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Chronology







	
AD 132–35

	The end of the Bar-Kochba Revolt against the Romans marks the beginning of the Diaspora period.






	1860s         

	Earliest Zionist leaders visit the land of Israel.






	1880s

	The Biluyim, a group of Zionist immigrants comparable to Mayflower pilgrims, arrive in the land of Israel.






	1907

	First Jewish self-defence organization, called Hashomer (The Guard), established in the land of Israel.






	1915

	20 May: Moshe Dayan born at Degania.






	1917

	2 November: Balfour Declaration, promising the Jews a ‘national home’, issued.






	1919–21

	Large-scale rioting by local Arab population, especially in Galilee.






	1920

	Hagana, a countrywide Jewish self-defence organization, founded.






	1921

	Dayan family moves to Nahalal.






	1929

	Conflict over access to the Wailing Wall in Jerusalem leads to large-scale rioting. Several Jewish settlements wiped out.






	1935

	12 July: Dayan marries Ruth Schwarz.






	
1936–39

	Arab Revolt against British rule and continued Jewish immigration.






	1937–39

	A series of new Jewish settlements built and protected by Hagana. Dayan gets his military apprenticeship under Captain Orde Wingate.






	1938

	Spring: Arab Revolt ends. British clamp down on the right of Hagana members to carry arms.






	1939

	October: Dayan arrested by British and sentenced to prison for carrying arms.






	1940

	February: eldest daughter Yael born.






	1941

	February: Dayan released from prison.






	1941

	May: Dayan participates in British invasion of Lebanon, loses an eye.






	1944

	Spring: ETZEL resumes terrorist activities against British targets. British High Commissioner in Egypt assassinated. On Ben Gurion’s orders, Dayan helps hunt down Jewish terrorists.






	1947

	29 November: UN General Assembly votes in favour of the partition of Palestine and the establishment of a Jewish state. Effective start of Israel’s War of Independence.






	1948

	14 May: Ben Gurion declares the State of Israel and becomes its first Prime Minister.






	1948

	15 May: War on Israel declared by Egypt, Trans-Jordan, Syria, Lebanon, Iraq. Invasion starts.






	1948

	17 May: Dayan sent to aid Degania, under attack by Syrian brigade. Forms ‘bird theory’.






	1948

	June–July: First and second UN truce with ‘10 days’ battles’ in between. Mass flight of Palestinians. Having fought the Jordanians and the Egyptians, Dayan is appointed Commander of the Jerusalem Front.






	
1949

	January–July: Israel’s War of Independence ends in series of armistice agreements with neighbouring Arab states.






	1950

	October: Dayan appointed Commanding Officer, Southern Front.






	1952

	June: Dayan appointed Commanding Officer, Northern Front.






	1952

	December: Dayan appointed chief of the General Staff Division under Chief of Staff Maklef.






	1953

	June: Unit 101 created under Ariel Sharon.






	1953

	October: Storming of Jordanian village of Kibiye; 69 Jordanians die.






	1953

	6 December: Dayan becomes chief of staff with Lavon as Minister of Defence and Sharet as Prime Minister.






	1955

	February: Ben Gurion returns as Minister of Defence in aftermath of ‘Affair’.






	1955

	November: Sharet resigns, becomes Foreign Minister. Ben Gurion Prime Minister again.






	1956

	29 October – 5 November: Suez Campaign.






	1958

	January: Dayan resigns from his post as chief of staff.






	1959–64

	Dayan serves as a Member of Parliament and Minister of Agriculture, first under Ben Gurion and then under Levi Eshkol.






	1963

	November: beginning of the ‘battle over water’ with Syria.






	1964

	November: PLO founded.






	1965

	Having resigned as Minister of Agriculture, Dayan joins Ben Gurion’s opposition RAFI Party.






	1965

	Dayan’s ‘Suez Diary’ published.






	1966

	July–August: Dayan visits Vietnam.






	
1966

	November: Egyptian–Syrian Defence Pact signed.






	1967

	May–June: Crisis along Israel’s borders. Dayan is appointed Minister of Defence. Six Day War fought and won by Israel.






	1968

	March: Dayan injured during archaeological dig.






	1969

	March: Start of War of Attrition along Suez Canal.






	1970

	August: War of Attrition ends.






	1971

	December: Dayan divorces Ruth.






	1973

	May: Dayan marries Rachel Karmon.






	1973

	October: Yom Kippur War.






	1974

	June: Dayan resigns as Minister of Defence, but stays on as a Member of Parliament.






	1977

	May: Begin and Likud come to power following elections. Dayan appointed Foreign Minister.






	1977

	November: Egyptian President Anwar Sadat visits Jerusalem.






	1979

	March: Israeli–Egyptian Peace Agreement signed.






	1979

	October: Dayan resigns from his post as Foreign Minister.






	1981

	16 October: Dayan dies and is buried at Nahalal.










Foreword



Moshe Dayan lived during the ‘heroic’ period of Israel’s history, and was responsible for stunning victories in Israel’s two most successful wars. For most of his lifetime Israel was an embattled small country and the Israel Defence Force (IDF) came to be regarded as the most effective fighting force in the world. Paradoxically, its closest rival in fighting power in twentieth-century history was the Wehrmacht in the Second World War. Now, at least in some quarters, the IDF is reviled, and portrayed by much of the world’s press as brutal and oppressive.


Dayan was a charismatic commander, who had no need to contrive a persona by wearing a pair of pearl-handled revolvers (Patton), hanging grenades on his equipment (Ridgway), or sporting two badges in his beret (Montgomery). A black patch, covering an eye lost fighting in Syria in 1941, was his instantly recognizable trademark, among politicians, the press, and soldiers. Such was the adulation heaped on him by the media, that for a while eyepatches even became fashion accessories.


From his earliest days as a soldier he led from the front. However high he rose, he was not content to sit in a command bunker remote from the fighting, but went to see for himself, especially when all appeared to be going awry. As with all experienced commanders, he knew that nothing looks so gloomy as the situation on a map in a command post far from the scene of action. It can truly be said of him that, like Napoleon, his presence on a battlefield made the difference of forty thousand men.*


No one is better fitted to write an objective and fascinating book about Dayan than Professor Martin van Creveld. An unrivalled authority on the IDF in particular and warfare in general, he is one of the finest and most perceptive military historians writing today. Among his many books, his ground-breaking work on logistics, Supplying War, is greatly superior to others on the subject, as is his analysis of command in war. He understands what motivates armies and soldiers, and what constitutes fighting power, making this the central theme of his work on the comparison of the United States and German armies of the Second World War. He was one of the first to predict the present trend towards asymmetric warfare, the increase of terrorism, the re-emergence of warlords, and the decline of warfare fought by nation states. Professor van Creveld does not hesitate to be critical when he feels it is merited, and has made himself unpopular in some circles in his own country as a result of his uncompromising views on the operational methods and ethos of the present-day IDF. His thought-provoking Men, Women & War, questioning the place of women in the front line, is typical of his refusal to pander to popular trends. His account of Dayan’s life is equally frank, and his portrayal of his subject’s character is masterly.


Martin van Creveld has drawn on many sources for his portrait of Moshe Dayan, but perhaps most revealing are the little-known accounts by two of his mistresses. Women were captivated by him and sought him out, for he was a charming and sensitive companion. Well read and deeply immersed in the study of archaeology, Dayan gained enormous pleasure from the discovery of a few ancient flint arrowheads in the desert, even more than from his military achievements. He admired Arab culture, spoke and wrote Arabic, and unlike many of his contemporaries was far from being contemptuous of Arabs, so he never fell in to the trap of underestimating their military ability. Despite his background he had little time for Jewish orthodoxy, his interest in the Bible being solely as a source of the history of the Jewish people and especially its heroes.


Hardened by a tough upbringing in a communal settlement between the two World Wars, Dayan joined the Hagana, a country-wide self defence organization, established to protect Jewish settlements against Arab raiders. The Arab Revolt in 1936 was directed as much against the Jewish community as against the British rulers of what was then called Palestine (once part of the Ottoman Empire and mandated to Britain by the League of Nations after the First World War). An early influence in Dayan’s life was Orde Wingate, a British officer who established the Special Night Squads (SNS) to attack Arab terrorists. Wingate recruited Dayan for his knowledge of the country, and it was from Wingate that he learned about minor tactics, counter-guerrilla work, and how to motivate his men by his example and by caring for them. His transformation from a practitioner of minor tactics to an outstanding strategist and commander at the operational level of war is a measure of Dayan’s intellect and ability.


This study of Dayan is important and timely because we are in danger of forgetting how different the IDF was in the first twenty-five years of its existence, from the birth of the state of Israel until the end of the Yom Kippur War of 1973. Whatever one’s feelings about the concept of a Jewish state at that time, the IDF attracted the admiration of many for its brilliant performance, against what were often overwhelming odds both in terms of men and matériel. Moshe Dayan personified the IDF of that period; a master swordsman wielding a rapier with dazzling speed. In contrast, the present-day IDF is a bludgeon in the hands of men such as Ariel Sharon, himself once a brilliant, if controversial, practitioner of armoured warfare, but, unlike Dayan, apparently unable to adapt to circumstance. As the author comments, today’s IDF, with its new ethical code written by a committee of soldiers and academics, and with its ham-fisted tactics in the Occupied Territories, would have horrified Dayan.


This book is a reminder of how speed, shock, and flexibility are battle-winners, as we saw in Iraq in April 2003. But winning the battle is not all; it is winning the war in the long term that ultimately matters. Moshe Dayan certainly understood this. Israeli policy might be very different were he alive today and in a position of influence. For whereas he may have been capable of ruthlessness, his understanding and sympathy for the Arabs and his appreciation of the tactics of the IDF made him a sensitive and intuitive policy-maker.


An indication of this is the key part he played in meetings with President Sadat of Egypt that led to the Camp David Agreement. He made repeated attempts to solve the West Bank question, believing that the occupation of the Territories was untenable. He warned Prime Minister Begin against Sharon’s plan for the invasion of Lebanon, which he did not live to see.


Although, as Martin van Creveld concedes, Dayan’s image was shaken by the 1973 War, arguably he did more than any single person to bring about victory out of disaster, by his force of personality, courage, and professionalism. His enduring monument is his leadership of Israel’s forces at the height of their power and reputation, in two smashing victories in 1956 and 1967.


As an indication of the respect in which Dayan was held by his former enemies, the mourners at his burial included an Egyptian delegation. He was truly a great commander, who stands head and shoulders above his contemporaries of all nationalities.





Introduction



This is the story of one man – Moshe Dayan – who, during much of his life, was so much in the news that his assistants were forced to turn away journalists from around the world who were always waiting to learn about him and interview him. It is also the story of one people – a people who, for many years, idolized him, seeing him as a symbol of their own determination to survive against overwhelming odds. The life of Moshe Dayan coincides almost exactly with the period when Israel, as he himself described it at the beginning of the June 1967 War, was ‘a small country, but brave’. First as a young commander, then as a senior one, he inspired the men in his command to live up to his example. He personified those qualities with which the people of Israel identified: of initiative, patriotism, fighting power, and a readiness for self-sacrifice, even death. Shortly after he departed these national qualities began to diminish, in a process of decline from which Israel has yet to emerge.


During the months in which this book was written, the Israel Defence Force (IDF) was engaged in a struggle against Palestinian terrorists, a struggle it was unable to win. During the decades covered in these chapters, the IDF and its predecessors initially fought against just such bands. They then repeatedly defeated coalitions of Arab countries, the forces of which numbered up to a million troops, armed with the best equipment that one of the two superpowers of the time could provide. To those who recall the days when the IDF was considered by many to be the world’s best fighting machine, the contrast is astonishing, and it underlies the whole of this book. Focusing on one man, it tells of the way in which a small force, amounting to almost nothing, fought and grew and grew and fought. It did so until it became one of the most powerful forces on earth; ending precisely at the point where, having become so powerful, it no longer knew how to fight.


Dayan, however, was more than a one-eyed Rambo who strode through the world leaving death and destruction in his wake. In him, death-defying courage was combined with a highly developed aesthetic sense – he wrote poetry of no mean quality. The brutality of the battlefield went hand in hand with a keen sense of humour and, when he chose, both tenderness and sensitivity; qualities that in combination caused men to worship him and women to throw themselves at his feet. The older he became, the more he appreciated not only the joys of war but also the pity, the sorrow, and the waste of it all. Having been born and raised when and where he was, he had no choice but to spend much of his life killing his country’s enemies (and watching his comrades be killed by them). Yet on a personal level he was without any hatred for them, and indeed they possessed many qualities, such as stoicism and patience, that he admired. During his years as Minister of Defence he often visited Palestinian notables in their homes. Sitting comfortably under some ancient mulberry tree, he would share a watermelon with them and talk to them in their own language. In doing so he was able to command their grudging respect. Having won their respect, he was able first to work with them – as in setting up intelligence networks – and later conduct negotiations with them.


Already in the early 1970s, just three years after the forces he commanded had won one of the most spectacular victories in history, he started looking for ways in which to return the sword to its scabbard. First he explored the possibility of withdrawing from the Suez Canal. The quid pro quo was to be an interim agreement with Egypt. Had he succeeded in pulling it off, the October 1973 War might never have been fought, and the lives of thousands, Arabs as well as Israelis, would have been spared. Only a few years later he was among the first to discern the possibility of peace in the Middle East, a cause to which he devoted the latter, and not the least important, years of his life. First, he made a decisive contribution to the Camp David Agreements with Egypt. Next, perceiving that the Prime Minister in whose cabinet he served had no intention of moving towards a similar agreement with the Palestinian people, he resigned his post as Foreign Minister. He had always despised ‘the cocktail shmocktail boys’, as he called them, and did not want to give up his independence merely to remain in office. Had he not been a sick man, perhaps he would have carried out his threat to take a box, mount it in the centre of the central square of Tel Aviv, and proclaim his views. As it was, he had only a short time left to live. To the end he remained his own man, seeking neither pity nor praise but simply a place to rest.


The plan of this book was dictated by its chronology. Chapter 1 describes our hero’s upbringing and youth, from his birth at Degania in 1915 to the outbreak of the Arab Revolt in 1936. Chapter 2 outlines his development as a young commander, up to and including Israel’s War of Independence in 1947–49. Chapter 3 deals with the period from 1950 to 1957, culminating in the Suez Campaign, in the launching of which he played a decisive role and during which he acted as chief of staff. Chapter 4 focuses on the period from 1958 to 1967, with special emphasis on his personal life on the one hand and his visit to Vietnam on the other. Though the visit only lasted a few weeks, his conclusions were highly significant; against the background of recent operations in Afghanistan and Iraq, they read as if they were written not three and a half decades ago but yesterday. Chapter 5 deals with the period of Dayan’s greatest glory, from 1967 to 1973, whereas the role he played in the October 1973 War is discussed in Chapter 6. Chapter 7 outlines the difficult period after 1973, culminating in the conclusion of peace with Egypt. Finally, Chapter 8 provides a retrospect on one of the most unusual careers of the twentieth century and, some would say, of all time.


Many of the sources of this book, including a little-known record written by one of his mistresses, have never before been used in an English-language account. Since most are in Hebrew, and assuming they would mean little to the non-Israeli reader, I have decided not to list them or use them in footnotes except in the case of direct quotes. While some of the sources in question have been published in English as well as Hebrew, in the process most have been abridged or modified. This is particularly true of what is perhaps the most important single source, Dayan’s autobiography; not only is the English version much shorter than the original, but it omits most of the documents in which the latter abounds. As a rule I have therefore used the Hebrew, although to give the reader an idea of the nature of the sources used, their titles are given in English.


Although I personally never met Dayan, the stories about him abound. Writing this biography I sought to understand both him and, as far as space permitted, the times in which he lived, with neither condemnation nor praise; excessive praise and condemnation being techniques for which he, himself a much better writer than most military men, would have felt nothing but contempt. According to legend, Oliver Cromwell asked for his picture to be painted ‘warts and all’. I too wanted to portray Dayan warts and all; and to do so, moreover, in a way of which he, with his unique combination of courage, guile, poesy, patriotism, and disdain for anything phoney, would have approved. Whether or not I have succeeded is for the reader to judge.1





CHAPTER 1



Youth on the Farm


The first kibbutz in the land of Israel, Degania, was founded in 1911 near the south-western edge of the Sea of Galilee, less than a mile from the spot where, according to tradition, Jesus was baptized. It was built on land that had been purchased by the Jewish Colonization Association from an absentee Persian landowner, Sheik Majid a Din. The Association also provided the settlement with farm animals, equipment and some credit to tide them over until the first crops could be harvested. Originally Degania had fourteen members, twelve male and two female. All were young, and all had recently arrived from Eastern Europe. As individuals, they did not even own the shirts on their backs. Their common languages were Yiddish, the lingua franca of East European Jews, and Russian, although in time they trained themselves to speak Hebrew.


The country was a remote neglected province of the Ottoman Empire. ‘A terrible land, without either water or shade’, according to the German emperor William II, who visited in 1898. Without paved roads, let alone telecommunications, distances appeared enormous; for example, travelling to Jaffa, about a hundred miles away, took three days; a journey to Jerusalem all of five. Life was marked by isolation, monotony, a lack of privacy and a certain degree of coarseness. Very little attention was paid to aesthetics, partly as a result of poverty, partly because of a socialist ideology that insisted on an almost monastic asceticism. Apparently the resulting problems affected women more than men and a disproportionate number of them committed suicide, a fate that was later to overtake Dayan’s own sister.


Capital being scarce, almost the only way for people to make a living was for them to work the land with the few tools available. Agriculture was understood not simply as a trade but as an ideal. According to Zionist ideology, the Jews had once been a proud people of warrior-farmers. Driven into exile after the so-called Bar-Kochba Revolt against the Romans in AD 132–35, they became a persecuted minority and for millennia were prohibited from owning land. As a result they became a town-bound people of petty traders and scholars; to quote Dayan’s own father, ‘our Jewish bodies were unfit for a life of poverty in the countryside’.2 An agricultural way of life was seen as the only way to reverse this process, creating a new generation of Jews capable of standing on their own feet. In truth, this ideal was never embraced by more than a small fraction of those who immigrated to the land of Israel, most of whom chose to live in the towns and continue to do so. Nevertheless it maintained its force into the late 1960s. Only then did agriculture become a trade like any other; and the members of the kibbutzim in particular ceased to see themselves, and be seen by others, as a social élite.


Dayan’s father, Shmuel Dayan, was born in 1890 to an impoverished Hassidic family near Kiev. Receiving little education, he went to work as a tradesman’s apprentice at the age of 13 and experienced first hand the pogroms of 1905; in 1908 he and his sister, influenced by the early Zionist Movement, emigrated to Palestine. He spent the next three years drifting from one settlement to another, working first as a labourer and then as a hired guard, before going on to found Degania in 1911. As his famous son was later to describe him, he had ‘three left hands’; he was no more fit for agriculture than a horse for dancing and he could never get a furrow straight. He was, however, something of an ideologue, a quality that later stood him in good stead as he entered politics in a variety of ever-shifting parties, all of which had ‘labour’ or ‘labourer’ in their title. He ended up as deputy chairman of the Israeli Parliament. At one time he and Moshe served in it together, the son as an aspiring politician and the father as an elderly one whom no one, least of all Moshe, took very seriously. By that time Shmuel had turned into a kindly old man much beloved by his grandchildren; but as we shall see, he had not always been that way. To the end of his days – he died only in 1969 – he continued to celebrate an ideal that was becoming increasingly out of date and in which he himself, because of his activity as a politician, participated only to a limited extent.


His mother, Dvora Zatulovsky, was also born in 1890 in the Ukraine, but here any resemblance to her husband ends. She came from a family of wealthy traders and was highly educated, having studied at the University of St Petersburg at a time when few women did so. Like many contemporary upper-class Russian youths, Jewish ones included, she was influenced by socialist ideals as represented, above all, by the writer Leo Tolstoy. In 1910 she was among the thousands who attended his funeral, weeping and trying to touch his body. Under Tolstoy’s influence she planned to devote her life to helping ‘the people’ out of their backwardness. During the Balkan War of 1911 she served as a volunteer nurse, a typical mission for an educated, emancipated woman of her time. Later she tried her hand as a social worker in Kiev, only to discover that the people she sought to help were thoroughly anti-Semitic and wanted nothing to do with young Jewish intellectuals. Retaining her ideals but recognizing her mistake, in 1913 she left for the land of Israel. She had been given a letter of introduction to someone in Degania, and to Degania she went. At first the kibbutz members did not want her, considering her too delicate for agricultural work, but in the autumn of 1914 she married Shmuel and thus became a member nevertheless.


In later years Dvora was often to find herself on her own as her politician husband absented himself from home for months on end, ‘serving the movement’, as the saying went. Travelling in Europe or the US, he wrote pompous letters about his visits to various Jewish communities. He would tell her how much he hated to live in luxury – at the expense of the Zionist Federation – instead of in the healthy, if harsh and frugal, atmosphere of the land of Israel. In response, she would remind him what it was like to spend a winter on the farm – ‘mud, damp, depression, a black mood, not a clean spot in sight’3 – and do what she could to make him feel guilty. ‘Your letter, which I received today, is insufficient. Insufficient to relieve my loneliness, which is great.’ Aware of her plight, he repeatedly suggested that she follow him and move – temporarily, of course – either abroad or to Tel Aviv. But, determined to be miserable, as repeatedly she refused. She cited the most varied reasons for her refusal, saying either that she would feel useless in town – in fact, she was offered a job in Tel Aviv – or that the children’s education might suffer. She wanted a husband, but only on her own terms; he, aware of this, would describe himself as ‘my wife’s little muzhik’ (serf).4


From the late 1920s Dvora regularly published newspaper articles, fairly popular at the time, which provided vignettes of life as she experienced it in their then home, the village of Nahalal. A favourite theme was the position of women in the brave new society they were building. As she herself noted in her later days, this turned out to be an illusion; the more established the village, the more women tended to abandon work in the fields in favour of their traditional tasks within the family. Another popular theme was the need to provide the local children with as good an education as circumstances permitted, since, unlike many others, Dvora did not think that it was enough for them to learn how to raise poultry and care for cows. Amidst all this she maintained her love for literature, often asking Shmuel to bring her books. It was a love her son and daughter inherited. Much later, the three of them would compete to see who knew Tolstoy or Dostoevsky better; they were so familiar with their favourite poets that they could locate individual lines unseen and then recite them by heart. She, too, became involved in left-wing party politics, no doubt glad to get a few days’ relief from farm life. She died in 1956, shortly before the Suez Campaign that catapulted her son to world fame. In her own way, she was immensely proud of him. Screaming with pain during her last disease, on one occasion she said that, had she been as brave as he, she would have shot herself to end it all.


Moshe – Hebrew for Moses – was born on 20 May 1915. He was named after Moshe Bersky, another early Degania member who, a year earlier, had set out to a neighbouring settlement to fetch medical help for Shmuel Dayan. On the way back Bersky met his death at the hands of some Arab marauders who were trying to take his mule away from him. The incident was typical of the petty conflicts that went on in Palestine at the time. It had little to do with nationalist feeling, given that the clan was the largest unit that most Arabs recognized as their own. Instead it was simply part of the age-old system whereby Bedouin, living in the desert and the mountains, preyed on farmers, Jewish or Arab. So poor were the tribesmen that they could usually be bought off with a pair of boots; but then even a pair of boots might be more than a family of felaheen possessed. The Ottoman police, based in the towns which they seldom left except to levy taxes, did nothing. In 1919–20, during the interval between the collapse of Ottoman power and the establishment of British rule, the scale of the incidents increased and part of Degania had to be evacuated for a short time. Shmuel himself purchased a gun and helped guard his home, now pursuing marauders in the surrounding countryside, now being pursued by them.


Relations with the local Arab population were not, however, characterized only by hostility. Not far from Degania was Um Junny, a typical Arab settlement of the time. Its population of sharecroppers lived in twenty or so one-room hovels built of mud and straw, sharing them with their few chickens, goats and donkeys and cooking on primitive clay stoves. Both sides had something to offer each other. The Arab women taught the Jewish ones how to manage under the difficult local conditions and, in particular, how to look after poultry. The Jews reciprocated by providing medical help when needed. The local landowners, too, were welcoming. Both sides gave hospitality to each other in their homes and gardens. Returning from the hunt for Bersky’s assassins, Shmuel himself stopped to rest with an Arab friend and was treated to coffee.


As the First World War broke out and the Ottoman Empire allied itself with the Central Powers, the members of Degania, most of whom carried Russian passports, became enemy nationals. Under threat of being sent into exile in Egypt, several agreed to become Ottoman citizens and a few even enlisted in the Ottoman Army. However, most preferred to pay a ransom – Turkish officers were easily corrupted – and stayed where they were; had they not done so, then everything they had worked for would have been looted and destroyed. But this did not save them from the arrival of war in 1915. Several German air squadrons landed in Palestine, one of which commandeered the two large stone buildings that constituted Degania. The kibbutz members, now with two children among their number, were forced to move into the granary. Between the rooms there were no proper walls, only partitions that one could either crawl under or jump over. To make things worse, in the summer of the same year locusts appeared and destroyed the crops, causing a settlement that was already impoverished to become poorer still.


The surroundings of Degania are among the most beautiful on earth. The Sea of Galilee stretches immediately in front, a huge patch of blue, usually placid, water. To the east are the wild and forbidding Golan Heights. On a clear day one can see the Mount of Beatitude, where Jesus delivered the most famous sermon of all time; to the north-east is the snow-clad peak of Mount Hermon. The climate is harsh; wet in winter when the rains turn the area into a sea of mud, but hot in summer when temperatures can easily reach 38 degrees centigrade in the shade. During the hours before and after the noon ‘hell’, as Shmuel Dayan described it, all outdoor work must cease. Each afternoon at around three o’clock the wind starts blowing from the west, whistling down the hills, causing the water to become choppy and raising clouds of dust. Whether because of this or because of the chaff in the granary, the toddler’s eyes, like his mother’s, became infected. At times ‘Musik’, the Russian diminutive Dvora used, was practically blind, constantly crying in pain and despair.


For weeks on end, mother and child went in search of medical treatment. They covered hundreds of kilometres, some of it by rail but some by horse-drawn wagon over unpaved roads, through country that was not always safe; on occasion, practically blind herself, she had to carry Moshe over the white-hot dunes and all but died of thirst, heat stroke, and exhaustion. Various remedies were tried but the disease kept returning, and at one point the child also caught a lung infection. Proper treatment was ultimately only available in the towns of Jaffa and Jerusalem, both of which were occupied by the British Army in late 1917 and were thus impossible to reach. Hence it was only at the beginning of 1919, after the war had come to an end, that Dvora and her son could travel to Jerusalem to have the problem attended to properly. They went to convalesce in Colonia, a rural settlement west of Jerusalem. Though the infection was cured, Moshe’s eyes remained sensitive for the rest of his life. The loss of one of them in 1941 exacerbated the problem; from then on he was always in fear of going blind.


In the winter of 1921–22 the family moved to Nahalal, a new settlement then being built in the north-western part of the valley of Esdraelon. As previously at Degania, the land had been bought for them by the Zionist Movement; they themselves arrived with little but the clothes on their backs. The first twenty-six members – 6-year-old Moshe was the only child – spent the early months living in a few old army tents, their misery compounded by the deep mud. This was too much for Dvora, then pregnant with Moshe’s sister, Aviva. Along with little Moshe and some other women from Nahalal, she moved to Nazareth where, attended by an Arab doctor, she spent the next eight months. By the time she had given birth and returned to Nahalal they were able to move into a wooden shanty. It was only in 1936 that this could be replaced by a proper house built of stone. Even then, the available space was so limited that the family normally ate on the balcony. What furniture they possessed was, for the most part, hand-made out of old packing-boxes, something Moshe himself became quite good at, producing a table that rested on a tree-trunk. To the end of his life he retained enough interest in carpentry to appreciate the kind of wood of which furniture was made and the tools with which it had been crafted.


At the time Nahalal was founded the valley of Esdraelon was a green desert, laced with malaria-carrying marshes and thinly settled by the usual miserable Arab farmers as well as the even more miserable Bedouin. Making it fit for modern farming required drainage works, the largest to be carried out in the country up to that time. The record of the meetings held to decide how this was to be done still exists. Both Shmuel and Dvora Dayan took part, and although she was not the only woman present, she was the only one to open her mouth. Something of her character, as well as the spirit of the times, comes through when she insisted that the houses be built in the valley, close to the soon to be drained farming lands, rather than on one of the more salubrious hills. ‘Life’, she told her worried comrades, ‘will teach us how to look after our children’s health’;5
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