
[image: Images]



Thank you for downloading this Simon & Schuster ebook.



Get a FREE ebook when you join our mailing list. Plus, get updates on new releases, deals, recommended reads, and more from Simon & Schuster. Click below to sign up and see terms and conditions.




CLICK HERE TO SIGN UP




Already a subscriber? Provide your email again so we can register this ebook and send you more of what you like to read. You will continue to receive exclusive offers in your inbox.





[image: Images]



In memory of my mother. She came to Palestine as a refugee from Nazi Germany, but just like many of the first Israelis never learned Hebrew properly and could not read this book until it came out in English.



PREFACE TO 1949: SEVENTY YEARS LATER

Tom Segev

IN THE EARLY 1980s, when I started researching the story of the first Israelis, it occurred to me that this project served as a sort of recompense for not having been born earlier. In 1949, I was all of four years old; as a veteran journalist, there is no event I would rather have covered than the birth of the state of Israel.

But if I’d worked as an Israeli journalist back then, I doubt whether I would have succeeded in uncovering the true story of the establishment of the State. When I found my way to the archives that were declassified thirty years ago, I was able to learn much more. This was the first time I could examine official sources documenting key historical decision-making processes, including David Ben-Gurion’s private diary.

This was a powerful experience. You request a file at the archives, take the document into your hands, and again and again you can hardly believe your eyes: This is not what they taught you in school. The reality depicted in the majority of the documents was much less glorious and much less heroic than what I had always believed. There were directives about preventing Arab refugees from returning to their homes, which had been left empty after the 1947–48 war, and about driving out additional Arab residents. They had never talked to us about this in school. And there was the Syrian president who tried to make peace with Israel—but Ben-Gurion refused to speak with him; in school they told us that Israel had always extended its hand in peace, but the Arabs had rebuffed all our overtures. I found documentation of official decisions explicitly discriminating against immigrants from Arab lands, whereas the members of my generation were raised on the belief that as the nascent Israeli society began to coalesce, there was no discrimination.

Many nations are sustained by founding myths, particularly during their early years. The Israeli documents that were declassified in the early 1980s bore witness to the efforts of the founding fathers and mothers of the state to impart a common dream to all Israelis. There was a tendency to limit one of the most important rights of the individual: the right to be skeptical. Everything was presented to us as if it were black-and-white: We were the good guys, and the Arabs were the bad guys. We didn’t know there were shades of gray.

This book reflects an attempt to get to know the story of a nation whose true history had then not yet been written. There was ideology, mythology, and a lot of indoctrination. The most important history books were written by various political leaders themselves, or by authors they commissioned. Major organizations and political parties also published so-called histories. Together they developed a set of national myths and flattering self-images that remained almost entirely unquestioned until the early 1980s. And then the gates of the archives swung open.

The Zionist interpretation of Jewish history serves to justify the establishment of the State. According to this view, the Jews were exiled from the Land of Israel and lived in the Diaspora from that point on. For the next two thousand years, they never abandoned the dream of returning to Zion. After the Holocaust, which was the climax of an unremitting history of persecution and discrimination the world over, the Jews succeeded in returning to the land of their forefathers and re-establishing themselves as a nation with their own country, the state of Israel.

One can take issue with these premises, and many do. Most of the Jews in the world did not fully adopt the Zionist ideology. But in a nation whose very existence is based on such fundamental historical premises, every crack in the national mythos may be regarded as an existential threat. This explains, among other things, why historical research has become such an important part of Israeli public discourse. It is what makes Israeli politics so fascinating. We are arguing not just about power but about fundamental values.

With the publication of this book in 1984, I found myself in the middle of a major political controversy, which continues to this day. My critics argued that this book was a subversive attempt to present a post-modern narrative hostile to the Zionist narrative. I was not alone for long. With time, additional documents were, by law, declassified, and new books were published that also re-examined some of the historical premises of the Israeli national mythos. Soon there was talk of a movement of “new historians,” and doctorates were written about us. They even ascribed to us a common ideology, “post-Zionism” or “anti-Zionism.” I always thought of us as First Historians rather than new or revisionist ones, for hardly anyone before us had made use of the newly available documentary material. Also, methodologically most of us did not stray from the traditional working assumption that historical truth, for the most part, is to be found in historical archives.

With time, many Israelis learned to absorb the history of their nation more critically. They found they had a great hunger for the “new history.” And I wrote more books, which together constitute a kind of collective biography of my country. Then I undertook to write a biography of David Ben-Gurion himself. But as time went on, other books were published that revisited worn truths and empty clichés, and so even to this day there are Israelis who are surprised to discover that Israeli history is more complicated than what they taught us to believe.

I identify with the first Israelis. They have an enchanting innocence about them. I am aware of the suffering endured by many of those, both Jews and Arabs, who paid the price of the founding of the State of Israel. And sometimes I’m jealous that they were present during one of the most dramatic success stories of the twentieth century. As is clear from the reports published by the United Nations, the World Bank, the World Health Organization, UNESCO, and other international organizations, the lives of most Israelis are better than those of most other people on earth. And most people don’t live in free countries. Israelis do.

But the first seventy years of the state passed in a series of wars. When Israelis spoke about Arabs at the beginning of the 1950s, they were not referring to Palestinians. Most of them had been driven out or had fled, and were living in refugee camps in neighboring countries. Hardly anyone took interest in them; they were not seen as a real threat. When Israelis spoke of Arabs, they were referring to Arab countries. Most Israelis believed that there would be more wars, but most believed that time was in Israel’s favor. Once Israel became stronger, the Arabs would realize that the Jewish state could not be destroyed and eventually, one of these days, they’d make peace.

After a while, they could tell themselves that they were right. A peace treaty was signed with Egypt in 1979 and with Jordan in 1994. These were two of Israel’s main enemies. A few other Muslim nations recognized Israel as well, openly or covertly.

Since the Six Day War in 1967, the conflict has been centered on a series of confrontations with the Palestinians. After five decades of cruel oppression in the Palestinian territories conquered by Israel during that war, including the settlement of hundreds of thousands of Israelis in those territories and the systematic violation of Palestinian human rights, and after waves of Palestinian terrorism that Israel has been unable to completely eliminate, most Israelis now believe that there is no possibility of peace.

Many Israelis regard the occupation as a continuation of the Zionist enterprise that began in the 1920s and persisted during the lifetimes of the first Israelis. Others predict that a prolonged occupation will convert Israel into an apartheid state. Neither group is optimistic. This is the main difference between them and the first Israelis: Most Israelis today are not worried about their own personal situations, but their faith in the future of their state is less certain. For the first Israelis, it was just the opposite.

Two of the major internal problems that concerned the first Israelis continue to concern Israelis today, albeit to a lesser extent. The rift between Jews of European descent and Jews from Muslim nations continues to polarize the state today. The cliché that emerged among the first Israelis remains true today: The majority of university students are the descendants of European immigrants, and the majority of prisoners are the descendants of those who came from Muslim lands. The effort to put everyone into a single “melting pot” has not been fully realized.

Several of the fundamental questions that troubled the first Israelis remain unresolved, including the relationship between religious and secular Jews. Seventy years later, it continues to be expressed in the disparity in values and mentality between Jerusalem, the zealous, extremist city built on 3000-year-old stone, and Tel Aviv, a secular, open-minded hundred-year-old city built on the sands of the Mediterranean. The question of who is a Jew remains an issue, but compared to 1949, there is less tension between religious and non-observant Israelis. Most Jews now have a deeper connection to Judaism compared to the secular ideology that guided the leadership of the state during the early years of its existence. After seventy years of independence, less than half of all young Israelis identify as secular. As they’ve become more religious, they’ve also become more right-wing. Today, nearly seven in ten young Israelis identify as supporters of the right. The first Israelis were ruled by a government that identified with the values of socialism and social solidarity.

Seven decades after the Declaration of Independence, Israeli society is still a kaleidoscope of identities. It is a coalition of minority groups who struggle to identify as Israelis. In this sense, we are all the first Israelis. We are partners in a unique historical endeavor that has not yet succeeded fully, but has also not yet failed. That’s what makes the story so compelling. (Trans. Ilana Kurshan, Jerusalem, 2017)



PREFACE: TEN YEARS LATER

SOME TIME AFTER this book first came out, a friend surprised me with an Arabic edition, published in Beirut by the Institute for Palestinian Studies. I had no prior knowledge of the translation and of course the Institute, affiliated with the Palestine Liberation Organization, had not asked for permission, nor had it offered to pay royalties. Still, I was quite pleased that the book had found its way across the line of fire. Subsequently, when I met a member of the Institute, I said to him, “I know you—you stole my book.” “True,” the man answered, “but you stole my country.” This exchange, I think, more or less sums up the level of discussion between Israelis and Palestinians in the 1980s. We have certainly come a long way since. Indeed, the first Israelis would hardly recognize their country now.

For me, the story of those first Israelis is basically one of success; I tend to think of them with compassion and not a little envy for their part in the historic task of creating a new state. Yet when my book appeared in Israel a decade ago, it caused a stormy controversy. Reactions ranged from shame to dismay to rejection, for the book shattered a firmly established self-image and exposed as myths a large number of long-accepted truths. Its effect was all the more devastating since it was based almost entirely on official documents.

History plays a role of immense importance in Israel’s political and cultural discourse. Indeed, the very existence of the country is based on a certain interpretation of Jewish history, namely the Zionist one. According to the official version of that history—for many years the only version—Israel’s history was one of exemplary equality and justice. 1949, however, suggested that the story was far less noble and heroic than Israelis had been led to believe. For it is true: Israel does bear part of the responsibility for the tragedy of the Palestinian refugees; it has not taken up every chance to make peace with its Arab neighbors; and the government did at times discriminate against new immigrants from Arab countries. It is not surprising, then, that many critics were outraged; some described my book as a display of post-Zionist self-hatred.

The appearance of 1949 coincided with a period of tremendous fragility in Israeli life, marked by the ongoing war in Lebanon and triple-digit inflation, to name just two sources of instability. Shortly after the book came out Koteret Rashit, a now-defunct newsweekly, published a nationwide poll which revealed that eight out of ten Israelis said they were personally happy, but six out of ten believed that most other Israelis were not. This contradiction seemed to suggest that while people felt content in their own lives, they were uncertain about the general well-being of Israeli society. Had such a poll been conducted in 1949, it might well have indicated the opposite: that the first Israelis were often unhappy in their personal lives but believed in their country and its future. They had a dream. This is perhaps the most profound difference between Israelis then and now.

But the loss of the dream has not been an unequivocal negative, for self-knowledge has taken its place. The people of Israel have grown up. Their maturity has come in the wake of peace agreements with Egypt and Jordan and negotiations with the Palestinians: they feel more secure today and their economic situation has also improved dramatically. Unlike the first Israelis, who saw themselves collectively, most now tend to think of themselves as individuals. The tribalism which may have been imperative in the early days of Israel has since lost much of its urgency, as has political ideology in general. More and more Israelis live not for the sake of history or the future but for the present, for life itself. Having grown up, they have also learned to apply some degree of self-criticism. It is probably no coincidence that many of the so-called “new historians” were trained at American universities; one of the most crucial lessons they brought home was the importance of challenging and criticizing accepted truths.

As far as I know, the term “new historiography” was first used in Israel in connection with my book. But I was not a new—that is, alternative or revisionist—historian in any sense. It was my good fortune that a great deal of previously inaccessible archival material had just been made available for research. And I was thus in a position to tell a story no one had told before. My use of this material made me, more precisely, a “first” historian of that particular period, just as much of what was later called new historiography is more properly “first” historiography. In truth, before the archives were accessible, Israel had a national mythology; only after the archives were opened could real history be written, and for the first time. The true new historians will be those who reevaluate and revise what we have done.

In recent years the Israeli government has declassified the minutes of cabinet meetings held in 1949. Most of these documents were not officially available to me when I worked on this book, although I was able to see parts of them unofficially. Declassifying these minutes indicates a commendable degree of liberalism, although some sections are still secret—specifically, those which contain evidence on atrocities committed by Israeli soldiers against Palestinian civilians during the war of 1948, or those which record high-level discussions among cabinet ministers about the need to expel the Arab population. So even now Israelis are not allowed to know the whole truth about their past.

Readers should be aware that in addition to the new archival material, numerous other books uncovering Israel’s early history have been published in the last decade. The following list highlights only some titles of interest: Itzhak Levi’s memoirs of the 1948 War of Independence contain a remarkable account of the Dir Yassin massacre. Benny Morris revisits the origins of the Arab refugee problem in his book The Birth of the Palestinian Refugee Problem. A number of other historians, including Baruch Kimmerling, Ilan Pape, Zaki Shalom, Itamar Rabinowitz, Arye Shalev, and Avi Shlaim have reexamined diverse aspects of the Israeli-Arab conflict and challenged Israel’s official history. Several new books have been written about Israel’s Arab citizens, the most noteworthy by Uzi Benziman and Attalah Mansour.

The painful story of the Yemenite children that was first described in 1949 has recently become a heated political issue, characterized by much demagoguery and even some violent outbursts. Two official commissions of inquiry, in addition to the one mentioned in my book, have been set up to look into the matter. The treatment of new immigrants has also been taken up in a number of works by Dvora Hakohen, Tsvi Tsameret, and others. The treatment of Holocaust survivors has been studied by Hanna Yablonka as well as in my own The Seventh Million.

As Israel celebrates fifty years of independence, its society remains deeply divided over basic conflicts. Indeed, Israel seems more bitterly riven today than ever before, caught in a Kulturkampf, a war between basic moral and political values. Prime Minister Yitzhak Rabin lost his life in that war. Israel’s first native-born prime minister, Rabin was also the first leader to tell his people that Israel’s existence was no longer in danger and hence the time had come to take the risks of peace. His was the voice of optimism; his assassin acted out of pessimism. Their two positions express the conflict at the heart of Israel today.

Bitter as these differences are, I nevertheless believe that the last decade has brought Israelis a better understanding of themselves. And that is a crucial step to understanding the other, particularly when the other is an enemy of long standing. Today, I would tell my colleague at the Institute for Palestinian Studies, such a reckoning is as essential for Palestinians as for Israelis. Leaving behind the mythological past is a painful but necessary task, one of the most challenging confronting “the first Palestinians” as they begin to gain national self-determination, nearly fifty years after the first Israelis gained theirs.

1949: The First Israelis was commissioned by the Domino Press, Jerusalem, and publisher and agent Deborah Harris deserves my first thanks. The English version was updated and slightly abridged. It is based on hundreds of files containing thousands of documents. I located them at the Israel State Archives, the Central Zionist Archive, the archives of the Israel Defense Forces and the Haganah, the Ben-Gurion estate at kibbutz Sde-Boker, the Israeli Labor Party, kibbutz Hameuhad, Beit Jabotinsky, Yad Vashem, the Municipality of Jerusalem, and the Central Archives of Jewish History. Together with the files I received some excellent advice for which I am deeply grateful. I also owe a debt of deep gratitude to three friends who read the manuscript: Yosef Avner, Abraham Kushnir, and Nahum Barnea. They were of great help.



INTRODUCTION

ON ONE OF the first days of 1949, and one of her first days in Israel, Mrs. Rivka Waxmann, a new immigrant from Poland, went out shopping on Herzl Street in Haifa and happened to notice a soldier emerge from a jeep and walk up to the ticket window of the Ora Movie Theater. Mrs. Waxmann froze on the spot muttering, then shouting, “Haim?” The soldier turned toward her and for the next few seconds the two figures stared at one another in stunned disbelief. Then the woman stretched out her arms and flung herself at the young man. She was his mother.

The last time Mrs. Waxmann had seen her son was eight years earlier, when he was fourteen. They were separated by the war, and until meeting him in the street in Haifa she believed that Haim had perished in the Holocaust. The afternoon daily Maariv, then barely a year old, published the story on the same day; it had symbolic value.1

Thousands of people, young and old, had been torn from their loved ones during the Nazi occupation and never knew what had become of them—in the ghettos, the deportations, the death camps, the forests. In Israel, they found one another purely by chance, or through advertisements in the papers or with the aid of the heartrending radio program called Who Recognizes, Who Knows? “Aryeh (Leibush) Kantrowitz, now in kibbutz Hazorea, is looking for his mother Fanya, née Margolin,” the announcements would run. “Bluma Langer, née Wasserstein, formerly of Kovno, now in the immigrant hostel in Raanana, is looking for her husband, Aharon Langer. Leah Koren of Lublin, now in Israel, is looking for her sister Sheina Friedman, née Koren.” All were recent immigrants on the threshold of a new life.

The story of the first Israelis is a tale of great hope and faith that things can only get better—and will be. It is about a people who dreamed of an enlightened and just society guaranteeing every man and woman happiness in the spirit of law and morality, justice and peace. In presenting his first government to the Knesset, Israel’s parliament, Prime Minister David Ben-Gurion declared that the State of Israel would not rest content with having its citizens eat, drink and bear children. “Our activities and policy are guided not by economic considerations alone,” he said, “but by a political and social vision that we have inherited from our prophets and imbibed from the heritage of our greatest sages and the teachers of our own day.” Ben-Gurion spoke of the need to “alter man’s relationship to society,” by means of mutual cooperation in the spirit of pioneering, socialist Zionism. Accordingly he added that “the government sees it as the duty of the state to provide full moral, legal, and financial support for the sake of fostering these values [the moral values of the prophets] as the way . . . to educate youth and forge the image of the Jewish nation that is true to its ancient source of the vision of the End of Days.”2

The papers of the day printed photos of men and women pioneers, beautiful people, shot from the angle of the soil—as though against the background of the future. The Philips Company had drawings of people in this same style in gigantic ads it published in the press: a young couple—she full-bodied, he muscular, people of labor—a map of the country in the background, with the inspirational line below: “Dawn is breaking now.”3 Self-conscious bathos was the style of the hour.

The seventy-fifth birthday of President Haim Weizmann, once a leading statesman but by then a mere figurehead, almost blind and deeply disappointed, was celebrated in a series of official ceremonies conducted with an almost regal air. The same kind of national excitement, military grandeur and Zionist sentimentality accompanied the reburial of the remains of Theodor Herzl, the founder of the Zionist movement. His remains were brought over from Vienna; it was considered an historic event. “Here he comes,” shouted the daily Maariv in a huge headline. Herzl had never lived in Israel, but according to the papers he was “returning to us” at last.4

Everyone was aware of being a part of history in the making; everyone wanted to carve out a small place for himself in the annals of that history.

When an alarm clock factory was opened in Haifa, the photographs published in Davar Hashavua (Davar’s weekend magazine) were captioned: “The first alarm clock assembled in Israel was sent as a gift to the President of the state, Haim Weizmann; the second alarm clock was sent to Prime Minister David Ben-Gurion.”5

Ben-Gurion was placed on the first train that wound its way up to Jerusalem after the war. Dozens of officials crowded in behind him to peer at the cameras that would immortalize the event for the papers and posterity. And they were truly moved, those witnesses to the first event of its kind in 2,000 years. Every paper in Israel printed that shot.

While the war was still at its height, the country established its first governing institutions: ministries were founded and officials and generals appointed, ambassadors were sent out to every capital that would have them, Supreme Court judges were chosen. The Provisional State Council paved the way for the Knesset, bowing to the will of its Speaker, Yosef Shprintsak, a shrewd, diminutive man with an ever-present cigar, even then an experienced parliamentarian by virtue of his activities in the Zionist movement. A visitor from abroad who happened into his office one day was astonished by the mountain of minutes piled up there. “Can it possibly be that you’ve already managed to say so much?” he asked.

“That’s because we’ve held our peace for two thousand years,” Shprintsak quipped.

Among other things, its members debated the size and structure of the Knesset. The delegates of the small factions wanted the institution to have as many representatives as possible (171); those of the large factions wanted to have relatively few (70). They compromised on 120, which was the membership of the Great Knesset during the Second Temple period. Similar decisions faced them every day. “This is a precedent for generations to come,” sighed one of the leaders of MAPAI (the leading Social Democratic Labor party) during the debate on the structure of the government, and another lamented: “I don’t have very much experience in building countries.”6 MAPAI had dominated all the institutions of the Jewish community in the country for many years. Its leaders had guided the struggle against British rule; their actions then prefigured the creation of the state and the War of Independence.

The first Knesset was a homogeneous body—the overwhelming majority were men (there were only 11 women in the House) and 70 percent had been born in Eastern Europe, chiefly in Russia or Poland. Most of them were either political activists, functionaries or lawyers, and most were in their fifties or sixties.

Half the members of the first Knesset had been delegates to the thirty-second Zionist Congress, which had met in Basel in 1946. One-third of the MKs had also served in the Fourth Representative Assembly, the highest elected body of the Jewish community in Palestine under the British Mandate.

All these factors contributed to the continuity of a stable democratic parliamentary system, giving the impression that no revolution had actually taken place. “I cannot stand the conservatism of my revolutionaries . . . ,” Ben-Gurion used to moan.7

The ideology of Israel’s social and political establishment contained an extraordinary hybrid of Eastern European rabbinic traditions combined with the Marxist message of the enthusiastic, conspiratorial Russian revolutionism.

The men of the early waves of Zionist immigration, up to the 1920s, were proud of their achievements and zealously attached to the tradition they had created from personal struggle and backbreaking labor. Yet at times their staunch conservatism was intolerable to those who sought to add, innovate and mend. “A sort of Israeli Mayflower elite emerged,” wrote economist David Horowitz, “whose moral authority was so great that it became a closed caste, excluding not only new people but also new ideas.”8

The attachment of that older generation to its posts clogged the passages through which the younger generation tried to break into positions of responsibility and accounted also for the advanced age of those in power. Fanatic nationalism, social pathos and the feeling of still being in the underground endowed this establishment with a highly distinctive character—puritanical, heroic, stubborn, ideologically revolutionary, yet profoundly conservative in its modes of action and thought.

David Ben-Gurion, of course, bore the ultimate responsibility for the system’s continuity and stability, and symbolized them as well. By 1949 the man with the shock of white hair, a native of Plonsk, Poland, was 63 years old, with many years of politics behind him. His leadership and political power reflected his abilities and his courage in making decisions. Those around him tended to treat him as the source of all authority, the man who creates precedents and epitomizes values; some even saw him as the personification of history.I

Ben-Gurion’s diaries, letters and other documentary material reflect his involvement with the minutest details of major national decisions, as well as countless other matters. This entry from his diary on Friday, March 11, 1949 indicates how deep was his involvement in all the issues of the day.

This morning (Chief of Staff) Yaakov Dori telephoned me to say that at midnight last night our flag was flown on the Red Sea Bay. We have reached Eilat. . . . Is it now the turn of the West Bank? The Rhodes [armistice] talks will be decisive. . . . We have to plan the absorption of 800,000 immigrants within four years. How many industrial plants will be needed, what types of industry will be developed, which lands shall we settle, how much money will be needed, what equipment will be required, what the import and the export. . . . We have to discuss with each local and municipal council what are its development plans, those that need government assistance and those that do not. What of the machinery in the factories, is there a way of renewing or developing it? What are the industries that can be transferred to Jerusalem . . . ? A road to be constructed from Beersheba to the south, via the Dead Sea. . . . There is a plan to pump up the water of the Dead Sea and transport it directly to the Mediterranean. . . . Workers’ committees should be created to support the state, on the basis of the government’s plan for occupational training, improvement of the standard of living, improvement of production, labor laws. . . . And time must be found! How to manage within the limits of 24 hours a day?! I should establish a rigid daily schedule—for the Ministry of Defense (meetings with the General Staff, principal officials of the Ministry, the navy and air force); for economic planning (meetings with the Treasury, Labor, Agriculture, Industry and Rationing); coordination of Government Ministries; contact with the workers, with the academic and free professions, with army commanders; visits to camps, factories and settlements; receiving people, reading material, writing. Liaison officers will be needed: with the Ministries (at least bi-weekly reports on each Ministry); with the state of labor (regular reports, at least 2 or 3 a week, about the labor and unemployment situation); housing (execution of plans, preparations and shortages); settlement; Arabs; state of industry; finance; a science council; arms industry; state of supplies; police and internal security; foreign affairs (talks with Arab countries, relations with major powers, Russia and America, and with countries of the East and West, connections with Jewish Agency and Jewish communities in the Diaspora, with the . . . Labor movement); the press—Israeli, Jewish, general. We must begin to formulate a number of laws: 1. civil equality, freedom of religion; freedom of conscience, language, education and culture, equality for women; freedom of association and expression; universal suffrage. 2. General conscription law. 3. Nationalization of water sources, natural resources, unused lands. 4. Control of imports and prices. 5. Taxes—progressive, inheritance, increment. 6. Encouragement of childbirth. 7. General education. 8. Demobilization benefits. 9. Labor laws. 10. Admission of civil servants . . .”10 II

While winning the war, establishing the first governing institutions, electing the first Knesset and beginning to legislate the first laws, the first Israelis also established new settlements to absorb immigrants—at a rate of one every three days, or a total of about 100 a year. At the same time they built housing projects for veterans, set up new industrial enterprises, health services and educational networks, opened the Weizmann Institute of Science, the Faculty of Medicine and the Faculty of Law at the Hebrew University, and published the first volume of the Encyclopaedia Hebraica—each day bringing achievements and innovations of dashing boldness and breathtaking momentum. Those first Israelis had good reason to feel optimistic and sure of their footing.

But in their staunch faith, they more than once turned a blind eye to the true state of affairs. Six out of every ten Israelis believed that the death notices for men who fell in battle should not be published in the papers or posted in the streets, as was the custom, lest the general mood be adversely affected.13 Thousands of families throughout the country were in mourning for the war dead, as 6,000 Israelis—one of every hundred citizens—had lost their lives during 14 months of the fighting between November 1947 and January 1949. Tens of thousands were wounded, and tens of thousands of others, demobilized soldiers, now had to reenter society. Between shell shock and the shock of returning home, they had difficulty adjusting; many felt alienated from the society they had just fought to defend. The story of the first Israelis is therefore also a story of great distress and human misery.

During the first half of January 1949, a reporter from the afternoon daily Yediot Aharonot took a stroll through the narrow alleys of Jaffa. “I was confronted by a truly startling sight,” he subsequently wrote, “people carrying suitcases, packages of meager household goods, blankets, mattresses, furniture, followed by clamorous women and children. . . . Where to? To seek a night’s shelter.”14 They were new immigrants. Hundreds of them, the reporter wrote, came to Jaffa daily, searching for apartments deserted by their Arab tenants.III Most of these apartments had already been claimed, but the immigrants kept coming anyway. Tens of thousands of them lived in tent camps. And then there were the Arabs who remained in the country, a defeated, humiliated, terrified people.

Confined to one of the prisons at the time was Abu Laban, a leader of the Arab community of Jaffa. He was being held in administrative detention contrary to the ruling of the Supreme Court, which had ordered his release. In addressing that fact, the daily Haaretz wrote in its editorial: “We are in the decisive stages of the history of the young state, in which its image will be established and its traditions forged, and it will be an ominous sign if in the struggle between the authority of the law and the power of administrative fiat, the law does not emerge the winner.”16

Unlike the Labor Union’s Davar, which was suffused with naive, almost solemn faith, trapped in the rhetoric of the great vision, the privately owned Haaretz was scowling, skeptical, often given to pettiness and arrogance, and frequently found itself caught in the rut of criticism.

One of the very few articles to appear in that revolutionary year bearing the signature of Gershom Schocken, the editor of Haaretz, demanded that the symbol of the state be changed forthwith on the grounds that it was “aesthetically abominable and an example of the Israeli government’s lack of taste, lack of culture, and lack of aesthetic sense.” Schocken railed about the design of the menorah (seven-branched candelabrum), the letters and the olive branches (which he deemed too large), “all of it within a placard worthy of the trophies awarded to the winners of sports competitions.”17 The paper’s readership wrote letters to the editor complaining of overcrowded buses, of the municipal administration that did not clean the streets, of the constant shortage of coins used for small change and of the low cultural level of the officials who had decided to impose a luxury tax on classical records. During the summer Haaretz devoted abundant space to a spate of sexual offenses that plagued the country and pronounced it “among the manifestations of demoralization caused by war among both winners and losers to the same degree.”18 Within eight months of the Proclamation of Independence in May 1948, the paper published an article containing one of the more lasting innovations of the time: the word Zionism used to connote empty bombast.19

The country was touched by a genuine readiness to sacrifice, and there was more than a modicum of true, supremely patriotic pioneering for the sake of the commonweal. But it coexisted with a very human desire to pursue the good life and concern for personal welfare, every man for himself, often at the expense of others. Some looted in wartime, others thieved after the war, and before long a black market was thriving. The first Israelis were thus no more virtuous or idealistic than those who came after them.

A few months after the establishment of the state, David Ben-Gurion warned that “We will disappoint the Zionist movement and miss the mark if suddenly we should begin philosophizing about who I am and what I am. Right now the only question that stands before us is a pragmatic one, and we must solve it. . . .”20 He tended to focus on the problems of the state rather than on those of the individual, and in this respect he was followed by most of the writers of that generation, who wrote—and thought—in the first person plural. The great human drama of the time was depicted not as a conflict between the individual and society but as a series of collective confrontations: between Jews and Arabs, between veterans and immigrants, and between the religious and the secular camps—all taking place against the backdrop of the clash between the noble vision and the mundane reality of daily life.

Ben-Gurion tried to cope with the weaknesses of the vision in his own inimitable way: twice that year he summoned a large group of writers and intellectuals for a talk and demanded—as if he were a union boss—that collectively they boost the spirit of the country. Some of them were struggling with basic existential questions, bemused vagabonds wandering between the Jewish past and the Israeli present, between the negation of the Diaspora and a sense of Jewish solidarity, between humanism and morality and the government’s Realpolitik, always searching for identity and a path. One of Ben-Gurion’s guests even questioned whether there was still any purpose to the people. That was Martin Buber. “Do we still have a purpose?” he mused aloud, and the Prime Minister cut him off impatiently. The exchange between them had the ring of a dialogue between priest and prophet.

“We spoke of ‘redemption,’ the redemption of the soil, the redemption of labor,” said Buber. “We even spoke of the redemption of man in Israel. The matter was rooted in the concept of faith, but we destroyed that element of it. We spoke of redeeming the soil and we meant making it Jewish soil. Jewish soil to what end?”

“To bring forth bread out of the earth!” Ben-Gurion replied.

“What for?” Buber continued.

“To eat!”

“What for?” Buber kept pressing.

“Enough!” Ben-Gurion pronounced, quite enraged by then. “He asks questions to which there are no answers. Isn’t it enough to bring forth bread out of the earth? That’s not enough. For the sake of independence? Again, that’s not enough. For the sake of redeeming the Jewish people? Even that isn’t enough. And Professor Buber continues to ask why. Maybe he has a final answer, though I doubt it. So I ask him: What are all these questions for?”

Ben-Gurion did not deny the right to doubt. “One can ask,” he admitted, “but first of all we must build the state!”21

As Israel’s Declaration of Independence was being drafted, Felix Rosenbluett (who was soon to change his name to Pinhas Rozen and become the new country’s Minister of Justice) demanded that the document cite the country’s borders. Ben-Gurion objected, and the exchange between the two men was recorded as follows:

Rozen: “There’s the question of the borders, and it cannot be ignored.”

Ben-Gurion: “Anything is possible. If we decide here that there’s to be no mention of borders, then we won’t mention them. Nothing is a priori [imperative].”

Rozen: “It’s not a priori, but it is a legal issue.”

Ben-Gurion: “The law is whatever people determine it to be.”22

Ben-Gurion assumed that the country’s borders would reflect the results of a war that was already in progress and that these frontiers would ultimately be broader than the lines stipulated by the United Nations in its Partition Resolution of 1947.IV The first Israelis constantly shuttled between these two poles, one wholly legalistic and cognizant of the impossible, the other wholly pragmatic and convinced that everything is possible.

On November 29, 1947, the UN General Assembly voted to partition Palestine into two states, one Jewish and the other Arab.

The Zionist dream was to become a reality many generations after the Jewish people had lost its political sovereignty and was exiled from its land. But that vote did not in itself ensure the existence of the new states. Between November 29, 1947, and the Declaration of Independence on May 14, 1948, the country was swept by a wave of terror and bloodshed in which thousands lost their lives and hundreds of thousands (most of them Arabs) were forced to abandon their homes. As long as the violence continued, the viability of the Jewish state was left open to doubt. And when Israel’s independence was finally declared in May 1948, it was at the height of a war that would go on for another six months, during which it was sometimes highly questionable whether Israel would emerge the victor.

Even when victory came into view and the state’s first governing institutions were established, it was still doubtful whether Israel would be a state based on the rule of law. For, during its first months, the nascent country’s citizens had difficulty closing ranks around common precepts—so much so that some observers feared the outbreak of a civil war. A few weeks after the proclamation of the state, the Altalena, a ship carrying immigrants and arms to the dissident right-wing, anti-British terror organization Irgun Zvai Leumi (IZL), appeared off the coast, and Ben-Gurion, who claimed it had been sent “to destroy the Israeli army and murder the state,” ordered it to be shelled (after most of the immigrants had been removed to safety).24 The ship went up in flames and sank, taking a painful toll in dead and wounded. Then, in July 1948, Ben-Gurion clashed with the Left when a number of high ranking army officers demanded the promotion of colleagues associated with the left-wing MAPAM party. When Ben-Gurion rejected the demand and a few officers resigned in protest, the prime minister dubbed their move “a political mutiny.”25 A few days later, in another context, the engineer Meir Tubiansky was taken to a deserted house near the main road to Jerusalem and after a travesty of a trial, during which he was not permitted to present a case in his own defense, was shot for spying on behalf of the British. No record was kept of the proceedings; the “charges” and the “sentence” were not committed to paper until after the “defendant” was dead. Both the “trial” and the “execution” were perpetrated on the initiative of Isser Be’ery, one of the heads of Israel’s secret service. During the same period, the right-wing, anti-British underground was still operating in Jerusalem, and in September members of the Lehi (the so-called Stern Gang) murdered the UN mediator Count Folke Bernadotte for having drawn up a proposal for a peace settlement that would have deprived Israel of some of the territorial gains it achieved as a result of its War of Independence.

All these events took place within a period of less than six months and marked the transition from chaos to law and order in a new state. The following year, 1949, was very different from its predecessor. With the struggle to establish the state and the war to defend it—and extend its borders—drawing to an end, the emphasis shifted to a series of decisions that would set the style and tone of life in Israel and forge the first Israelis into a unified, though pluralistic society; the first decisions of 1949 were of a patently political and military nature.



I. The following episode illustrates the magnitude of his influence. In April 1949 Ben-Gurion held a political consultation. The minutes of this meeting show that he left before it ended. After he left, the people assembled started a prolonged discussion about the possible meaning of one of the comments he had made. Some interpreted his words one way and some another, each of them quoting him verbatim to reinforce his interpretation. Among them were such people as Moshe Dayan.9

II. The absence of MAPAI in this list is not accidental. At this time Ben-Gurion engaged in little party activity. He rarely appeared before the party’s central bodies and each appearance was an event. The role of the party in the decision making process had greatly diminished since the creation of the state. Ben-Gurion’s diaries contain whole pages of statistical data, which he copied with meticulous zeal. The recording into his notebooks alone must have consumed hours daily. He used to make notes in his diary even in the course of meetings and conferences. Whenever he finished one notebook he would append to it a table of contents and index. In addition, he wrote hundreds of letters, on almost every subject. While the War of Independence was being fought, he sent a letter to the editor of MAPAI’s daily Hador, in connection with an article on Aesop’s fables which had appeared in that paper. He listed seven errors in that article, starting with the Hebrew spelling of Aesop’s name.11 He wrote to a little girl called Ronnie Baron of Tel Aviv, saying that if he had a private car of his own he would gladly have taken her every day to and from kindergarten, but as Minister of Defense he could not accede to her request and allow her uncle to take her in his army vehicle, “because that car belongs to the nation and the state.”12 Hundreds of citizens received such letters from him.

III. The Arabs of Jaffa had left the city some eight months earlier. One of them described their departure in almost the same words used by the Israeli journalist to describe the entry of the immigrants: “The sight of crowds of people, women and children floundering under the burden of suitcases and packages as they moved ploddingly toward the port of Jaffa in an inauspicious tumult, left an indelible impression on me.” Much later, the writer of these lines became known worldwide as Abu Iyad, Deputy to the Chairman of the PLO, Yasser Arafat.15

IV. In the months that followed, a distinction was drawn between the areas originally allocated to the Jewish state in the Partition Plan and the newly conquered areas, particularly in Galilee, which were labeled “the administered territories.” Shortly thereafter a district court judge in Haifa, Moshe Etsioni, ruled that the sovereignty of the State of Israel was based first and foremost on the natural and historical right of the Jewish people, so that the borders cited in the UN Resolution did not in fact determine the frontiers of the state. On the basis of this ruling, the court indicted a resident of the Arab village of Shfaram accused of smuggling who argued in his defense that his case was beyond the jurisdiction of an Israeli court because the crime was committed outside the borders of Israel.23



PART I



BETWEEN JEWS AND ARABS




1



THE GREEN LINE

ON THE EVENING of December 31, 1948, James McDonald, an American diplomat serving in Israel, dropped his preparations for the New Year’s party he was to throw the next day in Tel Aviv, and left posthaste for the Galei Kinneret Hotel in Tiberias, where David Ben-Gurion was vacationing. McDonald, subsequently America’s first Ambassador to Israel, carried an ultimatum from President Truman demanding that Israel withdraw the force which had crossed the international border with Egypt and penetrated into the Sinai Peninsula. The American initiative had come in response to a request from London and was strongly worded: if Israel refused to withdraw its forces from Sinai, the United States would “re-examine” its relations with Israel. Ben-Gurion read the letter slowly while the American envoy sat waiting for a reply. Finally the Prime Minister remarked that the tone of the communication was harsh, but he promised to pull his forces back to the Israeli side of the border, thereby forfeiting any chance of capturing the Gaza Strip.1

When word of McDonald’s visit reached his headquarters, the commander of the southern front, Yigal Allon, tried to save the operation in Sinai by rushing back to Tel Aviv to talk with Acting Chief of Staff Yigael Yadin, then with Foreign Minister Sharett, and finally with Ben-Gurion himself. Allon did manage to elicit the prime minister’s approval for one more operation—an attack on the town of Rafah—but the action failed, though they managed to cut off the Egyptian troops in the Gaza Strip. The Israeli army now held the entire northern Negev, with the exception of the Gaza Strip and the so-called Faluja Pocket. A few thousand Egyptian soldiers were still trapped in that pocket, one of whom happened to be Gamal Abdel Nasser. The Israelis could not overcome them. “The Egyptians have learned to fight,” Ben-Gurion reported to the Cabinet, and that same day the ministers decided to accept a ceasefire.2 Ben-Gurion regarded this as a great accomplishment, despite the fact that Gaza and Faluja had not fallen. “This is an important stage in the achievement of peace and fortifying the position of the State of Israel,” he wrote in his diary. “If we reach an agreement with the Egyptians—and that ‘if’ is not lightly stated—it will be easier for us to reach an agreement with Transjordan and the others. . . .”3

One evening during that week, Ben-Gurion took the time to attend a showing of a Soviet war film, to which he had been invited by the Soviet minister Pavel Ivanowich Yershov. “In the midst of the bombing by the Soviet planes,” the prime minister later wrote, “an air-raid siren went off. Yershov, who was seated beside me, wanted to stop the showing. I objected, and the show went on. About half an hour later the all-clear sounded. But afterwards I learned that the airport at Lydda had been bombed and the mess hall of the 82nd Battalion was hit. One soldier was killed and two were injured. The film—pure propaganda.”4 That same week the port of Tel Aviv was shelled and Jerusalem was bombed from the air, causing the destruction of a wall of the Shaarei Tsedek Hospital and injury to a few pedestrians.5 Firing was still going on at the southern front, too, despite the government’s decision. “Yigael [Yadin] suspects our soldiers of not having stopped either, though Yigal Allon received an explicit order from him this morning,” Ben-Gurion wrote. “Yadin believes that when [Allon] got back down south, the members of the ‘clan’—[Itzhak] Rabin, Itzhak Sade, and others—told him to continue. . . .”6

But these were the last shots, and the war with the Arab states ended with two air battles in which five British planes were shot down; one British pilot was killed and two were taken prisoner. Israel claimed that the British planes had penetrated its airspace and were shot down over its territory, but that was untrue. Ben-Gurion copied into his diary the cable he received from the south stating that Allon had ordered the remains of the planes towed out of Egyptian territory and scattered over Israeli territory “for obvious reasons.”7 I

A few hours after this incident, Ben-Gurion returned to Tiberias in very good spirits. “It’s been a marvelous day,” he wrote in his diary. “Has the war ended today?”9 Four days later the Civil Defense Command cancelled the order requiring the windows and street lights in residential areas to be blacked out, and although the blackout remained in force in industrial and business establishments, the immediate danger had passed. In the Yellow Room of the Hotel des Roses in Rhodes, preparations had in the meantime been completed for the opening of armistice negotiations on the new border between Israel and Egypt, which was to become known as the Green Line.

David Ben-Gurion would have preferred to hold the armistice talks in Jerusalem, or on the Israeli-Egyptian border, or at sea, on board an American vessel flying the UN flag, rather than on the Island of Rhodes. However, he did not press the point.10 The northern cliff of the historic island still seemed to be haunted by the spirit of Count Folke Bernadotte, the UN mediator who had been assassinated in Jerusalem four months earlier.11 The Swedish diplomat had set up his headquarters on the island, describing it as an ideal spot for peace negotiations, far removed from the hatred and gunfire, yet close enough to international lines of communication.12 Moshe Dayan, too, would one day recall it as a place where “thousands of butterflies of all sizes and colors fluttered among the bushes, as if it had been the scene for a fairy-tale. . . .”13 The Hotel des Roses was known for its rustic old-style atmosphere, an appropriate setting for journalists and diplomats, millionaires and spies to rub elbows over glasses of whisky and lemonade. Itzhak Rabin, then a Lt. Colonel who was flown to Rhodes straight from the battlefield in the Negev, would fondly recall the juicy steaks he ate there,14 and Director General of the Israel Foreign Ministry, Walter Eitan, would note the sweets which were flown in by the Egyptians from the famous confectioners, “Groppi” of Cairo.15 The UN mediator who conducted the talks was Dr. Ralph Bunche, a black American, brilliant and humane, whose achievements would later win him the Nobel Peace Prize. He and his aides occupied one wing of the hotel, while the Egyptians and the Israelis were assigned another wing, with the Egyptians occupying the floor above the Israelis. Violent winds and rainstorms greeted the visitors upon their arrival in Rhodes, Thursday, January 13.

Ben-Gurion was not in a conciliatory mood. He said during one of the discussions with his aides:

Before the founding of the state, on the eve of its creation, our main interest was self-defense. To a large extent, the creation of the state was an act of self-defense. . . . Many think that we’re still at the same stage. But now the issue at hand is conquest, not self-defense. As for setting the borders—it’s an open-ended matter. In the Bible as well as in our history there are all kinds of definitions of the country’s borders, so there’s no real limit. No border is absolute. If it’s a desert—it could just as well be the other side. If it’s a sea, it could also be across the sea. The world has always been this way. Only the terms have changed. If they should find a way of reaching other stars, well then, perhaps the whole earth will no longer suffice.16

In his diary Ben-Gurion laid down a more precise definition: “Peace is vital—but not at any price.”17

The first encounter between the Israeli and the Egyptian delegations was not very promising. At first the Egyptians tended to ignore the Israelis. Walter Eitan did notice, however, that some of them, overcome by curiosity, would turn their heads for a quick glance whenever they ran into each other in the hotel lobby. At first Bunche did not succeed in getting them to meet face to face. Finally, however, the Egyptians agreed to meet the Israelis in his suite. The mediator sat on a sofa with the delegations facing him—the Israelis to his right, the Egyptians to his left. The Egyptians made a point of addressing him, as though the Israelis were not there. Slowly but surely the atmosphere thawed as the delegates began speaking to each other in English and French, and affectionately showing one another snapshots of their families.18 Eitan headed the Israeli delegation, which included Reuven Shiloah, one of Ben-Gurion’s closest advisors and a pioneer of Israel’s Intelligence community, and Eliyahu (Elias) Sasson, director of the Middle East division at the Foreign Ministry. Sasson, a Damascus-born journalist and public figure, was one of the first diplomats of the Jewish Agency to visit Arab capitals, a regular caller at the palaces of their sultans and kings; he was both a man of peace and a dreamer. Acting Chief of Staff Yigael Yadin headed the military delegation, accompanied by Rabin and two other officers.

At the beginning Bunche alone was aware of the two delegations’ basic positions, and he would make sure to present them to each side gradually and with the utmost care. Bunche made each side believe that agreement was imminent. Thus the Israelis gained the impression that the Egyptians might be willing to withdraw from the Gaza Strip, provided the local population was not placed under Israeli rule. Later it was learned that the distance between the two parties was much greater than had been realized. Israel insisted that Egypt give up the Strip, and the Egyptians demanded that Israel give up Beersheba. This was especially important to the Egyptians, because they had never admitted that the town had fallen to the Israelis; the Egyptian public was yet to hear about it from its government. The two parties rejected each other’s counterproposals with nerve-racking stubbornness. Bunche tried everything to bring them closer. At one point he invited both delegations to his suite and showed them ceramic plates which he had especially ordered in a local factory, with the inscription, “Armistice Talks, Rhodes, 1949.” “If you come to an agreement,” he said, “you’ll each receive such a plate as a souvenir. If you don’t—I’ll smash them on your heads.” Eitan reported to Foreign Minister Sharett that “it was a most extraordinary occasion,” and promised a further report on what he termed “the comic aspect of it.” As for the Egyptians’ stubbornness, he wrote that it made him want to scream.19 II

As negotiations proceeded, the Israeli government decided to give up the demand that the Egyptians leave Gaza, but refused to give in with regard to the area around the archeological site at Auja al-Khafir, which the Israelis called Nitsana. Giving up Gaza was not easy. The army and MAPAM, the left-wing opposition, viewed it as a humiliating and dangerous concession, and so, of course, did Herut, the right-wing opposition. There had, indeed, been little hope that Egypt would willingly vacate the Strip, and the Israeli government therefore preferred to face reality rather than risk the collapse of the talks.

The next two weeks in Rhodes were taken up by haggling over details, and finally, on February 24, the agreement was signed. Ben-Gurion wrote: “After the creation of the state and our victories in battle—this is the great event of a great and marvelous year.”20

The armistice agreement with Egypt was based primarily on the existing military situation. Israel had to agree to an Egyptian military presence in the Gaza Strip, and to withdraw her own forces from the area of Beit Hanoon and the sector near the Rafah cemetery. However, she was allowed to keep seven outposts along the Strip. The Egyptian brigade which had been surrounded in Faluja was released, and the area was turned over to Israel.III Israel was obliged to agree to demilitarize the area around Nitsana, but her demand that the demilitarization extend to both sides of the border was accepted. Nitsana was to serve as the seat of the mixed armistice commission, but Israel objected to the area being placed under UN jurisdiction. The Egyptian demand that Beersheba be part of the reduced troops area was rejected; however, Revivim, a kibbutz 25 kilometers south of Beersheba, was included in it. The signing of the armistice agreement with Egypt greatly improved the prospect of signing similar agreements—and possibly even peace treaties—with other Arab states. Itzhak Rabin commented, “I believed that we were moving forward to peace. We all believed it.”21 IV

Some four weeks after the agreement with Egypt, a similar one was signed with Lebanon. The negotiations that led up to it were not difficult. Some informal talks had been held before, but the Lebanese did not want to be the first. “Reach an agreement with one of the other Arab states first,” they told the Israelis: “Lebanon will be the second.” The negotiations were held on the border between the two countries, near Rosh Hanikrah. They would meet alternately in the customs house on the Lebanese side, and in the police station on the Israeli side. The two buildings were some 500 meters apart, situated on rocky cliffs overlooking the Mediterranean—a breathtaking view; the road between the buildings wound through mine fields.

The two delegations often talked to each other in Arabic. The Israeli delegation was headed by Lt. Colonel Mordehai Makleff, later the third Chief of Staff of the Israeli army, who was accompanied by Yehoshua Felmann (Palmon) and Shabtai Rozen from the Foreign Ministry. The UN representatives, Henri Vigier and William Riley, were not called upon to intervene as much as Bunche had to in Rhodes. “The site tends to encourage personal relations between the delegations,” Rozen reported. “Since one acts as the host and the other as its guest, the talks are accompanied by lavish refreshments, as is customary in the East, and people get to know each other.”23 Rozen drew a lesson for the future from this encounter—direct talks are preferable to mediated negotiations. When alone with the Israelis, he wrote Sasson, the Lebanese would act as if they were not Arabs, and had been drawn into the war against their will. “For internal reasons—so they say—they cannot openly avow their hatred of the Syrians and their objection to the presence of a Syrian army in their country, but they are eager to have the agreement restrict the free movement of the Syrian army in Lebanon. . . . I believe that as soon as a convenient opportunity presents itself they will propose renewing trade relations with us.”24

When the negotiations began, the Israeli army was in control of a narrow strip in Lebanon, just west of the northern Galilee, which enclosed fourteen villages, the northernmost of which was not far from the Litani River. There were hardly any disagreements between the negotiating teams. The two states agreed that the international border would serve as the armistice line, and that as soon as the agreement was signed Israel would vacate the territory she had conquered. Nevertheless, it was three weeks before the agreement was signed, because Israel at first tried to link her withdrawal with a Syrian withdrawal from Lebanon, and—even more significantly—with Syria’s withdrawal from Israeli territories Syria had occupied during the war along the Jordan River and the eastern bank of the Sea of Galilee. Some of the Israeli diplomats disagreed with that plan.

This was, in effect, a dispute between the Foreign Ministry and the army. Yigael Yadin wrote Walter Eitan to say that the diplomats “do not understand” the military problems of the northern border and its importance; he demanded that they be briefed accordingly.25 Rozen reported that according to his impression, “. . . the Lebanese government is very eager to come to an agreement with us.”26 However, the negotiations had reached a dead end. Within a few hours it became apparent that there was only one way of reaching an agreement.

On March 17 Ben-Gurion wrote in his diary: “In my opinion we should sign regardless of the Syrian withdrawal. 1. It strengthens our political position in general, and especially with regard to Eilat (which had just been taken). 2. It increases our pressure on the Syrians. 3. It facilitates a move onto the West Bank—if it should be necessary.”27 That evening, Chief of Staff Dori and Moshe Dayan, as well as Eitan and Rozen came to see him to sort out the disagreement between the army and the Foreign Ministry. Meanwhile, Ralph Bunche and the US government were exerting massive pressure. They warned that if the negotiations failed Israel would be blamed. It would gravely damage her international standing and might very well damage her chances of being accepted as a member of the United Nations. Ben-Gurion concluded: “I’m in favor of signing the armistice agreement with Lebanon.”28 V

Shortly after the conclusion of the agreement with Egypt and before the conclusion of the one with Lebanon, similar talks began with Transjordan. These talks, too, opened in Rhodes and were mediated by Ralph Bunche. There, at the Hotel des Roses, the agreement was signed, after little more than an opening ceremony concluding with the signing of the agreement, which lasted altogether only seven minutes. Not much happened between the Israelis and the Jordanians in Rhodes. “The main problem with the Jordanian delegation is its idiotic personnel,” wrote Moshe Dayan.31 The diplomats dispatched by King Abdullah got on his nerves: “They are bound by their instructions and will not budge from them,” he complained. Indeed, they made no decisions and Dayan did not waste time talking to them. The decisive talks had already been held in Europe and Jerusalem and in a series of top secret and lavishly catered meetings held in the King’s palaces.

Dayan had played a key role in these talks. The son of Shmuel Dayan—a member of the first Knesset—Moshe Dayan was in effect born into the labor party which gave him an important advantage in the army, many of whose commanders were leftist supporters of MAPAM, and therefore were distrusted by Ben-Gurion. Dayan kept in direct touch with the Prime Minister, going over the heads of his own superior officers, usually without informing them beforehand. Ben-Gurion regularly consulted him. The man with the black eye-patch was then 33 years old. Born in kibbutz Deganiah, Dayan, the soldier, farmer, secret poet, amateur archeologist, politician and statesman, always spoke briefly and to the point, confining himself to what needed, or did not need, to be done that day. This was an ideological age, characterized by much rhetoric, but Dayan was not inhibited by any ideology. He therefore appeared to be moved by purely practical considerations. Generally, but not always, they appeared to be correct. When he was stationed in Jerusalem, Dayan contacted Abdullah Tall, then Commander of the Transjordanian forces in the city. At first they met through the good offices of the UN, in order to solve various local problems and make everyday life in the city easier while the war still went on. In time, they began to meet face to face, just by themselves. Sometimes they met in the Assyrian convent near the Jaffa Gate, at other times in the Mandelbaum house on the outskirts of the orthodox quarter of Mea Shearim. On occasion they met standing between the front lines, amid the land mines at the foot of the Old City wall. Later they established a direct telephone line. At the end of November 1948 they agreed on a “sincere ceasefire”—along certain lines. In effect, this was the beginning of the division of Jerusalem. Concurrent with the Jerusalem meetings between Dayan and Tall, similar talks between Jordanian and Israeli representatives were held in Paris and London. All of these laid the groundwork for the direct talks to be held in the palaces of King Abdullah.

Contacts between the Zionist movement and the old Bedouin ruler, who was also Britain’s protégé, had in fact begun long before. Abdullah had known Moshe Sharett for fifteen years and had also met frequently with Zionist and later Israeli emissary Eliyahu Sasson. Shortly before the establishment of the state, Golda Meirson (Meir) went to see him, disguised as a man, hoping to come to an arrangement which would prevent the war. The King did not like her. Later, when he heard that she had been sent to Moscow as Israeli Ambassador, he commented: “Good. Leave her there.”32

The meetings in El Shuna and Amman produced multiple reports, some of them contradictory, and others closer to folk tales than history. One of the first meetings with the King after the war was arranged with the intention of bringing about the release of some 700 Israelis who had been captured by the Jordanians in the Etsion bloc and Jerusalem. The King would regale his Israeli guests with royal dinners and entertain them at great length with Oriental witticisms and Arabian legends, deep into the night. After dinner he would amuse them with all kinds of riddles and jokes. Sasson always laughed and obediently praised the King as was expected of guests. Dayan viewed the King’s talkativeness as a wearisome nuisance. Eliyahu Sasson was ten years older and intimately familiar with the ways of the East. He was having such a good time that he seemed to have forgotten all about the captives. From time to time Dayan would urge him to get on with it. It was after midnight. The agreement, complete with all the technical details—including the travel expenses for the captives—had all been settled with Tall, and according to Dayan, had also been settled between Tall and the King. But still the King had not said a word about it: “Finally, when I felt that the right time had come,” recalled Sasson, “I said to Dayan, now let’s get up. So he and I stood, and the King rose too and we all began to walk to the door. I knew that we would probably embrace before parting. That’s what had happened at our previous visits. And then, when the King came to embrace me, I quickly slipped my hand under his cummerbund and held on to him. This is an old custom in Arabia. If you manage to do it you’ll be given anything you ask for. Abdullah raised his hands and said: ‘Elias, ask only for the possible.’ That is to say, I’m in your hands, and you can ask whatever you want. I said: ‘I’ll ask only for the possible.’ Some scene it was with everyone standing around and looking on, including Dayan and Tall. I said: ‘Your Majesty, you’re holding 700 men, women and children, old men and soldiers. Your government has to spend a lot of money to feed them. What for?—Give them to us.’ And the King agreed.”33

Abdullah was known for his friendly attitude and good will toward his Israeli guests; “He kept talking Zionism,” Eitan reported to Sharett after one of the meetings with the King.34 Sometimes they read poetry together, sometimes they exchanged gifts. And at least once they raised the possibility that the Israeli air force would help the Jordanians conquer Damascus: all that needed to be done was to paint the Israeli planes with Jordanian colors.35

The Israelis would drive to the meetings with Abdullah in Tall’s armored car, dressed in UN uniforms. Dayan replaced his black eye-patch with dark sunglasses, lest he be recognized. If they were late coming back and it was already daylight, they would lie on the floor of the car and Tall would cover them with red keffiehs (Arab headgear). In their secret reports Abdullah Tall was codenamed “William,” after William Tell. King Abdullah was nicknamed Meir, an anagram of his former title of Emir. Nevertheless, those who needed to know about those clandestine diplomatic ventures knew exactly who was there and what was said. The King’s enemies received current reports from Tall, whose loyalty to his sovereign was rather dubious. Years later, when the British Foreign Office and the US State Department opened their files for research, it was learned that both the British and the American ambassadors had been able to brief their governments in detail about these contacts. Only the press, in Israel and abroad, knew nothing about them. It was probably the biggest story missed that year.VI Ben-Gurion doubted the relevance of this activity. “I doubt if there is any practical point in these talks at all,” he wrote in his diary. He thought little of Abdullah, and always wrote the word “king” in quotation marks. Once he wrote: “The old man reminds me of Nahum Sokolow when he was President of the Jewish Agency. Talks pleasantly with no control and without authority. . . .”37 Sokolow, a journalist and Zionist leader, had been known as a big talker. Sasson was more optimistic. “The King feels that we as friends will have no difficulty in finding a common language,” he wired Sharett. “I’m asking therefore that the King be treated generously, patiently, and that we explain things to him as friends with mutual interests and that we wish him well. We should not behave as statesmen who insist on their rights. This is the way we have always behaved with him, and I believe we must continue like this. I have no doubt that in the end we shall get what we want.”38

Several months before, David Ben-Gurion proposed that Israel attack the Arab Legion and occupy all of Jerusalem, Bethlehem and Hebron, where about 100,000 Arabs lived. “I presumed that most of the Arabs of Jerusalem, Bethlehem and Hebron would flee . . . and then the entire country, as far as the Jordan, north or south of Jericho, as well as all of the western bank of the Dead Sea would be ours,” he wrote. But the Cabinet rejected the proposal; years later Ben-Gurion would maintain that this rejection was a fatal error.39 VII

By the time they began negotiating, Israel and Jordan had already unofficially agreed that the territory would be divided between them, and so would the city of Jerusalem. They had also agreed in principle that the Palestinians would have no say in the matter. At the beginning of the negotiations, Abdullah suggested a settlement based on the UN Partition Resolution and the Partition Plan outlined by Count Bernadotte shortly before his assassination in Jerusalem. The Israelis wanted to base the agreement on the military status quo. Abdullah hoped to annex the southern Negev to his kingdom, but agreed to share it with Israel. While he was still talking about it, the Israeli army sent two brigades down to the Red Sea, in order to enhance their political position. On March 10 they reached an abandoned police station at Umm Rashrash, and on its flagpole raised a makeshift white sheet with two blue stripes and a Star of David—hand drawn with ink, as they had forgotten to bring a national flag with them.

Israel now controlled the entire Negev, except for the Gaza Strip; a new city would soon be built at the southern tip, which would be called Eilat. Ben-Gurion’s praise was jubilant: “This could well be the greatest event of the last few months, if not of the entire war of liberation and the conquest. And not a drop of blood was spilt.”43 Abdullah conceded his defeat and did not break off the talks. He was greatly concerned about the Gaza Strip. “Keep it,” he said to the Israelis, “or give it to the devil—so long as you don’t leave it for the Egyptians.”44 The King hoped that Israel would eventually allow him to annex the Strip to Jordan. Israel made some territorial demands of its own, such as free passage to Mount Scopus, to the Mount of Olives cemetery and to the Wailing Wall in the Old City of Jerusalem.

Eventually it was agreed that Wadi Arah, in the north, with its Hadera-Afulah road, would be turned over to Israel; this meant that Jordan had literally handed over thousands of Palestinian Arabs to Israel without ever consulting them. The armistice agreement set up a variety of arrangements in Jerusalem, including free passage to the Wailing Wall, but Jordan never kept that part of the agreement. The Negev remained in Israeli hands. Abdullah gave in on it, for fear that if he rejected Israel’s demands, she would proceed to occupy the entire region of Samaria, as she had the Negev.

Four months after the signing of the agreement with Jordan, a similar agreement was reached with Syria. The preliminary talks that led up to it were the longest and hardest of them all. In the course of the war the Syrians had managed to seize territories beyond the international border. When the negotiations opened, they were holding the area around Mishmar Hayarden, the sector between the international border and the Sea of Galilee, south of Ein Gev, and other areas. Israel demanded that Syria withdraw to the international border and the Syrians refused. Shortly before the talks began there was a military coup in Damascus. The new ruler was a colonel by the name of Husnei Zaim. Some time after he seized power, Zaim proposed a meeting with Ben-Gurion with the aim of reaching a peace agreement. Moreover, he stated that he would be willing to give permanent residence to between 300,000 and 350,000 Palestinian refugees in his country. On April 16 Ben-Gurion wrote in his diary: “The Syrians have offered to make separate peace with Israel. Cooperation and a joint army. . . . But they want to change the border—to cut across the Sea of Galilee. I instructed . . . that the Syrians be told plainly—first of all, an armistice agreement based on the international border. Then talks about peace and an alliance. We’ll be willing to cooperate fully.”45 Two weeks later Ben-Gurion wrote: “It’s been agreed to meet with Zaim, and Reuven Shiloah and Yigael Yadin will be proposed [for the meeting], but Zaim may insist on the Prime Minister or the Foreign Minister. Sharett is willing to meet, but not this week.”46

Two days later, the US Ambassador in Syria, James Kiley, reported that Zaim repeated his offer to settle 350,000 or more Palestinian refugees in his country.47 That week Ben-Gurion heard from the US Ambassador in Israel, James McDonald, that Zaim and the US Ambassador in Syria were asking the State Department to urge Ben-Gurion to agree to the proposed meeting. Ben-Gurion related, “I said that if Zaim would commit himself in advance to evacuate our territory and withdraw to the international border, I’d be willing to meet with him.”48 The Americans could not believe their ears. Secretary of State Dean Acheson suspected that Zaim’s proposal had not been forwarded to Ben-Gurion. He instructed Ambassador McDonald to tell Ben-Gurion that the United States wanted the meeting to take place.49

UN Representative William Riley tried to persuade Foreign Ministry official Shabtai Rozen to press for the meeting, and Rozen reported this at length to Ben-Gurion. Ben-Gurion, as usual, summed things up succinctly: “Riley spoke to Rozen. Zaim wants to develop Syria and accept 300,000 refugees. Riley asks if we would agree to sign an armistice agreement now, on the basis of the existing situation [later there would be further talks on the basis of the UN Partition Resolution]. Rozen replied that our answer was negative.”50 Thus far, no one in the Israeli administration had given serious thought to Zaim’s offer to take in 300,000 refugees. Their attention was riveted on the border problem. Only Abba Eban, in the United States, wished to know “why we are unimpressed” by the prospect that Syria would absorb the refugees—the fact that the offer was made struck him as very significant.51 The American representative in Syria continued to lavish praise on Zaim, on whom he hung “the last hope,” provided Israel was willing to compromise, or at least if Ben-Gurion was willing to meet him. Everyone who has met Zaim, reported the American diplomat, was impressed by his sincerity and his open-mindedness toward Israel.52

June 1, 1949. Eban to Sharett: “. . . Bunche, Riley, still believe Zaim–Ben-Gurion meeting could produce first peace treaty between Israel and Arab state. They would be prepared to arrange meeting if we agree. . . .”53

June 2, 1949. Sharett to Eban: “. . . Ben-Gurion against meeting Zaim before Bunche . . . [submits] his proposals.”54

June 5, 1949. Sharett to Eban: “. . . Bunche beseeching we not give up meeting. . . . [His representative] freely granted [that] we have been hundred percent right procedurally but Syrians suffer unconquerable inferiority complex vis-à-vis us, therefore we should bear with them. . . .”55

After prolonged hesitations and consultations with Ben-Gurion, Sharett announced that he was willing to go to Syria to meet with Zaim and discuss two subjects with him, armistice and peace, in that order. Once an armistice agreement was achieved, including a Syrian withdrawal to the international border, it would be possible to talk about peace. The Syrians were not interested in such a discussion. Sharett hastened to conclude that the whole thing was a fraud. He commented: “Apparently they assumed . . . that we would list such subjects as medieval Arab poetry or Bedouin lore, or maybe even Cartesian philosophy or Japanese art. . . .”56 A few weeks later Zaim was deposed and executed.VIII

The armistice talks with the Syrians were held in Hirbet Warda, the no-man’s-land, between Mahanayim and Mishmar Hayarden. The Israeli delegation was led by Lt. Colonel Mordehai Makleff. As in the talks with Lebanon, UN officials Henri Vigier and William Riley were present, but the main effort was made by Ralph Bunche, operating from New York. He maneuvered as he knew best, often deceiving both parties and finally bringing them to the point of compromise. The Syrians withdrew, and the territories they vacated were demilitarized.

Ben-Gurion followed the talks closely and made many of the decisions. He rarely consulted Sharett, but instead preferred the advice of Moshe Dayan and Reuven Shiloah. Ben-Gurion felt that his Foreign Minister spent too much time talking and thinking. Sharett was a rather pathetic figure who paid much attention to both his dress and speech. He was meticulous over the pettiest of details, mostly concerned with his own dignity, and an obedient yes-man to Ben-Gurion, whom he regarded with vast admiration and awe. Sharett was more moderate than Ben-Gurion, more cautious and yielding, and often more judicious. But he rarely stood up for his own opinions; his moderation, caution, flexibility and judiciousness served him mostly in selling Ben-Gurion’s policies. This is what happened in the case of the proposed meeting with Zaim. He himself attached “tremendous importance” to the Syrian leader’s offer to take in refugees, but the decision was not his.58

Reuven Shiloah, like Moshe Dayan, was one of the most interesting people among the policy makers, and like him enjoyed free access to Ben-Gurion. His opinions were generally, though not always, listened to. In the Zaim affair they were not: he had favored the meeting.59 Shiloah too was one of the most important people at that time, but unlike Dayan, he stayed behind the scenes, far from both the media and politics. He tended to keep himself all but invisible, never saying too much, always inquisitive. At the beginning of the War of Independence he was with Ben-Gurion in the “Red House,” the headquarters at that time. He carried out any number of secret missions and was one of the founders of the Israeli Intelligence and Espionage services. He had an analytical and methodical mind and his advice, like that of Moshe Dayan, was always brief and to the point, which Ben-Gurion appreciated.

The negotiations leading up to the armistice agreements were accompanied by a public debate, which reached its climax in the election campaign for the first Knesset. “All the parties are ready to make peace,” stated Moshe Sharett (MAPAI), “and we are all equally ready to continue the war, if peace is not achieved. But the question is whether we should strive for peace on terms which we can live with, or continue to fight for the conquest of the entire country.”60 Menahem Begin (Herut) countered, “There is a peace which leads to war, and there is a true peace, a permanent peace. In Munich, too, ‘peace’ was supposedly won, yet that ‘peace’ led to the worst war of all.”61 Herut objected to giving up any part of the historical Land of Israel, and certainly any part of its western portion, west of the Jordan River. Begin’s speeches were full of nationalist rhetoric: “They have carved up not the territory,” he cried after the agreement with Egypt and before the one with Jordan, “but our very soul!”62 Other members of his party spoke in similar terms. The poet Uri Tsvi Greenberg observed:

Right now we might—without exaggeration, if we’d only been ready in time—be across the Jordan and on the slopes of Lebanon and en route to the Nile. And then, instead of a worthless armistice, we would have obtained peace on very comfortable terms to us. . . . The Rhodes talks . . . are a Jewish tragicomedy. . . . The real Jerusalem is only that which is within the walls. . . . What’s the point of a State of our own without Jerusalem? Abdullah, King of Jerusalem means an Arab Palestine with a temporary, autonomous Jewish ghetto.63

Ben-Gurion replied that it was better to have a Jewish state without all the land of Israel than all the land without a Jewish state. A Jewish state in all the land would be impossible if it wished to be a democracy, he explained—because there were more Arabs than Jews in Palestine. “Would you like in 1949 to have a democratic State of Israel throughout the land; or do you want a Jewish state throughout the land and for us to drive out all the Arabs; or do you want to have democracy in this state?” As for him, he said he preferred a democratic Jewish state, even if it did not possess all the land.64

Yet this was not his line of thinking when he proposed the conquest of the West Bank to the Cabinet. He had assumed then that the Arabs would flee or be driven out, and that Jews would come to take their place, ensuring a Jewish majority in the country. Ben-Gurion frequently adapted arguments, explanations and ideological justifications to the political situation which he had created. Herut, on the contrary, demanded to shape reality to correspond to their ideology, and so did the leftist MAPAM (an acronym of the Hebrew for the United Labor Party), which was formed as a socialist party in 1948, based mainly on the Hashomer Hatsair youth and kibbutz movement. The provisional government included two MAPAM ministers, Mordehai Bentov and Aharon Cizling. With the war going on they tried to smooth over their differences, but the minutes of the provisional government’s meetings show that the MAPAM ministers often adopted clearly oppositional postures which were often more hawkish than those of Ben-Gurion and his party, MAPAI; many of the higher-ranked officers in the army belonged to MAPAM.

MAPAM’s position in those days reflected a rather bizarre mixture of military activism, verging on expansionism, and a deep commitment to Jewish-Arab co-existence in peace. They also fostered an anti-imperialist attitude which was not yet directed against the United States, but focused on Britain, in spite of the fact that Britain’s imperial power was quickly eroding. In their opinion Israel ought to seize the West Bank, and create an independent state for the Palestinian population, which would ensure that it was ruled by “progressive elements,” who would make peace with Israel. To achieve this, the party proposed that Israel recruit Israeli-Arab fighters and help them win a state of their own.65

Ben-Gurion’s response to MAPAM was that it was none of Israel’s business to create a state for the Palestinian Arabs. “We are not contractors for the construction of an independent Arab state,” he said. “We believe it’s the business of the Arabs.”66 In his diary he set forth a simple rule: “Peace with the existing, not the imaginary, Arabs. No war for a Palestinian Arab state, no war to place a particular Arab group in power over it. If such a war is needed, let it be a war between Arabs and Arabs and not with us.”67 IX

In fact, the “existing Arab” was Abdullah, whom Ben-Gurion had little use for. “He’s a worthless man,” he noted in his diary, and once again compared him to Nahum Sokolow.68 Yet the contacts with the King went on steadily. Among other issues, there were discussions about regulation of everyday life in divided Jerusalem. This included the possibility of annexing the Jewish Quarter of the Old City to Israel, and giving Jordan an access road to the Mediterranean. In the course of these negotiations, the King received Moshe Sharett, the Foreign Minister, at his palace, and proposed to come to the Israeli side of Jerusalem to have dinner with Ben-Gurion.69 At one point they drew up a draft for a five-year non-aggression pact.70 On February 13, 1951, Ben-Gurion would write in his diary: “Transjordan is not something natural and lasting, but one man, who may die at any moment.” A week later the King came to pray on the Temple Mount in Jerusalem. An assassin, waiting for him in the crowd, shot him dead.

The armistice agreements put an end to the war that had lasted over a year. Ending it was the most important achievement so far. With the signing of the agreements, Israel was in control of a greater territory than had been allotted to her in the UN Partition Resolution, with far fewer Arab inhabitants than had been projected by the Resolution. The agreement with Egypt referred only to the northwestern part of the Negev; it enabled Israel to occupy its southern part. The agreements with Jordan and Syria also enlarged the state’s territory.X

Yet the agreements left many loopholes. The border along the Gaza Strip was penetrable and permitted the infiltration of terrorists. In time this would generate retaliatory actions, leading, in turn, to renewed warfare. The partition line agreed upon between Israel and Jordan was entirely arbitrary, often in total disregard of the disrupted population on the spot. As a result of this agreement, thousands of Arab villagers found themselves living on the Israeli side of the line, while some of their lands remained on the Jordanian side. On the other hand, some lands belonging to Arabs living on the Jordanian side remained in Israeli hands. The border between the two countries, like the one with Egypt, was easily breached by infiltrators, and the settlements established along the border were exposed to constant harassment. Jerusalem was divided with barbed-wire fences and minefields and rows of windowless structures. There were frequent outbursts of gunfire across the boundary line. Mount Scopus was an isolated Israeli enclave, connected to the other side only by a fortnightly convoy. The Hebrew University buildings and the Hadassah hospital stood vacant and began to crumble. In effect, it was no longer possible to bury the Jewish dead on the Mount of Olives, nor visit the ancient cemetery or the Wailing Wall, even though article eight of the agreement was to allow for this.XI As for the Israeli-Syrian armistice agreement, no one could tell exactly what areas had been marked as demilitarized zones between the two states, and what the demilitarization entailed. In the course of the years there were many outbursts of hostility along this border, and life in the settlements along it was extremely difficult. The new status quo, then, was far from satisfactory, and the longer it continued, the deeper grew the hostility between the Israelis and the Arabs.

Shortly before the signing of the agreement with Syria, Israel and the Arab states were called upon to take part in a “Conciliation Commission,” held in Lausanne, Switzerland, under the auspices of a special UN committee, consisting of representatives from the United States, France and Turkey. The conference produced a plethora of reports, letters and telegrams containing literally tens of thousands of words, but in reality nothing much happened there. Prolonged efforts were required to induce the delegates from Israel, Egypt, Jordan and Syria to agree to an agenda, known as the “Lausanne Protocol.” And that was the extent of it. The Arab states agreed to negotiate with Israel on the basis of the UN Partition Resolution of 1947. Israel responded with the demand that Egypt evacuate the Gaza Strip and Jordan the West Bank—since the UN Assembly had determined that no Arab armies were to remain in the country. The Arabs replied that the problem of the refugees had to be dealt with first—also in accordance with UN Resolutions. Israel maintained that the problem of the refugees had to be solved in the context of an overall peace accord. And so it went. Everybody said exactly what they were expected to say as the talks went round and round in endless circles.
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