persons. However, the British, who did not believe that Jews had the capacity for command in battle, well understood the significance of the Jewish Agency’s demand and, therefore, they acted on this matter with great caution, which could have been construed as dragging their feet.

         Negotiations regarding the ‘suitable material’ for command positions took some two months. However, once the British agreed to set up the officers’ training course, a window of opportunity was opened for Jewish command over Jewish volunteers serving in the British Army. The Jewish Agency considered that securing this particular agreement was a highly significant achievement.

         
The Yishuv Volunteers – Numbers and Postings across the British Armed Forces


         It should be emphasised that the decision taken by very large numbers of civilians to enlist in military service, was a significant event in the life of the Yishuv. In historical terms, this was probably the most significant collective action undertaken by Jews over the previous few hundred years. More specifically, following the encouragement of the Yishuv national institutions, some 40,000 men and women of the Yishuv enlisted to serve in either the British Armed Forces or other Allied armies. This scale of enlistment represented some 9% of the then-local Jewish population – a very respectable percentage.

         12Historical data suggest the following distribution of the Yishuv volunteers: 30,000 men and women enlisted to serve in the British Armed Forces; an additional 5,000 persons, being nationals of other countries – mainly Czechs and Poles – enlisted to serve in their own national armies; a further 5,000 persons enlisted to be deployed in defence and security duties within Palestine. This last group included those who were deployed as guards in rural settlements, members of the permanent staff of the Haganah, members of the Palmach16 and some permanent members of other underground organisations.

         Geographically, the Yishuv volunteers served in many countries, mainly in the Middle East and in North Africa. These countries included Iran, Iraq, Syria, Lebanon, Jordan, Egypt, Libya, Malta and Greece. Furthermore, during the latter part of the war and after the liberation of Europe, the Yishuv volunteers also served in many of the European countries, in particular in Italy, Belgium, the Netherlands, Germany and France. Several Jewish Palestinian units and some individual soldiers also reached South Africa, Rhodesia, Kenya, Ethiopia, and Britain itself.

         The records highlight another interesting statistic suggesting that, during the war years, two out of every three Jewish volunteers from Palestine were stationed in battle zones during a significant part of their periods of service. Furthermore, one in every five of these volunteers served, at some stage of the war, as a member of a combat force on one of the fronts.

         In 1954, on the tenth anniversary of the formation of the Jewish Brigade, I was interviewed by a correspondent of one of the magazines of the Moshavim movement.17 In the resulting article, entitled The Volunteers’ Parade, I pointed out that if one were to multiply the number of Jewish soldiers from Palestine who served in the British Armed Forces (i.e. 30,000) by an average of five years’ service, one would be looking at 150,000 man-years of military service. This is an enormous number, even in present-day terms when we have our own state and our own regular army.

         I further pointed out that there is no dispute that most of the services Corps of the Israel Defence Forces (IDF) were established and shaped by Jewish officers from Palestine who had served in the British Army. Amongst these corps, I mentioned the Ordnance Corps, the Logistics and Technology Corps, the Transport Corps, and the Israeli Police Force. I added that other corps, such as the Artillery Corps and the Air Force, were also established by Jewish officers who had served in the British Armed Forces. I also mentioned that during Israel’s War of Independence, the 2nd Battalion of the Jewish Brigade alone provided the IDF with some 300 officers of all ranks, including two who later served as the IDF Chief of Staff.

         13I ended the interview by suggesting that, had we had the capability to recruit a further 5,000 men for service in an enlarged Jewish Brigade, deliverance would have come sooner, and the State of Israel would be stronger today. However, as there is little point in lamenting over the past, I suggested that we should instead remember and celebrate the exceptional volunteering spirit of those days.

         Of the Yishuv volunteers, some 620 persons lost their lives, some units of Yishuv soldiers were captured during the German invasion of Greece and suffered imprisonment by the Germans, and approximately 430 Yishuv soldiers were awarded various types of distinguished service awards.

         The distribution of the Yishuv volunteers to the British Armed Forces was roughly as follows:

         
	The first group of volunteers enlisted (without encouragement or guidance from the Yishuv national institutions) in the Auxiliary Military Pioneer Corps (A.M.P.C.), commonly known as the Pioneer Corps. By 1942, the number of these volunteers reached some 3,200. The Pioneers served in France, Egypt, and later in the Western Desert. Some 1,900 Pioneers were sent to Greece, where 1,100 of them were captured and imprisoned by the Germans.18 The unit, which served in France had to be evacuated from Dunkirk. Many of the volunteers to the Pioneer Corps later transferred to the infantry.

            	Starting in September 1940, some 5,300 volunteers enlisted in the infantry. Towards the end of 1944, the majority of these men were grouped to form the Jewish Brigade, which was given the opportunity to participate in the battles on the North Italian Front. The Jewish Brigade was strengthened by units from the Royal Army Service Corps (R.A.S.C.), the Royal Artillery (R.A.) and the Royal Engineers (R.E.), as well as men from the Royal Corps of Signals (R.C.S.), the Royal Army Medical Corps (R.A.M.C.) and other services.

            	4,300 volunteers served in the Royal Army Service Corps (R.A.S.C.), transporting army units, munitions, food, water and equipment to the front lines. These volunteers were involved in more operations than any other corps across the whole war zone in the Middle East. They also served in the Western Desert as well as took part in the landings, under fire, in Italy.

            	4,400 volunteers who enlisted in the Royal Engineers (R.E.) served across the Middle East, with some serving very close to the front lines as members of the R.E. camouflage units. Some of these volunteers also operated in Europe both during the war and after the Allied victory.

            	3,200 women volunteered to serve in the Auxiliary Territorial Service (A.T.S.) and were stationed mainly in Egypt, with some posted to serve with the ambulance unit based in Alexandria.14


            	1,100 persons enlisted to serve in the Royal Navy (R.N.) and were stationed mainly in Egypt and along the Red Sea coast.

            	2,700 men and women enlisted to serve in the Royal Air Force (R.A.F.). They served mainly in Egypt and also in small units in Rhodesia, South Africa and even India.

            	2,800 volunteers were posted to serve in various other units such as the Royal Army Ordnance Corps (R.A.O.C.), the Royal Army Medical Corps (R.A.M.C.), the Port Operators, the Royal Artillery (R.A.), the Royal Corps of Signals (R.C.S.), the Royal Electrical and Mechanical Engineers (R.E.M.E.) and the mapping unit within the Directorate of Military Intelligence.

            	Additionally, some 3,000 further persons participated in the British war effort, including medical doctors and officers who enlisted overseas as Jewish volunteers from Palestine. It is also necessary to add those who enlisted in 1946 and are not included in this number.19


         

In summary, the Yishuv volunteers to the British Armed Forces alone totalled some 30,000 men and women.

         
Guard Duties and the Principle of Parity


         Although initially resisted by the British, the infantry eventually absorbed more Yishuv volunteers than any other part of the British Armed Forces. However, as already mentioned, the British agreement to absorb these volunteers into the infantry was subject to two stipulations, with the following consequences:

         
            1) The first stipulation limiting the deployment of the volunteers to guard duties had major implications regarding the size of the infantry companies, their structure, and the type of training that they received.

            Generally speaking, a guard company had 200 men, whereas a combat company had only 120 men. A guard company consisted of five relatively large platoons, allowing for operation in shifts, as well as having one platoon regularly on leave or recovering from illness. By contrast, a combat company usually consisted of four platoons and sometimes only three. The members of a guard company were only equipped with rifles and light arms. By contrast, a combat company had access to heavier weaponry. The training programme of a guard company was very different from that of a combat company. This was mainly because a guard company was never destined to serve on the front line.

            2) The second stipulation, namely the principle of parity, was designed to satisfy the Arabs and to ensure that the infantry did not draft a larger number of Jews than 15Arabs. In its application, the British decided that Arab companies would bear odd numbers (i.e. Companies 1, 3, 5, etc.), while Jewish companies would be allotted even numbers (i.e. Companies 2, 4, 6, etc.). However, in practice, since the number of Arab volunteers was very small, the principle of parity could not be applied. Interestingly, the numbering system of the units was never changed.

         

         
My Meetings with Galili and Sneh20


         The British agreement to open an officer cadre course for Yishuv volunteers was a signal for the Haganah to encourage certain of its own commanders to enlist in the British Army. Consequently, the Yishuv national institutions, which originally had not given their blessing to individual decisions to enlist, started to encourage the senior commanders of the Haganah to do so. It was at this point that I was summoned from Rosh-Pina.

         That evening in July 1940, having reached Tel Aviv, I reported to the Haganah HQ. Although I do not recall the exact address, I do remember my conversation with Israel Galili. He told me that, following negotiations between the Jewish Agency and the British authorities, it had been decided that the British would open an officer (cadre) course for Jewish volunteers and that my name was on the list of those recommended to attend.

         Two months passed between my conversation with Galili and the date of my actual enlistment. With time, I understood that there were deliberations about whether to send me to lead the group that was destined for officer training. The argument against such a move was that it was wasteful to send senior commanders of the Haganah to such training. In any event, after much toing and froing and a few telephone discussions on a Saturday in late September 1940, it was finally decided that I was to enlist and join the course.

         Sometime later, I met, for the first time, Dr. Moshe Sneh. I remember Sneh as a wise man with an open round face and a captivating personality. Sneh had emigrated from Poland at the end of March 1940 and had joined the National Command of the Haganah in June of that year.

         During our conversation, Sneh told me, in his eloquent Hebrew, that it had been the proposal of the National Command of the Haganah, backed by the Political Department of the Jewish Agency, that I should be asked to volunteer as the head of a group of Haganah commanders who would participate in the cadre course. The expectation was that I would achieve the rank of major within a short period. As it happened, the British Army did not attach much importance to that expectation and some five years passed before I attained that rank. Indeed, during my progression through the ranks, there were periods in which I spent longer in a given rank than I felt was justified.

         16I should add that when I first reported for duty at the P.R.T.D. in Sarafand, I had already met and knew well the persons who would be influencing my future appointments, and no less important, they knew me. I am referring here to the group that, at the time, guided the security and defence affairs of the Yishuv, e.g. Eliyahu Golomb, Shaul Avigur (Meirov), Israel Galili, Ya’acov Dori (Dostrovsky) and Moshe Sneh (Klaynboym).

         I had been involved with this group during some fairly dramatic periods in circumstances that created and nurtured mutual trust. I would not describe my relationship with members of this group as one of personal friendship. There were certainly age and status differences between me and these men, although there was a feeling of belonging to the same family. The decision to send me as the leader of those recommended to undergo officers’ training was theirs, although I never heard of my position as leader talked about in those terms. Be that as it may, these were the very same men who later supported my nomination as Commander of the Jewish Brigade on behalf of the Haganah and the Yishuv national institutions in Palestine.

         At the time, perhaps because I was only twenty-five years old, I was unaware of the fact that I was the most senior (at the national level) of the Haganah members who enlisted in the British Army. This only surfaced later, and only then did I understand the reason behind my nomination. Indeed, it was this appointment that led to the direct contacts and relationships that I later developed with Ben-Gurion, Moshe Sharett (Chertok) and other senior functionaries of the Yishuv.

         My acceptance of this nomination led me, as it led my colleagues, to six years of service in the British Army. My service started on 30th September 1940 and ended formally on 16th July 1946.

         
Why Enlist and the Transition to a Formal Army


         I have been asked, years after these events, whether I actually wanted to volunteer to take part in the war effort. My difficulty in answering this question has been that I cannot recall such a desire. However, today, I have no doubt that I must have wanted to join the war effort, as that was the overwhelming sentiment in the Yishuv. It is true that the British Mandate in Palestine held back the enlistment and dealt with the matter in a tardy manner – typical of the colonial administration in Palestine – but our wish to enlist was alive and strong.

         To the alternative question – as to whether I volunteered to save the world or to save European Jewry – I also have no simple answers. This is because today, when WWII is well-researched and well-documented, the idea of volunteering to fight the Nazi foe seems self-evident. However, in early 1940, things appeared very differently, and the events with which we are all familiar today had yet to take place. In 1940, the Japanese, the Russians and the Americans were not yet involved in the war, and “The Final Solution” had not yet been 17conceived. Recognition of the atrocities of the war came much later. The news that trickled into Palestine in 1940 was of a war involving Western Europe in the main. The war was not perceived as a world war. In fact, from the point of view of the Yishuv, it was mainly Britain’s war or, at most, Europe’s war.

         There are those who have attributed the enlistment of a substantial number of people to the British Armed Forces to the unemployment prevalent in Palestine at the time. They have argued that enlistment was a kind of solution. There are also those who have argued that the enlistment was a kind of release from the mundane routine of life. To these two groups, one must add those who have put forward other reasons for which enlistment provided resolution.21

         My feeling is that none of these were serious reasons, and I maintain that by excluding these reasons, you are left with the conclusion that we enlisted to take part in the war as principled human beings. Clearly, we did not enlist to save Jews, since in 1940 nobody was anticipating the destruction of European Jewry. Nor did we enlist to learn the art of warfare. After all, it would have been unreasonable to expect us to enlist and put our lives at risk in faraway locations, solely to learn some new tactics for adoption by the Haganah.

         I am therefore inclined to suggest that behind the enlistment in the British Armed Forces, there was a desire to participate in the determination of Europe’s destiny. This may make sense since, at the time, most of the Jewish population in Palestine came from that continent. This, in turn, may have created a fertile ground for enlistment, the scale of which was far beyond our initial expectations.

         It should be noted that our voluntary enlistment to take part in WWII was not the first time that Jews from Palestine had volunteered to serve in the British Armed Forces. We were preceded by the volunteers to the Zion Mule Corps, which evolved into the Jewish Legion that operated in Palestine immediately after WWI. In another context, Jews from Palestine, mainly members of Ha’Shomer-Ha’Tzair,22 enlisted in the International Brigades, which participated in the Spanish Civil War. That war touched many people in the Yishuv, and had I held stronger left-wing views, I might well have volunteered myself. These past acts of volunteering reflected the general awareness within the Yishuv of events outside of Palestine.

         There was indeed public pressure on those who wavered and failed to volunteer. At times, this pressure even manifested itself physically in the form of recruitment teams who targeted cinema halls looking for young, healthy men. When such men were located, they were questioned as to why they had not yet enlisted. It should be appreciated that participation in 18the war was not seen by the public as an issue of personal choice; it was perceived as a war in which the Yishuv as a collective had chosen to be involved.

         The transition from being a member of a Jewish underground to being a member of a regular army of the largest empire on earth should have been hard and even traumatic. However, this was not the case for those who enlisted in the infantry. We certainly entered a very different type of military organisation, but its ‘taste’ was not entirely foreign to us.

         Firstly, a few years prior to enlisting, other Yishuv members had joined the British Police Force, serving mainly within Jewish guard units. Secondly, thousands of the Yishuv members had enlisted in the British Armed Forces prior to the British opening the first infantry cadre course for Jewish volunteers. Thirdly, we had already been living for over twenty years under British rule and knew it well. Therefore, although we entered a new era when we enlisted in the infantry, we did not experience any especially foreign feelings. We knew that we were not scheduled for immediate dispatch to an unknown destination and that we were destined to serve, at least initially, within the borders of Palestine. However, it is also true that we did aspire to join the fighting further afield.

         The desire to participate in the decisive battle for Europe blurred the sharp transition from membership of the intimate and clandestine organisation of the Haganah to membership of a foreign, legitimate and obligating organisation. Nevertheless, for me, enlisting in the British Army was a de facto personal revolution. Indeed, during my first year of service, even after I had been commissioned as an officer, I deliberated long and hard about whether I should stay in the army. The main reason for my deliberation was the conflict between what I would term the command culture of the Haganah and that of the British Army. I felt at that time that if the British officers with whom I had interfaced initially were representative of the British Army, then I did not belong there. I certainly had serious doubts, as my experience during that period did not live up to my expectations. 19
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            10 Churchill’s broadcast, London, 22nd June 1941: https://www.nationalchurchillmuseum.org/winston-churchills-broadcast-on-the-soviet-german-war.html

            11 Diplomacy, Chapter 12, p. 288.

            12 The Yishuv Census of Volunteers for Services to the Homeland, of Sept. 1939, indicated that, of 136,000 respondents, 36,000 men were ready to volunteer to the British Army, 40,000 men to the defence of the Yishuv and 11,000 men for strengthening the economy. The breakdown of the figures for the women was not specified. See Dr. Abigail Paz-Yeshayahu at: https://tnuathaavoda.info/history/home/1/b448_55.html (Hebrew).

            13 Dr. Chaim Weizmann (1874–1952), biochemist, Zionist leader, and first president of the State of Israel.

            14 Dan Epstein (1912–1975), joined the Auxiliary Military Pioneer Corps (A.M.P.C.) in late 1939, commissioned on 25th Jan. 1940 and transferred to the Royal East Kent Regiment, The Buffs, in Sept. 1942. He later became a Maj.-Gen. in the IDF.

            15 Sarafand (today Tzrifin) was a British military base established in 1917.

            16 Short form of the Hebrew Plugot-Makḥatz (crack units), established by the Haganah in May 1941 as its fighting force during the British Mandate rule over Palestine.

            17 An important settlement movement in Israel, whose members are small co-operative agricultural communities.

            18 Various articles on this subject can be accessed via the website of the Museum of the Jewish Soldier in WWII, Latrun, Israel: http://www.jwmww2.org/Articles.

            19 The Jewish Palestinian Volunteering in the British Army during WWII by Prof. Yoav Gelber, p. 300–303. (Hebrew).

            20 Dr. Moshe Sneh (originally Klaynboym) (1909–1972), Capt. in the Polish Army Medical Corps, appointed Head of the Haganah’s National Command in July 1941. Later a member of the Knesset.

            21 Capt. Aryeh Levontin (1920–2017) suggested in Dec. 2012, that many Jewish illegal immigrants chose to enlist, hoping that such an act would prevent their expulsion from Palestine by the British Authorities.

            22 The secular Socialist-Zionist Jewish youth movement. Also the name of the movement’s political party prior to 1948.
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         Arrival at Sarafand for the Cadre Course

         On 20th September 1940, having arrived from all corners of the country, the Yishuv’s candidates for the officer (cadre) course assembled at the HQ of Keren-Kayemet (the Jewish National Fund) in Tel Aviv. From my previous roles within the Haganah, I already knew about three-quarters of the group. The speakers, who included Eliyahu Golomb, Israel Galili, Moshe Sneh and Ya’acov Dori, briefed us, emphasising the importance of the task ahead.2 This was also the occasion on which I was nominated as head of our group on behalf of the Haganah. Harry Beilin, who had been nominated by the Jewish Agency as the person responsible for liaison with the British, was charged with escorting our group to the Palestine Recruiting and Training Depot (P.R.T.D.) in Sarafand.

         On 30th September 1940 – the morning of our enlistment – a single bus sufficed to transport our group from Tel Aviv to Sarafand.3 I suppose that during the journey, each of us was preoccupied with thoughts about recent events on the various fronts of the war. We were aware of these, primarily due to daily reports both on the radio and in the press. From our perspective, the most significant event of the month was the Italian invasion from Libya into Egypt, which, at the time, was under British control. This invasion, which commenced on 13th September 1940, signified the beginning of the North African Campaign, which would only 20come to an end two and a half years later. Naturally, we tried to visualise our small group playing an active part in similar future campaigns.

         Sarafand was a large military camp that had served the British since 1917. I do remember our bus parking at the edge of a large open area, which turned out to be Sarafand’s main parade ground.

         At this point, I instructed my colleagues to get off the bus and move onto the parade ground. Nobody came to meet us and explain the enlistment process. The time was a few minutes before 09:00, the official time for our arrival. As we were waiting to be received, I organised the group in threes, and standing in front of the group, I called out commands such as: “Attention”, “At Ease”, and “Right Dress”. Everything was ready, and I wondered where the reception party was.

         At exactly 09:00, a Scottish Sergeant-Major, short and stout, dressed in a traditional kilt, appeared walking towards us from the edge of the parade ground. Shortly afterwards, we learnt that his name was Smith and that despite his physique, he was an excellent runner and a wonderful bagpipe player. Smith stopped in front of our group and scanned it from one end to the other. He took no notice of me as I stood there waiting to hand over the group to him. He did not even order me to join the line, and therefore, I did so on my own initiative.

         After only a short while, Harry Beilin reappeared, accompanied by the camp commander, Lieutenant-Colonel Leicester.4 Harry presented us to him one by one. Lieutenant-Colonel Leicester welcomed us and then passed on the inspection to a Sergeant-Major named Seeger, who was also a Scotsman. Seeger called out several commands, saw that everyone understood him and then gave the order “Forward March”. Led by Seeger, our group moved off in the direction of one of the barracks.

         Having been ordered to sit down beside a long wooden barrack, we received an introductory lecture. Seeger did not ask whether everyone understood English. He simply worked according to the manual. I can only remember one sentence from his introductory lecture: “The British Army fights in its boots”. At the end of the lecture, we entered the barrack, which contained two rows of bunks, one opposite the other. Having each been assigned a bunk, we were marched to the quartermaster’s store.

         Although the usual sequence of events was that one would first go through the formalities of enlistment and only then receive one’s kit, we were immediately given blankets, uniforms, Brodie steel (tin) helmets, kitbags and load-carrying gear (i.e. rucksacks, belts and pouches) and only later were we taken through the formalities of enlistment. From the quartermaster’s store, we marched back to our residential barrack. There, standing beside our bunks, we 21familiarised ourselves with the standard kit issued to British infantry personnel. The toilets, water trough and showers were outside.

         The official act of enlistment that took place following our familiarisation with the standard kit was rather short. It involved signing a double-sided yellow form (Form B 288 A), which was essentially a modified version of a standard form signed by all those conscripted into His Majesty’s Army. I signed the form without studying the small print, as did most of my colleagues. We were young, and we had little experience of official paperwork; we put our trust in the Yishuv leadership, which had encouraged our enlistment, and we also relied on the fundamental fairness of the British Army.

         After signing our contracts, we proceeded to swear the oath of allegiance to His Majesty. For this, the British Army had a rather shortened procedure. We were not invited individually to place a hand on the Bible. Instead, we stood in a single file, each one laid a hand on the shoulder of the colleague standing in front of him, and only the first in line physically laid his hand on the Bible. The Sergeant-Major read out the text, and we all repeated it after him. This was a ‘chain’ swearing of allegiance.

         Finally, we were given our pay books in which the paymaster would record our weekly wages. Immediately thereafter, we returned to our barrack where Sergeant Solomon, a slim Scotsman, sophisticated and sleek, entered the scene. He was to be our platoon sergeant, who would accompany us throughout the cadre course and teach us, at each stage, what to do and how to do it. Sergeant Solomon was under the command of Captain Bell.5

         That same evening, we met Lieutenant-Colonel Leicester for the second time. In the military hierarchy, he was considered to be ‘God Almighty Himself’. Leicester was middle-aged and bespectacled. He came across as smart, experienced, familiar with the ways of the world and especially knowledgeable about how to relate to us – the ‘natives’. He was a man of the Empire. You could send him to Uganda or the West Indies and be assured that he would get on with the locals.

         
My Contract with the British Army


         As part of documenting my memoirs, I decided to look more closely at my Enlistment Form (Form B 288 A), a copy of which I found in my service file, obtained from the British Ministry of Defence and covering my six years of service in the British Army. I then realised that this double-sided form was, in effect, a formal contract governing one’s relationship with His Majesty’s Regular Army, which at the time was deployed over many parts of the globe. 22

         
            
[image: ]Sarafand 30th Sept. 1940 – Side A, Rabinowicz’s contract with the British Army. 23

            

         

         
            
[image: ]Sarafand 30th Sept. 1940 – Side B, Rabinowicz’s contract with the British Army.

            

         

         24More specifically, the front page of the form prescribed that the person signing the contract was the one who sought to enlist in the army as a volunteer. Consequently, he became subject to the following five conditions:

         
            1) He promised to serve His Majesty in the Regular Forces for the duration of the prevailing emergency. The word “war” was not mentioned.

            2) He could be transferred from unit to unit and, therefore, to any location in the world where he might be required.

            3) He was guaranteed that with the termination of the prevailing period of emergency, and as soon as conditions allowed, he would be discharged. The British Army undertook to transport him, free of charge, back to the country in which he had enlisted.

            4) With his signature on the contract, in the presence of the attesting officer, he expressed his agreement to act by and to obey the Army Act.6

            5) He was required to answer all the questions on the reverse side of the form. An untruthful answer rendered him liable to punishment.

         

         On the reverse side of the form, the volunteer was asked to provide various personal details, including his place and date of birth,7 and also to answer a few further questions, including whether he had ever served in any British or foreign armed forces or militia and, if so, to provide full details thereof.

         I assume that there were at least two reasons behind the request for information about prior military service. Firstly, the army wanted to know the nature and level of the volunteer’s prior experience so as to deploy him most effectively. Secondly, the army wanted to uncover any personal problems that would need to be taken into account when considering such future deployment. A subsequent question was whether the volunteer was prepared to be vaccinated.

         After answering all the questions, the volunteer was asked to sign a declaration attesting that all the answers that he had given were truthful and that he agreed to fulfil the agreement. He was also required to confirm his understanding that he would not receive compensation if, during the period of his service, he was injured due to an event not attributable to his military service itself.

         Lastly, the volunteer was asked to take an oath of allegiance to His Majesty, his heirs and successors, by which he undertook to be loyal and faithful to them, to defend them against 25all enemies and to obey their orders and those of their commanding officers. The contract was to be signed in the presence of an Attesting Officer, who was to endorse the form with his signature.

         Interestingly, there was no explicit mention in the document of sacrificing one’s life, although it clearly stated that, regardless of location, one was required to serve His Majesty faithfully and to fulfil all orders given. Perhaps one’s agreement to sacrifice one’s life was implicit in the fourth clause on the first page of the form, as part of the commitment to obey and to act in accordance with the Army Act.

         To my mind, this document suggests that when a person volunteers to serve in the armed forces of a global power, his/her commitment is total and without limit.

         First Days of the Cadre Course

         At the very start of the cadre course, we were advised about the graduation procedure. According to a long-established tradition, if one graduated as an officer, one would be discharged and immediately re-enlisted as a commissioned officer. Once that happened, one’s blood would turn blue (at least if one was British!). Jumping ahead for a moment, I can confirm that, despite the doubts of the British military staff regarding the suitability of Palestinian Jews for positions of command, seven of the nine candidates recommended by the Yishuv leadership for such positions did graduate as commissioned officers.8

         Shortly after our arrival at Sarafand, it transpired that several candidates for positions of command in the Pioneer Corps (rather than the Palestinian Buffs) were to join us. These included Yitzchak Ben-Aharon9 and Mordechai Shifman.10 There were also candidates who were not intended to graduate as officers but rather as sergeants – one of the ranks referred to as Non-Commissioned Officers (NCOs). The non-Jewish candidates included two Arabs of the Abdul-Hadi family from Arabe, a village located south of Carmiel. The younger of the two was Shauqik Abdul-Hadi, and the older was Mousa Rushdi Abdul-Hadi. Shauqik was discharged before the end of the course, while Mousa Rushdi, who did graduate as a commissioned officer, was later discharged following a court martial.11 We had good relations with both these cadets, and we even visited them at their homes. 26

         
            
[image: ]Sarafand, Autumn 1940 – 1st Cadre Course for the Yishuv Volunteers. Back from L: Ben-Arzi, Rabinowicz. Front from L: Czernowitz, Solomon, Shauqik Abdul-Hadi [only our platoon Sgt., Solomon, wears a formal rank referred to as a Chevron].

            

         

         
            
[image: ]Village of Arabe, Autumn 1940 – Cadets of the 1st Cadre Course visiting the Abdul-Hadi family home.

               Back from L: Kahan, the Mukhtar of Mishmar-Ha’Emek, Eisen, Rabinowicz.

               Front in centre: Shauqik Abdul-Hadi.

            

         

         27Some of the Jewish participants in our cadre course can be seen in the photograph, which was taken at the entrance to our residential barrack.

         
            
[image: ]Sarafand, Autumn 1940 – 1st Cadre Course for the Yishuv volunteers.

               Front from L: Czernowitz, Eisen, Kahan. Back from L: Zohn, Ben-Aharon, unidentified, Rabinowicz, Gershony. [Only Zohn and Ben-Aharon are already NCOs.]

            

         

         The most recognisable figure in the photograph is Yitzchak Ben-Aharon (a corporal). He and Baruch (Bronislav) Zohn,12 who stands to his left (a sergeant), were already NCOs and were apparently intended to become officers in the Pioneer Corps. Between Ben-Aharon and me stands an older man whose name I do not recall. The person standing to the extreme right is Nathan Gershony,13 who also became an officer in the Pioneer Corps. Later, both he and Ben-Aharon were captured by the Germans in Greece and became PoWs.

         In the photograph, one can also see that, except for Ben-Aharon, Zohn and possibly Gershony, we are all wearing temporary rank insignia on the right arm in the shape of two or three straight stripes. By contrast, Ben-Aharon, Zohn and possibly Gershony are wearing permanent 28chevron-shape rank insignia. This is probably because, having enlisted before September 1940, these three had already progressed to their respective formal NCO ranks.

         From my training days in Sarafand, three images remain indelibly etched in my mind, the significance of which goes far beyond what meets the eye. This is why I allow myself to describe each of them in turn. The photographs below, which corroborate these images, show soldiers in various formations on the main Sarafand parade ground – the ‘heart’ of the camp.

         In the first photograph, soldiers with their rifles are seen standing at ease at the edge of the parade ground.

         
            
[image: ]Sarafand, Autumn 1940 – A company of 200 soldiers standing at ease at the edge of the parade ground awaiting the call for the Friday inspection.

            

         

         In the second photograph, a ‘rabble’ of soldiers is seen running towards the centre of the parade ground. In the third photograph, this ‘rabble’ is seen perfectly lined up in straight rows in preparation for the Friday inspection, also known as the Commanding Officer’s Inspection.

         The three photographs illustrate how, in less than one minute and following a single command, an idle crowd of soldiers can react swiftly and professionally and arrange itself into a recognisable military formation ready for action. Such a sharp transition is a leading motif in military life. The events unfolding in these three photographs conceal the extent of the underlying drills and training that enabled such a process to be realised. 29

         
            
[image: ]Sarafand, Autumn 1940 – The company reacts to the “fall-in” command.

            

         

         
            
[image: ]Sarafand, Autumn 1940 – The company is lined up and ready for further commands ahead of the Friday inspection.

            

         

         30In other words, what is important is what is NOT visible in this series of photographs, namely the very many hours of instruction, training, preparation and drill invested to achieve the visible result.

         As part of the routine in Sarafand, there were daily inspections, of which Friday inspections were of particular importance, as that was the day on which the soldiers’ achievements over the past week were assessed. The Friday inspection included not only an outdoor inspection on the parade ground but also one inside our residential barrack, where, with each soldier standing beside his bunk, both he and his bunk were thoroughly examined. The purpose of the inspection was to check whether the soldier was tidy, coiffed and clean-shaven and whether his load-carrying gear (i.e. rucksack, belt and pouches) was correctly and neatly arranged on his bunk.

         Another part of the routine was the practising of saluting procedures. I recall in particular the one related to the receipt of pay, which prompted many giggles. We had to march up, halt, salute, hold out the pay book with one hand and receive the money with the other. Then we had to salute again, turn around and march away!

         Harsh criticism was voiced in certain circles in the Yishuv regarding such procedures, which included meticulous attention to matters such as the tidy tucking-in of the blanket with ‘hospital corners’. The essence of this criticism was that it was all nonsense and wholly unnecessary. The critics argued that the army was using such procedures to destroy the volunteer’s individuality and replace it with a regimented uniformity. Today, decades later, I often ask myself whether it was indeed all nonsense. My answer is definitely not.

         These simple daily procedures were important and very necessary because they introduced the recruit to a collective discipline. This was especially important given that the volunteers came not only from diverse backgrounds but also from different parts of the world, with behavioural customs and practices that were far from homogeneous. The procedures were designed to ensure high standards and uniformity, and they formed part of a long list of practices aimed at bringing the soldier closer to realising his full potential and his total commitment to the cause. In this process, repetitive drills were fundamental, even if they seemed to be less relevant to operational field conditions.

         In other words, order, discipline, uniformity and instinctive responses are the fundamentals of military training. Our achievements in these areas accumulated step by step, week after week, and were assessed in formal settings such as the Friday inspection. When everything was found to be in order, we were deemed to be deserving of ‘Sabbath Leave’ that ran from Friday afternoon to Saturday evening. However, this leave was not an automatic right. Often, one had to stay on duty, while at other times one might receive punishment, with such leave being denied.

         31Punishment might be given for disorderly appearance, even just before one’s planned departure on leave. There were occasions when one was given leave only after two or three weeks or even longer. Finally, it should be noted that given the prevailing transportation and security conditions, those who were allowed a ‘Sabbath Leave’ and lived far from Sarafand found it difficult to reach their homes and return to the camp on time.

         Unusual Cadets

         We had only been at Sarafand two or three days when a furore brewed up in our midst. I cannot remember what caused emotions to soar, but I do recall a dispute and a demand that the Yishuv national institutions should intervene. During the dispute, a delegation was even dispatched, with quite a hullabaloo, to Tel Aviv. Once emotions had calmed down, we instituted a new practice of a meeting once every two weeks with Moshe Sneh and Eliyahu Golomb. This was agreed in order to keep them informed as to what was happening to us so that we could benefit from their encouragement and moral support.

         One needs to remember that we were unusual cadets in that we had already been commanding officers of companies in illicit paramilitary organisations, such as the Haganah, and consequently, we had already experienced live action. We were a primed, enthusiastic and alert group with our own covert internal arrangements, which we were careful to hide, and although the British suspected that such a structure existed, it took them time to identify those involved. Even then, the British did not always succeed in clearly identifying who played what role.

         Our training programme was not tailored specifically for us. It followed the standard manuals of the British Army. The lectures were conducted in English with some translation into Hebrew. The teaching method was based on providing the simplest possible explanations so that these could be understood even by a numbskull. This principle was part of the established British method, which could be summarised as: first learn how to use your gun correctly (technical) and only then learn how to use it to eliminate your enemy (tactical).

         We learnt and practised even the most trivial things, which nevertheless constitute part of the routine of a regular army. A case in point was the military dress. Our uniform included many brass accessories that had to be polished with Brasso cream until they sparkled. Our boots, as the Sergeant-Major demanded, had to “shine until you can see your face in them well enough to shave”, and our buttons had to be done up to the very top. Of course, for us men of the Haganah, this was all very amusing, even if over time it transpired that such requirements were not without merit.

         During the course, we were exposed to a whole new world of personal behaviour. One of the most interesting aspects concerned our relationship with our superiors. We, the native recruits, were required to treat the British officers as if they were ‘God’s representatives on 32earth’. In turn, the instructors, all of whom were British sergeants specialising in different disciplines, were to be treated as if they were ‘adjutants to God’s representatives on earth’. Each came from a different regiment, each taught a different subject, and each differed from his fellow sergeants in appearance, uniform and the accent with which he spoke. We had to get accustomed to all of this.

         We also had to get used to all the routines of the Sarafand camp. These included the sounding of the reveille and rising at 05:00, inspections, scheduling of mealtimes, duty rosters for the large dining hall and directives for guarding the camp. And so, we gradually grew accustomed to patterns of behaviour commensurate with being a soldier in a regular army.

         At this stage, we began to feel a sort of duality. On the one hand, we were members of the Yishuv, struggling against a foreign power (the British Mandate), while on the other hand, we were serving in the army of the very same foreign power. Indeed, our own internal arrangements were gradually put in place primarily to bridge this inbuilt potential conflict. These were designed initially to help us maintain a kind of mental and practical balance between our conflicting loyalties. The fact that we were all together on the same cadre course also helped us to deal with this dichotomy.

         Duality was also apparent in the behaviour of the British officers. On the one hand, they were ‘God’s representatives on earth’ while on the other hand, they paid personal attention to each and every soldier under their command. For example, an officer would not proceed to the Officers’ Mess for his meal without first personally checking that adequate food was provided for each and every one of his subordinates in the general dining hall. Our commanding officers applied similar personal attention during our drills. Whenever we returned from a drill, we had to take off our boots and bare our feet to our platoon commander. He would unashamedly hand-examine every foot. If no blisters were found, all well and good; however, if blisters were found, he would explain how to treat the foot. Such behaviour created a feeling that the commanding officer really cared about each of his subordinates.

         As an officer-to-be, one gradually adopted behavioural codes based on these types of conduct. One also became increasingly aware that what appeared to be senseless practices formed part of an important foundation upon which military command was built. Furthermore, one became increasingly appreciative of the fact that this foundation had been developed over hundreds of years. In this context, one could also understand the role of the batman, one of whom was assigned to every British officer. I shall elaborate on this role shortly.

         End of the Cadre Course and Postings

         The cadre course lasted eighty-five days and ended on 23rd December 1940. In accordance with the British Army custom, those of us who had graduated successfully were discharged 33and immediately re-enlisted as commissioned officers. The re-enlistment resulted in a new personal number and, in most cases, the rank of 2nd Lieutenant. In our case, this rank was known as a “War Substantive” rank, an emergency rank for the duration of the war that was differentiated from an equivalent “Substantive” rank, which was also valid in peacetime.14 Becoming an officer also involved receiving new dress accessories such as epaulettes, a cane and a Sam Browne leather belt – another accessory that had to be polished.

         
            
[image: ]Pte. Rabinowicz’s retrospective certificate of discharge from the Palestine Regiment in Dec. 1940, prior to his commissioning as an officer.

            

         

         Adorned with these accessories and having eaten previously in the general dining hall, I made my first entry into the Officers’ Mess, an important formal institution of the British Army. The mess included a dining hall and a bar, where strict rules of conduct applied: you did not sit down before your seniors were seated, and you refrained from ‘talking shop’. Distance was maintained, and serenity prevailed.

         34It is interesting to note that we only received our insignia of rank following our formal commissioning. During the period between notification of our successful graduation and our commissioning, we were only allowed to wear white ribbons on our epaulettes. This may be the origin of the white epaulettes worn today by cadets participating in IDF officer courses.

         
            
[image: ]Tel Aviv, early 1941 – Rabinowicz in British Officer’s uniform: Pith helmet, Sam Browne leather belt and a cane.

            

         

         As already mentioned, two of those recommended by the Yishuv national institutions for the cadre course did not achieve commissioned officer status. This was either because they did not comply fully with the requirements or because they requested a temporary deferral of their appointment.15 Consequently, these two individuals graduated as sergeants (NCOs). Moreover, not all those who graduated as officers were posted to the Palestinian companies; some were posted to the Pioneer Corps.

         Wearing our white epaulettes, five of us were posted to the Jewish Palestinian Buffs Companies. Alex Czernowitz (later Zur) and Maxi (Maxim) Kahan were posted to No. 2 PAL Coy., The Buffs under the command of Major Ferris, a mature and well-respected commanding officer from Southern Rhodesia. Shortly after the end of the course, this company was sent to train in the Jericho area, and two weeks later, it was moved on to Latrun. Ephraim Ben-Arzi was posted to No. 6 PAL Coy., The Buffs, under the command of Captain Massey, an officer with an unusual pro-Jewish approach, who unfortunately was later lost at sea.16 Yosef (Joe) Eisen (later Eitan) and I were posted to No. 4 PAL Coy., The Buffs, which was under the command of Captain Harold Player.

         Years later, I was asked whether, during the cadre course, our British commanders ever talked to us about any differences that they perceived between our Arab colleagues and ourselves in terms of both mentality and perceptive abilities. My answer was that they definitely avoided the subject and did not make any disparaging comparisons. In this behaviour, the British demonstrated the rules of ‘fair play’, acting as ‘officers and gentlemen’ and exhibiting professional restraint befitting their positions. In general, our British commanders did not see us as partners for idle talk and maintained a distance. Even as officers, we remained ‘natives’ in their eyes.

         35However, the British did prefer the hospitality of the Arabs. Arab customs of hospitality include elements of flattery, and hence it is not surprising that the Arabs were considered polite and generous hosts. By contrast, and perhaps correctly, the British felt that we conveyed a sort of superiority. Indeed, I believe that we, in comparison with the Arabs, knew less well how ‘to serve’, and this has remained the case until today.

         
Captain Player and the Imperial Officers


         One of the challenges facing the British with the outbreak of the war was a shortage of officers. Their solution was the enlistment of administrative officials from the colonies. Thus, alongside those British officers whose roots were in the British Armed Forces, there appeared a different class of officers whom I would call ‘imperial officers’, amongst whom we often encountered rudeness and even corruption.

         Because of their background and previous roles, these imperial officers often believed that they could impose complete and unambiguous segregation between themselves and the ‘natives’. One manifestation of this attitude was the sign on our toilets that read “NATIVES ONLY.” However, once the British discovered that they were having to fight for their survival, all the imperial officers’ nonsense disappeared.

         Captain Player was one of the first imperial officers whom we encountered. He was a former administrative official employed by the British Mandate authorities in Palestine and had served over the years in various such positions in both government offices and the police. Although a good administrator, Captain Player was a difficult and complicated individual, demanding much both from himself and his subordinates. He saw his new position as an opportunity to improve his social and professional status and adopted an approach, the essence of which was to subjugate the ‘natives’ at every opportunity. He was an overly meticulous perfectionist and caused us numerous problems.

         I cannot forget my first meeting with Captain Player. My colleague Joe Eisen and I were summoned to his office, where we received a sermon on the status and duties of a British officer. Throughout this sermon, which lasted approximately an hour, Captain Player kept us standing to attention.

         The Batman and his Role

         Immediately after our commissioning as officers, my colleagues and I were each assigned a batman.17

         36A batman is a soldier assigned to a commissioned officer as a personal aide. This role had been established as a formal position in the British Army during WWI. The raison d’être of this position was to enable the officer to devote his time fully to both his staff responsibilities and his operational duties, freeing him from many time-consuming tasks relating to his appearance and well-being.

         The batman took care of the officer’s uniform, ensuring that it was properly laundered and ironed and that his footwear was clean and well-polished. The batman was also charged with making the officer’s bed, packing his uniform for a journey and putting up the officer’s tent in the field. If and when required, the batman also acted as the officer’s driver and personal messenger. In addition, since the officer had to be present at meal times in the general dining hall, somebody needed to ensure that, subsequently, the officer received his own meal in the Officers’ Mess. This was another task undertaken by the batman.

         I must admit that the Yishuv had some difficulty in accepting the concept of a batman, whom it viewed as a form of servant. Having a servant was seen as inconsistent with the basic principles of a socialist society. It is therefore not surprising that when I was assigned a batman, I found myself asking: Why do I need a servant? However, within a short space of time, both my batman and I understood that he was not a servant at all and that the notion of him being a servant was wholly mistaken.

         Once this misconception was recognised, the role of the batman became highly respected. In fact, if you were the batman of the commanding officer of a battalion, you had an important status since you were the closest person to that commanding officer. Sometimes, you were even assigned to deliver and collect his messages. In short, although at first the concept of a batman appeared foreign and strange, we got used to it quite quickly.

         The batmen assigned to the new Jewish commissioned officers of The Buffs companies were usually prominent individuals chosen from amongst the volunteers. Being appointed a batman allowed the appointed individuals some flexibility to carry out tasks supporting the more general interests of the Yishuv alongside the execution of their regular military assignments. I can testify that there were some outstanding men among my successive batmen.

         
Jericho, Trekking to Jerusalem, and Marching to the Coastal Plain


         On 23rd December 1940 (the final day of the cadre course), my company – No. 4 PAL Coy., The Buffs – was sent to the Jericho area for intensive training. The company consisted of five platoons. My colleague Joe Eisen and I were appointed platoon commanders, while the other three platoons were commanded by British officers. Other British staff included the company’s Commanding Officer (Captain Player), his deputy, referred to as 2i/c (second-in-command), sergeants and quartermasters.

         37The British staff had reminded us that “the army moves on foot” and that this could often solve issues associated with troop transportation. Of course, in order to rise to such a challenge, the soldiers needed to be physically very fit. Our training, therefore, included several treks through the desert in the direction of Nabi-Musa (south of Jericho) and the Jordan River. Following a month of training in the Jericho area, the whole company set out on a trek from Jericho to Jerusalem. This was our first long trek as a company.

         Generally speaking, the soldiers in the Jewish companies did not share homogeneous political views. Although the soldiers in my company were mainly of a socialist inclination, there was a significant minority of Revisionists, some of whom were prominent members of the Revisionist Movement.18 This composition required particular attention since some old frictions occasionally re-surfaced during the training. A similar situation existed in No. 6 PAL Coy., The Buffs.

         Indeed, having reached Jerusalem after a long and taxing climb, a dispute broke out with the Revisionists. It concerned the songs that we wanted to sing while marching through the streets of Jerusalem. The Revisionists wanted to sing their songs, while the socialists among us wanted to sing Ha’Poel19 songs. A way had to be found to ensure that everyone would sing unifying rather than divisive songs. It was eventually decided that only songs reflecting apolitical themes should be sung. More generally, a new solution had to be found every time the issue of songs or flag hoisting arose.

         From Jerusalem, we marched to Tel Aviv via Latrun. During this three-day march, everything that the soldiers had been taught regarding fitness and discipline was put to the test. Since the route took us along the relatively busy road from Jerusalem to the Coastal Plain, we needed to pay particular attention to road safety. Captain Player marched with us and, as always, he wanted his company to stand out as exemplary. On our way from Latrun to Tel Aviv, we stopped near Wadi Rubin (also known as Wadi Srar or the Soreq Valley), where we used the local firing range for practice. From there, we continued to Tel Aviv. All in all, the whole journey was quite a memorable experience.

         When we reached Tel Aviv,20 the company encamped close to the beach near the Reading Power Station.21 From this base, the platoons were engaged in guard duties in the surrounding area. My platoon was charged with guarding the power station itself. After we set up camp, Captain Player, to use his own word, “established” the company’s status by holding a cocktail party for both dignitaries of the Yishuv and senior British officials. He saw this as an act of 38inaugural presentation of the company, but it was also a public relations exercise to build his own personal standing.

         
            
[image: ]On the road from Jerusalem to Tel Aviv, 24th Jan. 1941 – No. 4 PAL Coy., The Buffs, resting by the roadside.

            

         

         Captain Player directed much criticism towards my colleague Joe Eisen and me. One of his major complaints was that we dealt with our soldiers in an overly familiar manner, and he insisted that we alter our behaviour accordingly. All the explanations and citations on the subject of leadership that we presented in our defence did not help to change his mind. Even examples that we quoted from world literature and experiences of daily life were of no help. Captain Player did not budge.

         The fact that we were overly familiar with our soldiers was closely linked to the duality of our position; on the one hand, we had to demonstrate formal loyalty to the army and its rules, while on the other hand, we had an overriding loyalty to the Yishuv national institutions and our interests. So, for example, we Jewish officers did not find it easy to punish a soldier for a trivial offence such as untidy uniform or minor contraventions of orders. The main reason for this difficulty was simply the possibility that both officer and soldier had been previously involved as brothers-in-arms in Haganah operations, which were illicit in the eyes of the British. This dichotomy accompanied us throughout our service in the British Army, but we coped with it despite the difficulties. Our people learnt to understand this duality because most of them were excellent, immutable men, fully committed to our cause.

         
Malaria and the Hospital Train


         At the beginning of February 1941, I developed a high fever accompanied by shivering. After a medical check-up, it was suspected that I was suffering from typhus and, consequently, I was hospitalised in the military hospital in Be’er-Ya’acov. In a report dated 13th February 391941, a Jewish Agency official wrote that I had been hospitalised as a typhus patient and that it was forbidden to visit me.22 Two handwritten comments were later added to this report. One stated that I did not suffer from typhus but rather from yellow fever,23 and the other recorded that both Joshua Gordon24 and Harry Beilin visited me on 17th February 1941.

         While in hospital, I had the opportunity to witness what turned out to be the arrival of a hospital train from Egypt. In Palestine, the concept of a hospital train – a mobile medical facility, which had been much used during WWI – was unknown. When I heard that the train was about to arrive at the hospital, I went outside to watch. It was a sight fit for the cinema: a long row of nurses waiting to welcome what turned out to be a very long train full of wounded soldiers brought from the North African Front for treatment. Most of the wounded were able to walk and must, therefore, have been only relatively lightly wounded. Presumably, those more seriously wounded did not get as far as Palestine and were treated in medical facilities located closer to the North African front line.

         
            
[image: ]Be’er-Ya’acov, Feb./March 1941 – Nurses of Be’er-Ya’acov Hospital waiting at a nearby rail track to meet a train bringing wounded soldiers from North Africa.

            

         

         Amidst the waiting crowd, I came across some injured soldiers who were already in the process of rehabilitation at Be’er-Ya’acov. Perhaps they were waiting to meet the arriving wounded, hoping to identify comrades amongst them. In any case, the arrival of a train 40from the front line was tantamount to contact with dramatic distant events, about which one had only read in the press. Indeed, this was the first time that I was exposed to one of the consequences of the war.

         
            
[image: ]Be’er-Ya’acov, Feb./March 1941 – Soldiers recovering in the Be’er-Ya’acov Hospital come out to meet the new arrivals from North Africa.

            

         

         Since I was able to venture outside, I must have already been in an advanced stage of recovery. While I was recuperating, the platoons of my company started to move from Tel Aviv to other locations in central Palestine, where their roles continued to be the guarding of essential installations. And so, when I eventually re-joined the company, I found that my platoon was about to move (on foot) from Tel Aviv to the area of Wadi Rubin, where it was entrusted with guarding the local firing ranges. This was my first opportunity to be alone with my platoon. Apart from local guard duties, we also went out on patrols and continued to train.

         After a short time, my platoon was moved yet again to guard the airfield at Ramle. Once more, we made our way on foot. The conditions in Ramle were different, and there were more guard duties. The base, characterised by a different type of British military personnel and a very different ambience, belonged to the Royal Air Force. Funnily enough, nine years later, following my appointment as Commander of the Israeli Air Force, I transferred its HQ from Jaffa to the very same location in Ramle where my platoon had carried out its guard duties in March 1941. 41

         
Latrun – Guarding 10,000 Prisoners-of-War (PoWs)


         At the end of April 1941, my platoon was moved to Latrun to reinforce the other platoons of No. 4 PAL Coy., The Buffs, which were guarding PoW Camp No. 321.25 Here, we were assigned to guard a camp in which some 10,000 enemy soldiers, mostly Italians, were imprisoned.

         Where did so many prisoners come from? Well, discussions regarding the North African battles of WWII usually relate to Field-Marshall Rommel and his Afrika Korps. However, before those encounters, the British had been fighting the Italian forces in Cyrenaica, Somalia and Ethiopia, where they had defeated the Italians and captured close to a quarter of a million soldiers. As a consequence, large PoW camps had been set up in the Middle East, especially along the Suez Canal.

         One such camp had been established at Latrun. The camp was constructed in a rectangular shape, according to British standards. The inner part was divided into dozens of enclosures, separated by dense barbed wire, within each of which there were many sub-enclosures. A single central entrance led into the camp. The prisoners slept in tents, and the camp itself was strictly managed. To the best of my knowledge, this was the only camp in Palestine that could be considered a ‘serious’ PoW camp.

         
            
[image: ]Latrun, May 1941 – A platoon of No. 4 PAL Coy., The Buffs, getting installed for guard duties in PoW Camp 321.

               Note the special camp beds.

            

         

         42The area around the camp was open ground and, therefore, very visible to the guards who patrolled the perimeter along both an external and an internal path. There was a difference between the day and the night routes. The actual management of the camp was based on a very specific set of rules and regulations with which we were not familiar. A seemingly small misdemeanour could trigger a major incident. However, we had not come to manage the camp but simply to guard it. The tents of the guarding company were pitched around a permanent structure, which served as the operational centre for all the guards in Latrun. The guarding company was rotated regularly and consequently, at some point, almost all the Jewish Palestinian Buffs’ companies served in Latrun.

         
            
[image: ]Latrun, May 1941 – A platoon of No. 4 PAL Coy., The Buffs, putting up bell-shaped tents to be its ‘residential quarters’.

            

         

         The assignments of the company were spread across its five platoons, with one platoon always on leave, one platoon always in training, and the remaining three platoons covering the three guard-duty shifts. There was a regular rotation of these roles between the platoons. Actual patrolling was conducted in pairs. Each patrol route, especially inside the camp, passed close to the prisoners, and they were not apathetic towards us. Indeed, shouting and verbal exchanges with them became routine.

         43We were fortunate that most of the prisoners were simple Italian conscripts. Many of them were stone masons and metal workers who spent much of their time singing and creating a variety of craftworks. One of these prisoners presented me with his creation of a small clay relief engraved with the following tribute: “To Mister Rabinowicz in Homage”. The relief, dated June 1941 and bearing the name of the artist – P. Nocentini26 – has remained in the family to this very day.

         
            
[image: ]The clay relief presented to Rabinowicz in June 1941 by P. Nocentini – an Italian PoW. (Front and back).

            

         

         Among the Italians, there was also a small group of marine commandos who specialised in the operation of small manned torpedoes known as “Hogs”.27 The Hogs were manned by one or two operators and were usually launched from a submarine. I also remember a group of French soldiers, men of the Foreign Legion, who had been captured during the Allied victory 44over Vichy-controlled Syria. There were also Senussis from Libya among the prisoners. Each of these small groups was kept in a separate enclosure.

         Generally speaking, provided that the prisoners had their food and were allowed to do their own thing, the camp was quiet. Nevertheless, one had to be vigilant to prevent escapes, and there were roll calls every morning by way of discouragement. One had to understand and recognise that a PoW camp was not a high-security penitentiary and bore little resemblance to such an institution. The prisoners in Latrun were soldiers and not criminals, and therefore, the Geneva Convention applied. Moreover, anyone who wanted to escape could probably have done so with relative ease. Yet, I cannot remember any escapes.

         During our time in Latrun, my platoon continued to train. Most of our assault practice was conducted on the hillside above the camp with gas masks on our faces. It is interesting to note that in 1948, at the very same location, I commanded the IDF 7th Brigade in the battles against the Arab Legion. Many of the other officers of the 7th Brigade were also familiar with the location from the period when they had served as guards in the Jewish Palestinian Buffs’ companies. Even senior members of the Yishuv leadership came to know Latrun after many of them were arrested and imprisoned there following the famous “Black Saturday”.28

         
            
[image: ]Latrun, Spring 1941 – A platoon of No. 4 PAL Coy., The Buffs, practising an assault on one of the hills around Latrun.

            

         

         45Meanwhile, my relationship with Captain Player continued to deteriorate as he continued to fail in his attempts to change my style of command and break my spirit. Captain Player could not fault me. Nevertheless, he never ceased his weekly habit of reproaching me and my colleague Joe Eisen. The fact that we flatly refused to identify with the attitude of some of the British officers concerning camp life and the evening recreation programmes in the Officers’ Mess made his blood boil. Once, he went so far as to say: “Even if one assumes that your approach is well founded, take notice that you are a lone voice in the wilderness, and you will never prevail.”

         
Each to their Own Separate Ways


         During our early days in Jericho, Captain Player had to face a more direct challenge to his authority resulting from a decision of our Internal Command. The issue was the language in which members of the company signed for receipt of their weekly pay. Captain Player insisted on signatures in English. Since he made it a matter of principle, we – the Jewish members of the company – also took a position of principle, and we all began signing in Hebrew. This was even though hitherto we had not given much thought to the language in which we would sign, and each of us had signed according to his personal inclination. The British interpreted our stand as a sort of mutiny and announced that whoever did not sign in English would not receive his pay. We were undaunted and did not accede. We knew that such a threat was illegal and that it could not be enforced, and indeed, the order was rescinded. This event served to reinforce the status and authority of our Internal Command.

         Although it was impossible to prove who was responsible for this challenge, Captain Player well understood who was behind it. To his chagrin, the only action open to him was to oblige me to recite, to the soldiers of my platoon, the rules on disobedience from The King’s Regulations for the Army. As anticipated, this made no impression on them. On the contrary, in order to bring forward the day when they might be placed under Jewish command, most of the Jewish soldiers felt that they were responsible, together with the Jewish officers, to demonstrate a degree of independence. To my regret, the British considered any such display of independence as a manifestation of a negative attitude that had to be crushed. Added to this was the assessment, prevalent in those days among the British commanding officers of the Palestinian Buffs’ Companies (an assessment already alluded to in Chapter 1), that one could not depend upon the capabilities of Jewish officers to lead men into battle.

         Sometimes, Captain Player’s extreme meticulousness verged on tyranny. More than once, he harassed people until they broke down or became sycophants. The bitterness in the company grew steadily until one day, Captain Player found his tent drenched in petrol and about to be set alight. Thereafter, he gave up and sent me back to Sarafand for re-assignment.

         46I arrived back at Sarafand at the end of July 1941, and I stayed there for a week. In the course of a long discussion with Camp Commander Lieutenant-Colonel Leicester, he read out a list of complaints levelled against me. In response, I told him, in a frank and open manner, what had transpired in the company. Following this exchange, it was decided to assign me to No. 12 PAL Coy., The Buffs. My personal service record states that my transfer took effect on 20th August 1941.

         Shortly afterwards, Captain Player left his position as commanding officer of No. 4 PAL Coy. and took over the command of an Arab company. Apparently, the transfer was the result of the strong negative feedback sent to him by letter (see Appendix 2) from No. 4 PAL Coy. In that letter, the soldiers of the company told Captain Player that they no longer wanted him as their commanding officer.

         
            
[image: ]Atlit, Palestine, Dec. 1941 – Capt. Player, C.O. No. 4 PAL Coy., The Buffs. (extracted from photo by Z. Kluger.)

            

         

         
47Appendix 2 
Letter by No. 4 PAL Coy. to its C.O., Captain Player29


         7th July, 1941

         To the C.O. No. 4 PAL Coy., The Buffs.

         Sir,

         When you were first appointed to lead and command our Company we all hoped that we had in you a real leader with the experience of many years’ work in Palestine, who knows us, understands us, is familiar with our way of life and our peculiarities, believes in our sincere wish to fight the mutual enemy, and is able to make the best use of our sincerity, determination and goodwill.

         Unfortunately, you have done exactly the opposite during the endless seven months we were supposed to have been working together towards our common goal. You have mistrusted us from the very start. You have concentrated all the power in your own hands, leaving no responsibility whatsoever to our officers and men. You have systematically killed all enterprise and constructive enthusiasm by your ruthless persecution of our best qualities. You have antagonised the whole Company by your utter lack of tact, sense of humour, and even the rudiments of politeness. You have exercised your power not through confidence and understanding but by means of a reign of terror which you constantly carry out. You have ruined our discipline because good discipline can never rest on such a reign. You have miscarried justice through your inability to deal with cases in proper proportion to the crime and their true background. You have insulted and belittled every single member of your Company, and you have turned us all into your sworn enemies.

         We have waited long enough for you to change your ways. There would have been spontaneous outbursts long ago were it not for some influential members of your Company who still hoped, encouraged at times by your better actions at some particular moments, that you may have changed. But at last, we all realise that those were mere tricks on your part to fool the Company and tide over the storm.

         The Company has decided not to put up with you any longer. We demand that you go. We do not trust you; we have no faith in you. You cannot be our leader, and we demand that you go. We cannot go on together any longer; we have to part.

         For God’s sake, go before it is too late!

         P.S. If it were not for the fear of your vengeance, we could have collected and affixed the signature of the entire Company to this letter. In your blindness, you probably fail to see the truth of this statement. We therefore dare you, Sir, to read this letter before the Company and then arrange for a secret poll, asking who does not agree with the content of this letter.

         
            1 Shortened form of “Company” in the British Army.

            2 Capt. Athniel (Otti) Margalit, who participated in the course, suggested in 2010 that the meeting had taken place in the HQ of the newspaper Davar, which he believed was serving as cover for the Haganah HQ. In addition he recalled that Sharett had also been a speaker at the meeting.

            3 The cadre course included 28 Jews, 15 recommended by the Jewish Agency, of whom 9 were intended for commissioning as officers and 6 as non-commissioned officers. The other 13 were put forward either privately or by the British Army from its ranks. There were also two Arab participants. (IDF Archives, File 140/02/16, Sharett’s memo of 6th Dec. 1940).

            4 Lt.-Col. George William Fredric Leicester (1895–1944), Commanding Officer of Palestine Recruit Training Depot (P.R.T.D.). Died in England in a road accident in Feb. 1944.

            5 Most probably Capt. John Dennison Henry Bell, who subsequently fell in Cyrenaica on 15th Dec. 1941.

            6 A long and detailed book of terms, definitions, rules and regulations that governed the operation of the British Army. Unfortunately, most Yishuv volunteers did not have a sufficient command of English to enable them to read it prior to signing the contract.

            7 Rabinowicz, who with his family, had left Ukraine furtively as a young child with no documents, could not give his full date of birth as he did not know it.

            8 As explained in Footnote 3, the nine excluded the six candidates for the rank of sergeant. Of the other thirteen candidates (those recommended to attend the course either privately or by the British Army), only two graduated as commissioned officers. (IDF Archives, File 140/02/14, Sharett’s memo of 6th Dec. 1940).

            9 Lt. Ben-Aharon (1906–2006) enlisted in the Pioneer Corps on 30th July 1940 and commissioned on 3rd Jan. 1941. Later a member of the Knesset, government minister and secretary of the General Workers Union, the Histadrut.

            10 Lt. Shifman (1908–2003), commissioned on 3rd Jan. 1941.

            11 2nd Lt. Mousa Rushdi Abdul-Hadi, commissioned on 3rd Jan. 1941, but court-martialled and discharged on 17th April 1943.

            12 Capt. Zohn (1913–1975) enlisted in the Pioneer Corps on 30th July 1940 and commissioned on 3rd Jan. 1941.

            13 Lt. Gershony (1918–1948), commissioned on 3rd Jan. 1941.

            14 Both the War Substantive and the Substantive ranks could also carry one of two further types of ranks: (i) An Acting rank, denoted ‘A/’ – sometimes accompanied by pay and allowances commensurate with that rank, and (ii) A Temporary rank, denoted ‘T/’ – given for longer periods and usually accompanied by the benefits commensurate with that rank. Both these non-permanent ranks were revocable without any official procedure.

            15 Capt. Athniel Margalit explained that he refused to become a commissioned officer in the Pioneer Corps and chose to wait for an officer’s post in The Buffs companies.

            16 Capt. (posthumously Maj.) Massey, 7th Bn. and then 5th Bn. Cheshire Regt., lost at sea on the way to England on a special leave. Recorded as “missing” as of 16th Sept. 1942.

            17 The term ‘bat’ originated from the French for ‘packed-saddle’. Before motorised transport, an officer’s batman was also in charge of the officer’s ‘bat-horse’ that carried the packed saddle with the officer’s kit during a campaign.

            18 A faction within the Zionist movement representing the ideology of the non-religious right in the Yishuv.

            19 Ha’Poel (meaning “the worker”) was a federation established in 1926 to encourage sports amongst working class people.

            20 The company reached Tel Aviv on 25th Jan. 1941 and remained in the area until April 1941 (TBNA, File WO 169/1758). [TBNA – The British National Archives].

            21 Named after the 1st Marquess of Reading (Rufus Daniel Isaacs) – Chairman of the Board of the Palestine Electricity Corporation during the 1920s and 1930s. (See also Chapter 10, Footnote 19).

            22 Report by Mr. A. Gershberg (IDF Archives, File 140/02/14).

            23 The illness was highly likely malaria since, at that time, no cases of yellow fever had been detected in Palestine.

            24 Joshua Gordon (1889–1941), Head of the Security Dept. of the Jewish Agency and responsible for liaison with the Mandate authorities in matters related to the Jewish members of the Palestine police force.

            25 No. 4 PAL Coy., The Buffs remained in Latrun until mid-Sept. 1941.

            26 Following a successful world-wide search to identify P. Nocentini, it transpired that the PoW was Sgt.-Maj. Pietro Nocentini (1910–1960), Italian Airforce navigator, captured by the British in Sudan in March 1941 and brought to Latrun. Four months later he was moved to India and released from Bhopal PoW Camp in Aug. 1946. He died as a crew member in an air crash in 1960. His son, Lucio Nocentini, was traced in Nov. 2024 (see Postscript, pp. 378–382).

            27 The Italian sub-surface manned torpedoes operated by the Decima Flottiglia Mas.

            28 “Black Saturday” refers to 29th June 1946, the day that the British imposed a curfew on major Jewish cities and settlements in Palestine (“Operation Agatha”), conducting house-to-house searches for illegal arms with some of the Yishuv leaders arrested and detained in Latrun.

            29 IDF Archives, File 140/02/16.
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THE PRESIDENT

Jerusalem, February 2025

Foreword by President Isaac Herzog

The activities of the Jewish Brigade were one of several critical preludes to the establishment
of the State of Israel. They triggered a pivotal turning point in which Jews began to re-emerge
from the ashes, stand tall, and come together to combat world tyranny while securing a sense
of belonging to a national collective by fellow Jews the world over.

The gripping book, “Dance of the Fire" is based on the memoir of the editor's father — Shlomo
Shamir, who was appointed as Commander of the Jewish Brigade on behalf of the Jewish
Institutions in the then Palestine. From the book, one learns of the cardinal role played by the
Jewish Brigade, both during the war and afterwards when helping to bring Holocaust survivors
to what then was still Palestine.

Days after the State of Israel was established., Shamir requested that my own father, Chaim
Herzog, also a veteran of the British Army and the would-be-President of the State of Israel,
serve at his side in the newly formed and now legendary Seventh Armoured Brigade. The two
men fought together in the battles of Latrun during Israel’s War of Independence, thereby
helping to lay the foundation for the IDF's Armoured Corps.

The original Hebrew edition of the book, under the literally translated title of “7Three Miracles
and a Jewish Flag in the British Army”, left a deep impression because it delved into little-
known details of an extraordinary chapter of our history. I welcome with open arms this new
English version, which will enable new audiences and generations to learn of the heroism,
sacrifices and achievements of our predecessors.

Sl

Isaac Herzo
President of the State of\Israel
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