T

DE GRUYTER
OLDENBOURG

A POLITIC




Meron Medzini
Golda Meir






Meron Medzini

Golda Meir

A Political Biography

DE GRUYTER
OLDENBOURG



designed to make high quality books Open Access. More information about

An electronic version of this book is freely available, thanks to the support of
.‘.' libraries working with Knowledge Unlatched. KU is a collaborative initiative
the initiative can be found at www.knowledgeunlatched.org

This book is based on the Hebrew original:
Meron Medzini

Golda: Biyografyah Politit

Tel-Aviv: Yediot Aharonot: Sifrei Hemed, © 2008

ISBN 978-3-11-048734-3
e-ISBN (PDF) 978-3-11-049250-7
e-ISBN (EPUB) 978-3-11-048979-8

[®) ev-nc-no |

This work is licensed under the Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial-NoDerivs 3.0
License, as of February 23, 2017. For details go to http://creativecommons.org/licenses/
by-nc-nd/3.0/.

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data
A CIP catalog record for this book has been applied for at the Library of Congress.

Bibliographic information published by the Deutsche Nationalbibliothek
The Deutsche Nationalbibliothek lists this publication in the Deutsche Nationalbibliografie;
detailed bibliographic data are available on the Internet at http://dnb.dnb.de.

© 2008 Yediot Aharonot: Sifre hemed, published by De Gruyter Oldenbourg

This work is licensed under the Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial-NoDerivs 3.0
License.

Cover Image: Golda Meir, © Yedioth Ahronoth Books and Chemed Books

Typesetting: Konvertus

Printing and binding: CPI books GmbH, Leck

Printed on acid-free paper

Printed in Germany

www.degruyter.com



Preface to the English edition

This book originally appeared in Hebrew in 1990 under the name The Proud
Jewess—Golda Meir and the Vision of Israel. Published twelve years after her
death, it was based on sources that were available until the late 1980’s. In those
days many controversial and delicate items were still subject to censorship.
Israel’s population at the time numbered some five million souls. It was clear that
there was a lack of a broad historic perspective to evaluate properly the life and
work of Golda Meir as a major figure that was the product of the Jewish commu-
nity in Palestine during the Mandatory era and later the State of Israel. The first
Hebrew version was an attempt to portray the character of this amazing personal-
ity that at the time seemed to have been forgotten in Israel, although less abroad
where she remained as a much better known figure.

Thirty years after her death and some twenty years after the appearance of
the first version of this biography, my publisher thought the time had come to up-
date the original biography with newly published and opened sources that were
unavailable earlier. Many diplomatic and military documents that were hidden in
archives in various countries were now opened. Israel’s population had grown to
seven million, among them a million Russian Jews who immigrated to Israel from
the former Soviet Union in the last decade of the twentieth century. Many of them
showed much interest in this woman who lit the torch that led to the opening of
the gates and to their immigration to Israel. Many of the younger generation that
grew up in Israel since Golda died in 1978 wondered about her role in the recent
history of the country, and specifically her responsibility for and her role during
the Yom Kippur War, and asked whether what they heard of her was the full and
final historic judgment. The second Hebrew version attempted to confront this
major chapter in her life.

The younger generation that has grown up in Israel in the almost forty years
after her death experienced leaders of another type, maybe some whose “ratings”
were higher than hers, in their much better command of Hebrew, in their political
and military experience. But it is not hard to argue that apart from Menachem
Begin, Yitzhak Rabin in his second term as prime minister and Ariel Sharon,
none of her other successors surpassed her in leadership capability, in under-
standing of the international and regional realities and mainly in her honesty
and integrity, her adherence to her principles and values, her stubbornness and
her patience in sticking to her truth. In certain ways she reminds Israelis of an-
other prime minister who in recent years is being more fully appreciated—Yitzhak
Shamir (1915-2011). Perhaps Begin and Rabin had a greater vision than she, but
this never detracted from her ability to lead Israel during five critical years in its
history and to serve as the supreme commander during the Yom Kippur War.
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VI —— Preface to the English edition

Regrettably, many young Israelis display much ignorance regarding their
past leaders. Ben-Gurion is an airport, Begin is a major highway in Jerusalem,
there are Eshkol streets and neighborhoods in various places in Israel, a theater
and opera performing center in Tel Aviv and a highway in Jerusalem are named
after Golda. Their faces adorn Israel’s currency. When the first edition of the
Hebrew version of this book was published it was intended to my four children
and their generation. The second Hebrew edition was intended for them and my
eight grandchildren so they should know who was Golda Meir, what she did and
what was her place in their history of their land.

The English version will hopefully be read by two additional grandchildren
in Israel and by their generation overseas. By now Israel’s population is over
eight million people. Regrettably, some of Golda’s successors as prime ministers
of Israel have been the subject of police investigations, one of them even went
to prison in 2016 for corruption charges. This led many Israelis to wonder about
the character of those who preceded the native-born Israeli prime ministers who
happily were never interrogated by the Israeli police. This led to a growing inter-
est in the founding fathers and one mother of Israel, both in Israel and overseas.
Testimony to this claim lies in the growing number of biographies written in re-
cent years in Israel and overseas on Ben-Gurion, Sharett, Eshkol, Rabin, Peres,
Shamir, Barak, Sharon and even Netanyahu. One major biography was written
on Golda in Hebrew and five in English, two even in French. This English ver-
sion contains a great deal of new material from sources that appeared in the past
twenty years as a result of the opening up of archives in Jerusalem, Washington,
London, Paris and even Moscow.

It can be safely claimed that many of the earlier assessments of Golda that
appeared in Israel were mostly negative. Now it can be argued that there is a new
evaluation based on newly opened archives. It demonstrates that she wanted
peace and did much to attain it, but she was always somber in her assessments.
Even after the signing of the Israel-Egypt peace treaty in 1979, the Israel-Jordan
peace treaty in 1994 and the Oslo Process that began in 1993, the recognition
of the Palestine Liberation Organization and the acceptance of the two-states
principle, there are a lot of doubts if these historic events will be those that will
bring about a total peace between Israel and its neighbors. It is difficult to argue
with what Golda had written in her memoirs “My Life” in 1975: that the Arab and
Moslem world has not yet accepted the idea of the existence of a Jewish, Zionist,
independent, sovereign state in the heart of the Middle East. Perhaps this will
take many more years and Israel must be prepared for every eventuality. She also
said: “I believe we shall have peace with our neighbors, but I am certain that no
one will make peace with a weak Israel, if Israel will not be strong, there will be
no peace”. She then added: “We shall be able to live here only if we will be ready
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to fight. Our neighbors will not be that charitable to grant us peace”. These words
seem to be valid in 2017.

I am grateful to many who assisted in the funding for the preparation and
research that went into this book. Among them are the Leonard Davis Institute
of International Relations of the Hebrew University in Jerusalem, the Memorial
Foundation for Jewish Culture in New York, the Golda Meir Association headed
then by Yehudit Ronen-Reifen. I am also grateful for the assistance given by
the Israel Government Archives in Jerusalem, the Central Zionist Archives in
Jerusalem, the Pinchas Lavon Labor Movement Archives in Tel Aviv and the Na-
tional Archives of the United States. I am also grateful to Julia Brauch, Monika
Pfleghar and their teams at De Gruyter for initiating this project and seeing it to its
completion, and to Cordula Hubert for her meticulous editing of the English text.

For the sake of full and proper disclosure, I knew Golda Meir since my early
childhood and had the privilege of serving in the Office of the Prime Minister dur-
ing the years Golda served in that capacity as Director of the Israel Government
Press Office in Jerusalem and for a time as Spokesman of the Prime Minister’s
Bureau (1973-1974). My late mother Regina Hamburger-Medzini was probably
Golda’s closest friend from the time they met in the second grade of Public School
4 in Milwaukee, Wisconsin in 1906 until Golda’s death seventy-two years later.
She was also in the small group that immigrated to Israel in 1921. My mother was
an important source for the early years. Over the years I have spoken with scores
of people, who knew and worked with Golda in her various capacities. Some were
members of her family, close friends and colleagues. Most of them preferred to
remain anonymous and I respect their wish. All of them shared with me their
recollections, directed me to sources and enlightened me with their evaluations.
I must also thank hundreds of my students at the Rothberg International School
of the Hebrew University where I have been teaching a course on Israel’s foreign
relations in the past forty-five years. They helped me to better understand many
events and processes. My family bore with much patience the burden involved in
the preparation of two Hebrew and one English versions. Responsibility for the
final product rests of course with me.

Meron Medzini
Jerusalem 2017
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Prologue

An old woman attired in a black suit sat in the fourth row of a small dilapidated
theater in the heart of Tel Aviv. She was surrounded by hundreds of well-wishing
comrades and admirers and could feel the waves of love and esteem flowing from
them and almost enveloping her. Her face was creased with lines, her hair, care-
fully made up in a bun over her large head and prominent nose, was streaked
with silver threads. As always, she wore no make-up. Even as she sat in her chair,
the weight of her age was evident. To many present on that occasion, she looked
tired and drawn. Others felt she looked radiant, full of vitality and life.

To the entire gathering, members of the Israel Labor Party Central Committee,
assembled to elect the party’s candidate for the office of prime minister, vacant
after the premature death of Prime Minister Levi Eshkol, she was the last hope.
Without her, many feared the chances of the Israel Labor Party winning the forth-
coming national elections, due to be held in the fall of 1969, were slim. To remain
in power and to avoid a vicious war of succession were the two main reasons for
bringing back the aged and retired leader and placing on her frail shoulders the
burden of Israel’s highest office.

At 71, officially in semi-retirement for the past year, Golda Meir could not
refuse the call. Tonight, on March 7, 1969, she was being formally elected not only
as the Labor Party’s candidate for the office of prime minister, but also as the
party’s undisputed leader, both positions vacated two weeks earlier by the death
of Levi Eshkol. There was excitement in the air in the shabby theater—people
were looking at Golda with love, bordering on adoration. After all, she was not a
new political entity. In terms of length of service, she was the most senior of all.
From pure political considerations, she was the ideal solution. Without her, it was
argued, the field would be open for an all-out struggle for the leadership between
the two younger contenders—Yigal Allon and Moshe Dayan, both of whom the
party elders did not fully trust, and never felt at home with, certainly not with
Dayan. Golda would unite the party; she would act as caretaker prime minister
until the coming elections, and “and then we shall see what happens”.

Few doubted that she would reject the party’s call. For decades she called
herself a “Child of the Party”, and the command of the party was never to be
refused, its collective wisdom never to be disputed or questioned. The party was
literally her second home since her arrival in Israel half a century earlier. The
party created her and made her famous and in turn was graced by her leadership
and rewarded by five decades of loyal and devoted service.

To most Israelis, the events of that evening came as a great surprise. Some
felt the party was doing something cruel to Golda, unearthing her from a well-
deserved retirement and hoisting her up to the top of the “greasy pole”, to borrow
DOI10.1515/9783110492507-204, © 2008 Yediot Aharonot: Sifrehemed, published by
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a phrase made famous by Benjamin Disraeli a century earlier. But, unknown to
most Israelis and Jews abroad, Golda had been in the running for the office of
prime minister since 1953, when David Ben-Gurion retired temporarily from active
politics and went to the Negev desert to reflect on the fate of the State of Israel,
whose independence he had proclaimed in May 1948. Then the job went to Moshe
Sharett. When Ben-Gurion retired as prime minister for the final time in June 1963,
Golda refused to consider the possibility of succeeding him and was delighted
that the mantle fell instead to Levi Eshkol. But since the summer of 1967, when
rumors about the rapidly declining health of Eshkol began to abound in the inner
circles of the party, she was approached to consider the possibility of succeed-
ing him, an idea she did not turn down. And now, barely ten days after Eshkol’s
death, and heavily pressured by the party, she finally relented and accepted.

She knew well the meaning of the burden of the office, having served in the
cabinet from 1949 to 1966. She understood the special circumstances of Israel,
then in the midst of a prolonged and costly war of attrition against Egypt along
the Suez Canal. She realized fully well that despite its smashing victory in the Six
Days War, Israel was as far from peace as it had ever been, and perhaps farther.
She knew that by assuming the position of prime minister, she would again lose
her privacy and would once more be in the center stage both in Israel and abroad.
She also understood the cruelty and viciousness of Israeli politics—she had been
in the thick of this tough arena for over fifty years.

The discussion on her candidacy lasted three hours. It became evident that
no one truly objected to the idea and most of the speakers could not find the right
superlatives in order to praise her. Even the opponents, mainly the Rafi faction
leaders, preferred not to raise unnecessary objections—why quarrel with the can-
didate who will head the party and government? At last, a veteran Mapai leader,
Akiva Govrin, proposed her nomination, and in the best Labor Party tradition,
she was the only candidate. The vote, too, in the usual style, was almost unani-
mous. There were few abstentions while an overwhelming majority endorsed her
candidacy. When the results were announced, the entire assembly burst into wild
applause and Golda, this time visibly moved, covered her face with both hands
and burst into tears.

Golda cried because she knew she would have to make decisions affecting
the life and death of young men—soldiers of the Israel Defense Force (IDF), and
she thought not only of the men but of their mothers and fathers as well. She
knew she was going to lead a country that on the face of it was still basking under
the sun of the stunning triumph of the Six Day War, but was already torn apart
by the results of that victory, encumbered with territories inhabited by over a
million Palestinian Arabs who detested Israel, Zionism and the Jews. She knew
that Israel was also torn from within by a relentless conflict between orthodox
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and secular Jews; tensions between Sephardi Jews who had arrived in Israel from
North Africa and Arab countries in the early years of statehood, and the more
established Ashkenazim who came from Europe and North America. She knew
there was tension between Israeli Jews and Israeli Arabs, the latter then com-
prising some 16% of the population. There was a growing gap in the standards
of living of the veteran, well-to-do Israelis living in the more affluent sections of
the cities and the kibbutzim, and the less fortunate, clustered in urban slums and
development towns in the periphery. There was increasing bitterness among a
growing number of mainly older Israelis who felt that the country’s new ideals,
those of a consumer-industrial-technological society, were alien to the classical
Zionist spirit and vision of days gone by. Some demanded the return to the pure
idealism of the founding fathers. She, too, was stunned by the rampant consum-
erism that became one of the symbols of the new Israeli society.

But above all, she knew she was taking over a thankless job and would be
blamed for all the faults of the government, party and nation. There would be
no one else to blame but her. In any case, this was not her character. She always
assumed responsibility for her actions, for better or worse.

She may have been bothered by another, more terrible secret which no more
than twenty people in the entire country shared with her. In 1965, her doctors had
diagnosed her with cancer of the lymph glands. Happily, its spread was arrested
without surgery, but cancer became a major factor she would have to live with.
How would she function under pain, under medication? Would her illness affect
her judgment, mind and body, she often wondered. Although her doctors gave her
a clean bill of health and advised her that she would be able to stand the strain
of the new job, should she tell the party and nation how ill she could become?
Could she divulge the nature of her disease? What would happen to the party?
What would happen to the country? For her, the two were virtually synonymous.

But tonight was her great moment. She rose from her seat, made her way
slowly and carefully to the podium and stood there for long minutes, her head
bent, without uttering a word. Then she began to speak, without notes, without
a prepared text. Her voice shook, but it soon became steady as it rose. She spoke
of the terrible responsibility that would now be hers’, she called for unity and
support for her government. As she left the hall in the midst of general jubilation,
the party elders heaved a sigh of relief: they had successfully averted another
crisis, the last thing they needed. Golda felt she could still tender service to the
party, the nation and the Jewish people, and was prepared to give her utmost to
them, which she did.

Five years later, on a cold, windy and rainy day in March 1974, Golda Meir
stood on Mount Herzl in Jerusalem, Israel’s central military cemetery, the coun-
try’s Arlington National Cemetery, attending the annual memorial ceremony for
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fallen soldiers whose places of burial were unknown. She was flanked by Defense
Minister Moshe Dayan and Chief of Staff David Elazar. It was four months after the
terrible Yom Kippur War whose scars were very fresh. Israel was still reeling from
the trauma of the surprise attack by the Syrian and Egyptian armies, the horrible
losses and shattered self-image. Public support for Golda and her government
sunk to its lowest point. Hundreds of mourners gathered. As the rain fell, the mili-
tary chaplain intoned the Kaddish, the prayer for the dead. Around her were rows
and rows of fresh graves—the testimony of the most recent and brutal war. Shouts
were heard from the crowds—“murderers”, “assassins”. Golda did not move a
muscle, although to close observers it appeared that with every shout she winced
and was deeply hurt. Dayan stood frozen. Security men closed in, ready to protect
them, but the crowd did not move. The rain fell and Golda was sheltered by a
woman soldier holding a big black umbrella over her shriveled body. The umbrel-
1a’s color fit the somber mood of the occasion. She lowered her head, as though
unable to look at the eyes of the bereaved families. For the first time in her fifty
years of public life, she lowered her eyes. She could not look at the faces of the
bereaved families. Golda, who was always in need of love, affection and admira-
tion, was now cruelly rejected. The cries seemed to have pierced her like daggers.
Once the idol of the public, she was now a shattered old woman. She barely made
her way back to her car, walking as though in a trance. When she returned to her
office, her face was ashen. A month later she resigned. “I have come to the end of
the road,” she said. For the first time in her life she shied away from a challenge.
Broken in body and spirit, she became a victim of the war. All through the years,
she was imbued with the sense that it was her prime responsibility to provide the
Israeli nation with peace and security. Instead, she realized that she had brought
on a war and a national trauma which could neither be healed nor easily erased.

Judgment of Golda cannot end here. There was far more to her than politics.
She was an extraordinary woman, a great and fascinating leader. Although on the
outside she seemed to be a simple woman, in reality she had a very complicated
personality. She was modest and occasionally self-effacing, yet at times could be
haughty, imperious and domineering. Normally she scorned expressions of esteem
and adoration towards her, but in reality she craved public affection and love,
sentiments that she showered on her family and on close associates. Golda could
also hate and bear malice to her enemies, and there were many. She was magnan-
imous, but at times petty. She symbolized the best qualities of the Jewish people,
but occasionally displayed some of their worst. She was open-minded and she was
biased, she was inquisitive, yet also closed to new ideas which did not fit her past
experience or her views. Initially a revolutionary, she became an arch conservative
as she grew old. She was the object of great deal of irrational admiration, but also
of much sneering and on occasion ridicule. Loving and warmhearted, she could



Prologue =—— XV

on occasion be infuriating to her enemies. The outside world saw her as the nice,
gentle, pleasant and fragile Jewish grandmother. But at the same time she was a
ruthless political animal, possessing and iron will and self-discipline. She was at
once courageous, baffling, exasperating, willful, excitable, calm and serene, mild
and stubborn. She detested criticism and refused to acknowledge errors.

Golda was a woman of enormous contradictions. She exuded a tremendous
inner strength, a serene, rock-like appearance, without histrionics or resorting to
melodramatics; she never had any doubts about her cause or how to achieve it.
But she was also tormented all her life by a sense of inadequacy, of not being up
to the job she held at the time, of lacking adequate education and experience, of
an intellectual inferiority. She could exude an aura of power and authority, yet in
private she was often beset by self-doubts and melancholy. She was a very strong
and brave woman, who bore her many physical afflictions with great patience
and fortitude. Yet she also displayed many signs of weakness. She would occa-
sionally burst into tears, and not always for the theatrical impact. She was very
vulnerable and easily hurt by disparaging words from persons she particularly
admired or appreciated, with David Ben-Gurion at the top of the list.

She was not a versatile woman and did not possess an original or a creative
mind. But she made up for that by being true to her convictions and causes,
defending them relentlessly. She was noted for espousing and explaining her
causes repeatedly at home and abroad, as though believing that the more she
repeated her ideas, the more they would sink in. She preferred to operate on the
basis of her feelings and intuition rather than examine every issue strictly by its
logical content. Intuition is normally the enemy of cold judgment. She was an
impulsive woman, but on occasion she was very calculated and shrewd, clever
and at times sophisticated.

Being a woman of very strong convictions in the righteousness of her cause,
she refused to change her views and her political beliefs, even when faced with
new public moods or a changing political reality. Yet she was clever enough to
realize that at times compromises had to be made, choices determined and deci-
sions taken which would involve concessions. She was known for her tenacity,
clinging to her ideology, but in the end of her career, she failed to appreciate that
she was the prime minister of an Israel that was new and different from the one
that she had dreamed of. She could barely come to terms with new ideas and new
realities as she clung desperately, and at times even pathetically, to the old values
of the founding fathers of Israel.

Her strength was also her weakness. By clinging to her views, she became
inflexible, rigid and stubborn. While ostensibly proud of those traits, she could
not always sense when the time had come for readjustment to be made; when to
adapt to new situations and new leaders.
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She was generous and gentle, devoted and loyal to her family and close
friends, not sparing herself or her waning strength, both physical and emotional.
But she could be biting, sarcastic, cynical and icy. Usually she spoke from the
heart to the heart of her audience, and turned more to their emotions than to
their reason or logic. But she could also be a consummate actress whose gestures,
words and inflection were calculated and sometimes even rehearsed.

Her vocabulary was very limited. Her best ideas were expressed in Yiddish,
the language she grew up on, which she spoke from the heart. English came next,
but she never overcame its intricate structure and her critics said it was limited
to a “several hundred basic words”. She never claimed differently, but with this
limited vocabulary she often did wonders. Hebrew was a poor third, a language
in which she struggled unsuccessfully to express herself. One day she heard that
a close colleague, Abba Eban, sneeringly asked why she used only two hundred
words when her vocabulary consisted of five hundred words that she knew in
Hebrew. She stopped greeting him. Hurt, he asked the reason for her behavior to
which she replied: “With such a limited vocabulary, why should I waste precious
words on you”.

She recognized her lack of formal education in comparison to her peers and
mentors. She always referred to her wisdom as “primitive wisdom”. When she was
about to unleash criticism, she would start off by saying: “Could someone please
enlighten my primitive wisdom”. She knew that the absence of formal higher edu-
cation (apart from two years of Teachers Training College in Milwaukee) was a
liability, but it could be overcome by greater conviction and stronger belief in her
cause. She disliked intellectuals per se, but admired those who belonged to the
generation of the founding fathers of the Labor Movement and the State of Israel.

She was a poor orator, but a wonderful speaker, a highly effective conversa-
tionalist but when reading from a prepared text, she did poorly. Then she often
sounded wooden and hollow. She rarely prepared her speeches, did not make
notes and knew in advance what she was going to say. But as both foreign minis-
ter and later prime minister, she had her speeches written by others and she read
them in a monotonous manner, occasionally giving the impression that she did
not really mean what she said. She could be brief but could also go on at length.

At the time when the founding fathers would orate for four and five hours,
she was known for her brevity. In 1933 she visited her daughter in a summer camp
and was asked to speak. Her daughter Sarah asked her how long she intended to
speak. When Golda said: “half an hour”; Sarah responded: “If you have nothing
to say you should not speak”.

She loved music, mainly classical music and the theater. Movies were also a
major form of entertainment. Reading books was never her great hobby in her last
years. She rarely quoted from classical masterpieces and was never at home with
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the great nineteenth-century Russian, European and even American authors.
She was not known to have read modern Israeli literature, but made a point of
regularly meeting Israeli writers. She was far more at home with newspapers,
and later radio and television were her constant companions. She was a woman
endowed with enormous patience and forbearance, but could not stand fools
near her, although she treated them politely. Unfortunately, fools were many and
her time precious. She often had to make a supreme effort not to appear abrupt
and impatient to those she considered fools.

One of her glaring traits was a sense of pessimism—she tended to see the
darker side of things rather than the brighter side. She made up for this by being
a strong believer in her ideology. She believed fervently in democracy and in the
best tradition of democratic socialism, yet at heart she was an authoritarian who
did not trust the instincts of the masses and did not think they could properly
judge what was best for them.

Like many of her peers, she had “Bolshevik” characteristics. The party and
the Labor Movement were synonymous with the country. What was good for the
party was good for the country, and vice versa. She was a child of the party; it
became her second home, making up for the private one she lacked. She strongly
believed that the party could do no wrong as long as it followed the writs of its
leaders. She was one of the founders and pillars of the leading labor party Mapai,
yet ironically and unwittingly, she did her share to hasten the downfall of her
party in the 1960’s and 1970’s. She lived to see her party triumph as well as to see
it go down in a crushing defeat in May 1977, from which it never recovered. She
may have sensed deep in her heart that her own policies may have contributed
much to the party downfall.

She was a Socialist by deep conviction, but was at her best with the richest
Jewish capitalists in the Diaspora from whom she raised huge sums of money for
Israel. As prime minister she had many problems communicating with Israel’s
working class, while she found common language with the new wealthy class
in Israel, created partly by Labor Party policies. She was never a noted eco-
nomics thinker, but that did not prevent her from being one of the heads of the
Federeation of Trade Unions (the Histadrut) and later a successful Minister of
Labor and Housing.

Golda left the United States at an early age to make a new home and new
life for herself in then Palestine, but nonetheless she retained a soft spot for
America and would often go back to that country which gave her the first taste of
freedom and opportunity. Yet she was never an “American” in the common sense
of the term, perhaps because she may have realized the opportunities offered to
a young Jewish girl in the early 1920’s were very limited. She felt that Palestine
offered much more towards her personal fulfillment and development and later
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an impressive advancement of her career. But in reality she remained a product
of the Eastern European Jewish ghetto with a significant American experience.
She began her political career in the 1920’s by being very much in tune with the
times and the needs of the working class. However, as times went by, she became
increasingly alienated from the needs of the majority of the Israeli people, chiefly
those who came from North Africa and Arab countries—the so-called Sephardi
Jews. They would avenge the years of neglect and slight by ousting the Labor
Party from power in May 1977.

Golda Meir was never obsessed with accumulating political power or per-
sonal wealth and did not strive to gain total control over institutions or people.
Throughout her life, Golda was never preoccupied with status, authority and
honors. She pursued not so much power but recognition. She possessed a very
strong need to achieve, to demonstrate to herself and to those close to her that she
could do any job entrusted to her. Part of her tragedy was that when she reached
the pinnacle of power, she failed to provide a role model and moral inspiration to
those who considered her as their leader. She may have felt that since she com-
manded such compelling causes as the rebuilding of the Jewish state and nation,
and since she wielded enormous influence on Diaspora Jewry, it would somehow
spill over into Israel. On rare occasions did she succeed in elevating, inspiring
and exalting the people of Israel. Her style was never that of the dynamic and
inspiring leadership of Ben-Gurion. She was better at preaching and sermoniz-
ing rather than at exhorting and moving people to action. She had all the traits
required for great leadership—integrity, moral resolve, determination, authentic-
ity and inner conviction and discipline. But as she reached the top—the office of
prime minister, she lacked the physical energy, initiative and the drive to mobi-
lize Israelis at a time when the country seemed to be drifting like a rudderless
ship. Golda held most of the major offices that her country, her party and the
Labor Movement could offer. She acquitted herself with distinction and dignity
in most of them but failed in her greatest test—that of the premiership. She could
inspire some people to follow her lead, her courage and personal example, but
was not always successful in creating enthusiasm for something new because in
her declining years she was opposed to any new social or foreign policy exper-
iments. She achieved huge success in convincing American Jews to contribute
their money, but utterly failed to make them emulate what she did and follow her
to Israel. She was no role model for them.

At an early age Golda broke away from the Jewish tradition—for her Zionism
was a rebellion against the traditional Jewish way of life. In later years, she again
became attached to some aspects of the Jewish tradition and refused to consider
any legislation which would split the Jewish people apart, such as civil marriage
in Israel. For her, tradition meant the orthodox tradition. She was not observant;
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on the contrary, she smoked and drove on the Sabbath, loved nonkosher Chinese
and other food. Her Judaism was not adherence to ritual. It was a religion of
acting on behalf of her people. She started her public life by wanting to change
the situation of her people; later she attempted to conserve and preserve what she
and her colleagues had built and achieved in Israel.

Like other leaders of her generation, she did not separate her private from
her public life. Both were intertwined and this included close and even intimate
relations with some of her colleagues. Moments of frivolity and lightheartedness
were rare. She was a very serious person; there were no pranks and few ribald
jokes in her presence, although she loved juicy gossip. Her self-image was that
of a soldier at her post, always alert, always on guard, ready to repel attacks and
plots of evildoers at home and abroad.

Since she was absolutely certain of her cause and the ways to achieve it,
as time went on, this was transformed into an almost intolerant dogmatism,
coupled by a sense of self-righteousness. Anyone who dissented from her view
was not “one of us”. She believed passionately and uncompromisingly that the
rights of the Jews as a people were above all other rights and that these had to
be asserted unequivocally. She coined the phrase “There is justice, and there
is Jewish justice”. She had enough patience to listen to views of others but
if they deviated from her own, she usually did not accept them as valid. She
could never put herself in the shoes of the Arabs, least of all those of her main
adversaries—Nasser and later Sadat. Even after Israel became the major mili-
tary power in the Middle East after the Six Day War, she continued to speak of
Israel’s weakness and vulnerability. For her, the Jews were and would always be
the underdog.

“Golda is a woman of limited vision”, said Ben-Gurion, “but extremely
clever”. She disliked being referred to as the soft grandmotherly prime minister
of Israel—but she also detested the denigrating remark that she was the “only
man in Ben-Gurion’s cabinet”. When asked to comment on this, she said wryly:
“Men think it’s a compliment”. She saw childbearing as a tremendous privilege.
Unfortunately, her own experiences of motherhood did not turn out to be such
a privilege. On the contrary, she realized early on that she could not have two
careers—motherhood and politics. The choice she made would be a source of con-
stant suffering and the cause of permanent guilty feelings.

Her central and final tragedy was that all through her life she espoused peace
according to Israel’s terms, but was involved in most of Israel’s wars and presided
over the most terrible of them—the Yom Kippur War. She never tired of proclaim-
ing her peaceful intentions, but deep in her heart she did not believe in the reality
or the possibility of a peace with the Arabs that would take into account Israel’s
minimal requirements.
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She was a woman who upheld the need to accept the dictate of the party, to
abide unquestionably by the party’s collective wisdom and decisions, not to push
for jobs or honors. She detested the word “running” for office. In the Labor Party
no one “runs”. People are promoted because of merit, performance, loyal and
devoted service and seniority. Yet, beneath the facade of frailty, she was a very
ambitious woman who thought she could do certain jobs far better than those
who happened to occupy them at the time. She was self-effacing in her constant
refusal to take on new responsibilities, but she was determined in her aspirations
to assume higher positions and greater responsibilities. She never doubted her
ability to handle just about any job in the land, but went through the accepted
ritual of refusing to accept certain positions offered, only to relent afterwards. She
was a very cautious leader, not prone to any great dramatic acts or quick changes
of mood. There were no extreme changes in mood (which were later observed in
Menachem Begin or Moshe Dayan). She was never hyperactive at one moment
and passive or depressive at the next. She was steady, slow in expressing her
thoughts, in becoming angry, but also very slow in forgetting or forgiving real or
imagined slights.

She was a product of her time. She had the chance to participate in and shape
events as much as some of them created her. Her life was inexorably tied to the
growth and development of Zionist Socialism, the Labor Movement in Palestine,
the Histadrut, the Hagannah underground defense organization, the Jewish
Agency and the Government of Israel. She played a central role in all of them. In
the process, both she and they grew and developed. However, as she reached the
top, her own development ceased, her growth stopped and curiosity waned. Her
age began to take its toll.

For Golda and for Israel it was a great tragedy that she had reached the apex
of her power and influence at the advanced age of seventy-one. By then it was
too late for her to change, adjust and capture the new mood of the country, the
regional and global changes. This was her greatest moment of achievement, and
also her great moment of failure. Deep inside she understood this, but she was
too old and set in her ways to change. She refused to acknowledge that her energy
was beginning to wane and the job had become onerous. Time was running out.

As she became the object of international adulation, she also became the
target of growing criticism and impatience at home. Foreigners failed to under-
stand why she commanded such respect abroad while there was growing skepti-
cism at home over her capability to lead the country in turbulent times.

A woman of enormous contradictions, she became the mother of her nation,
the grandmother of the Jewish people. She was among those who dominated the
central arena of Yishuv and Israeli politics for half a century for better or for worse.
She personified the embattled and determined Israel, surrounded by enemies set
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to destroy the last hope of the Jewish people. No one could remain unaffected by
the strength of her personality, not one could be indifferent or apathetic to her.
This is her story.






1 Origins (1898-1906)

Golda Meir was a classic product of the Eastern European Jewish ghetto, of the
small town known as the shtetl, of debilitating misery and harsh existence,
of a shabby life and a daily struggle for survival. Her family originated from
White Russia, that marshy area around Pinsk, bordered by two rivers—Pripyat
and Pina, where Jews eked a bare livelihood from fishing, portage and trading
with the local peasants and middle class, acting as middlemen for both. The
dominant personality in the family was her great-grandmother, after whom she
was named. Great-grandmother (bobbe) Golda was known to have possessed a
“man’s head”. She apparently had good common sense, was very orthodox and
sought to meddle in the lives of all who surrounded her, a task in which she
succeeded hugely.

For decades, Golda Meir’s mother, Blume, suffered a great deal under the
heavy-handed tyranny of great-grandmother Golda. In later years she attempted
unsuccessfully to play a similar role. Golda’s maternal grandfather, Menachem
Naidich, was a yeshiva student, serious and stern, who barely left an impres-
sion on his granddaughter. Her father, Moshe Mabovich, was an orphan when
he arrived in Pinsk. His father had served in the Czarist army for thirteen years,
but managed to remain a Jew by shunning meat. Mabovich was one of thirteen
children, of which only three survived, a common phenomenon in those days. He
was sent to study at the well-known and prestigious yeshiva (religious school) in
Slonim that produced some of the greatest Jewish minds in the past two centu-
ries. But this was not for him, neither financially nor spiritually. He preferred to
learn a trade and became a carpenter’s apprentice.

Seventy years later, when Prime Minister Golda Meir had an audience with
Pope Paul VI in the Vatican, one of her aides mentioned to her hosts that she
was a carpenter’s daughter. A Vatican official responded solemnly: “Carpenters
are highly respected here”. Unfortunately, Mabovich was not respected and he
barely made a living. When he courted Blume, he encountered vehement opposi-
tion from her mother who ruled that there had never been an artisan in the family
and she saw no reason to change this tradition. Grandmother Golda had other
ideas. She decreed that he could marry Blume and that it was no disaster that
Mabovich was a carpenter as long as he was a mensch (a decent human being).
She, of course, prevailed and the marriage was arranged. Blume was the eldest of
eight children, six sisters and two brothers. Her own mother, Pessia-Feigel, Golda
Meir’s grandmother, was, according to Golda’s older sister Sheina, the chronicler
of the family history, an ordinary woman who led a difficult existence and was
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constantly complaining and bickering, with one exception—no bickering on the
Sabbath and Jewish holidays.'

Once married, Blume began to produce children. She bore eight, of which
three girls survived. Death was a common occurrence among adults, but most
often among babies. One of Sheina’s early memories was the death of great-
grandmother Golda, at the ripe old age of 90, after having ruled the family with
an iron hand for decades. On a Friday morning, Bobbe Golda asked to be washed
and dressed in a clean shift. Before the Sabbath, she sent for the rabbi and spoke
briefly with him, then turned her face to the wall and fell silent. On Saturday
morning she opened her eyes, summoned the entire family to her bedside and
blessed them. She died after sunset.?

Shortly after Blume married Moshe Mabovich, their eldest daughter Sheina
was born and survived. Her birth convinced Mabovich that living with his in-laws
was too much of a burden. Besides, although he was becoming better at his trade,
he failed to find a decent, well-paying job. He decided to leave his wife and child
with her parents, and moved to Kiev to seek a change. But that was a mistake. He
had no residence permit for Kiev and was briefly arrested once before a permit
was arranged. He then sent for his wife and child. Sheina recalls in her memoirs
that life in Kiev was miserable. He was barely making a living and the family con-
stantly moved from one house to another, each one worse than its predecessor.
Her mother became increasingly impatient with her lot and often quarreled with
Mabovich who was mostly at home without work.’

A baby boy was born but survived only a few weeks. He caught a cold and was
treated by his mother with folk medicine. She had him swabbed in cloth sprayed
with terpentine and hog fat, causing the baby to die of asphyxiation. Once recov-
ered, Blume took a job as a nursemaid while Mabovich established a carpentry
shop in their tiny one-room apartment which also contained a miniature kitchen.
The shop failed and Blume became despondent. Sheina was not sent to a public
school and only briefly attended a Jewish school (cheder). Both parents agreed that
girls did not require education, thereby adhering to the accepted Jewish norms.*

It was into these harsh circumstances that Golda Meir was born in Kiev on
May 3, 1898 when Sheina was nine. She came to the world after numerous failed
attempts by her parents to have children who would survive. Golda was born with

1 This chapter is based on the following: Sheina Korngold, Memories, Tel Aviv, 1966; Golda Meir,
My Life, Tel Aviv, 1975; Golda Meir, The House of my Father, Tel Aviv, 1970; Menachem Meir, My
Mother Golda Meir, New York, 1983; Marie Syrkin, Woman with a Cause, New York, 1963.

2 Korngold, Memories, p. 16.

3 Ibid., pp. 2024

4 Tbid., p. 28.
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the help of a midwife and was named after her great-grandmother. She devel-
oped well and as a baby demanded much attention, making Sheina extremely
jealous, a situation that would last a lifetime and had far-reaching effects on
Golda’s future development. Sheina was now forced to do the chores of looking
after Golda and later wrote: “Whatever Golda wanted, she could easily obtain”.
She also noted that Golda was a pretty child. Seeking attention would also be a
typical Golda trait.’

For a while the family lived in a three-room house, the largest room set aside
for the carpentry. There was also a well-lit kitchen and a bedroom. The family,
which now consisted of the parents and two daughters, was soon joined by
Moshe’s mother, grandmother Tsippy, who came and stayed. Tsippy decided she
did not want free meals, so she earned her living by running the household and
thus coming almost at once into a conflict with her daughter-in-law Blume. There
were constant arguments on how the house should be run, over expenses, food,
what went for clothing and how to raise the girls. Golda’s earliest memories were
of endless arguments between her mother and grandmother and later, between
the mother and Sheina. Tsippy was a restless woman, always busy, forever
moving, cleaning, dusting, cooking and sewing. She hated idleness. Golda inher-
ited these traits. In later years she could rarely sit still without doing something.

Tsippy, Blume and Sheina emerge from existing memoirs as very unhappy
women, highly restless and discontent, for whom life was a constant ordeal they
had to go through without much hope of improvement. From those early days
Golda remembered the poverty, the freezing winters, on occasion hunger and
fear. As food became scarce, Blume found work peeling potatoes in a nearby
restaurant in return for a glass of milk which went to feed Golda. Another baby
boy was born and died after a month.

Sheina recalled Golda as a pretty, well developed child, but noted that
something was missing: there was a veil of sadness on her face. She had no toys,
no dolls to play with. From early on she displayed another well-known trait—
stubbornness. Tension between the two sisters started early. Sheina began to
educate herself by reading from books she brought to the house. Golda was
interested in the pictures and would take the books away from Sheina. One day
she tore a page out of a book causing a crisis. Sheina was about to hit her when
she was rescued by her mother. From then on, Sheina hid her books away from
curious Golda.®

5 Ibid., p. 40.
6 Ibid., pp. 40-42.



4 —— 1 Origins (1898-1906)

The arrival of a new baby girl, Tsipke (Clara), when Golda was three and
Sheina twelve, changed the household routine. All affection was now show-
ered on Tsipke—after all, she survived after so many natal disasters. Sheina now
assumed responsihility for Golda while Blume was busy with Tsipke. Golda was
no longer the baby—a change in her status. In the process of looking after Golda,
Sheina became her surrogate mother. She now guided Golda in her reading and
was later responsible for her initiation into Zionist and Socialist ideologies and
activities. Years later, when Golda outshone her sister, this was a cause of much
bitterness and resentment on the part of Sheina.

Already at this early stage, Golda craved love, affection and approval. Later,
she sought admiration and praise. This she never got at home—neither from
her parents nor from Sheina. “Sheina remained one of the great influences of
my life—perhaps the greatest, apart from the man I married”, Golda wrote years
later. “By any standards, she was an unusual person and for me she was a shining
example—my dearest friend and my mentor. Even late in life...in fact Sheina was
the one person whose praise and approval, when I won them, which was not
easy, meant the most to me”.” Rare were the moments in which Sheina did praise
Golda, more frequently she found fault with Golda’s way of life. She criticized her
priorities, the way she raised her children, her friends. There was some validity to
these feelings. In later years Golda often left her two children under Sheina’s care,
especially when she had to travel abroad. On some of these occasions Sheina
would act like a martyr causing Golda much pain and sense of guilt. For her part,
she lavished love and affection on Sheina’s children as though they were her own
and cared for her sister in her declining years.

In Pinsk she experienced the only event in her life that came close to a pogrom.
Rumors spread in town of an impending pogrom. Golda and Tsipke were taken
upstairs and placed under the care of friendly neighbors. Mabovich boarded the
house door with wooden planks. Blume boiled water in preparation for a long siege
and Sheina armed herself with a kitchen knife. Golda remembered the feeling of
helplessness, the cowering, the fear, the impotence, all because they were Jews,
and as such were under the protection of no one. Even then she realized they were
different, vulnerable and utterly at the mercy of whoever wanted to harm them.
She never saw a real pogrom, Jews being killed and houses burned or looted. But
that experience was etched in her mind until her last days. She often claimed that
it was a major influence on her decision to bring about a change in Jewish exis-
tence. At this early age she already understood the meaning of “us” (Jews) versus
“them” (Goyim—Gentiles) and these identities accompanied her all her life.

7 Meir, My Life, p. 17.
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From her early childhood she retained other bitter memories—of mud, dust
and dirt, the swamps and spring floods, the filth and flies, which haunted her
for the rest of her life. She became obsessively addicted to cleanliness which she
relentlessly pursued and demanded of others. Psychologists claim that this is a
clear sign of the absence of love and warmth at home. Even when she was foreign
minister and prime minister, she would continue to wash her underwear and the
dishes in the kitchen late at night, long after the last guest departed, even though
she had staff to do this for her. She claimed that she did her best thinking while
washing dishes or her hair, some of the few moments when she was alone and
could fully concentrate. She detested untidiness in speech, dress, behavior and
action. She also hated inaction and passivity, to her signs of Jews hiding from the
roaring Cossaks taunting the frightened Jews.

At home the bickering never stopped. As she watched her grandmother,
mother and older sister arguing for hours over trivial matters, she was determined
that this would not happen to her. She abhorred discord and preferred concil-
iation over conflict, resolving problems rather than exacerbating them. I have
a rule in my life, she once said, if you can arrange matters without a scandal,
arrange them, so that you can restore balance and peace of mind.?

Before she celebrated her fifth birthday, the family moved to Pinsk where
Mabovich, for unknown reasons, was under the impression that he was going
to improve his lot. Pinsk was then a major center of Jewish learning and political
action, a cradle of Zionism. The family now lived with grandparents Naiditch. But
as things did not improve, Mabovich slowly mulled over the logical conclusion
reached by millions of Jews at the time: he would emigrate to America. He was
neither a Zionist, nor a Socialist, and he never had any intention of assimilating
into the hostile non-Jewish environment. There remained one avenue of escape,
to try his luck across the Atlantic Ocean. As was the custom of the time, he would
go first, leaving his family behind, save some money and send ship tickets for
them to follow. When he left for America Golda was barely five, Clara one and
Sheina—fourteen. Now there began a period known as “life of paper”, waiting for
letters from America to arrive. For the next three years the family was without a
father. This left an imprint on Golda and made it easier for her to accept the fact
that her children could be without their mother for long periods when she trav-
eled abroad, leaving her children in the care of her sister.

It was Sheina who introduced Golda to Zionism. Sheina made her own way
to Zionism when she became a member of a small youth group with ten other
high school students who met at the home of Chaya Lichtenstein, the sister of the

8 Yitzhak Rafael, I did not Win the Light from Nothing, Jerusalem, 1981.
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rising Zionist leader and future first president of Israel, Chaim Weizmann. In the
style of the times, they formed a circle, or study group, discussing and arguing
over political and social issues, anti-Semitism, the Jewish Question. They also
read forbidden pamphlets dealing with revolutionary ideas. Meetings were held
in secret, sometimes in the synagogue after Sabbath services. This may have been
the source of Golda’s future insistence on secrecy. Her dictum was: what you don’t
have to publicize, don’t. On rare occasions meetings were held at the Naiditch
home where Golda, age seven, participated in her first illegal political meeting.
Increasingly the group’s discussions focused on the perennial question “What is
to be done?”

One answer was Zionism, the response of a tiny minority among Jews. It
meant the eventual creation of a Jewish homeland in its ancient patrimony, Pal-
estine. Another road was to pursue the social-revolutionary movement of Russia
which called for a revolutionary overthrow of the Czarist regime, its replace-
ment by a Socialist rule and thus, they believed, an end to anti-Semitism. Many
young Jews were attracted by a synthesis of both ideologies and became Zionists-
Socialists. For them, the establishment of a Jewish State would be incomplete
unless it would become Socialist. In July 1904 the founder of modern Zionism,
Theodore Herzl, died in Vienna. His death came as a shock to millions of Jews.
Golda recalled that an aunt came to their home in tears: Herzl was dead. “I have
never forgotten the stunning silence with which we received the news. My sister
Sheina wore black clothes from that day until we arrived in America two years
later”.’ Sheina’s involvement with Zionism and socialism led to renewed tensions
with Blume. Attendance at illegal political meetings could lead to arrest and pos-
sible deportation to Siberia. Blume was terrified of the long arm of the Czarist
police and its secret agents. By then Sheina was a determined young woman with
a mind (and tongue) of her own and resisted her mother. In her memoirs Golda
wrote that Sheina preached to her: “There is one way to do anything: the right
way”. At fifteen, Sheina was already a perfectionist, a young woman who lived
according to her principles, whatever the price, a severe taskmaster, stern and
austere. Sheina did her own thing and continued to attend the meetings. Golda
learned a simple lesson which would stand her in good stead for the rest of her
life—if you persist, you eventually get your way."

The two sisters were still at loggerheads, usually over trivial matters such
as books. Golda became increasingly curious and inquisitive. She managed to
obtain a notebook into which she copied the alphabet letters from prayer books

9 Amos Eilon, Herzl, Tel Aviv, 1977, p. 440.
10 Meir, My Life, p. 20.
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she found in her grand-parents home. Her mother was not convinced of the use-
fulness of Golda learning to read and write. Fortunately for Golda, Sheina once
again took over her initial education, teaching her the rudiments of arithmetic,
reading and writing.

From America, Mabovich wrote that he had arrived in New York, but not
finding work there, the Hebrew Immigrant Aid Society (HIAS) suggested that he
move west to a city called Milwaukee in the state of Wisconsin, which both he
and his family had never heard of. The HIAS social worker convinced him that his
chances of getting work there were far better than in New York and supplied him
with a rail ticket. Once in Milwaukee, he did find work with a railway company
and started saving money to bring his family over.

Back in Pinsk, Blume began working as a confectioner in a bakery and once
again moved with her daughters to a one-room apartment with a tiny kitchen
attached. It was in the poor section of Pinsk, on an unpaved dirty lane. Now
they existed under the expectation that soon money would arrive and the entire
family would travel to the Goldene Medina (the Golden Country). Letters from
Milwaukee were increasingly more cheerful. Mabovich wrote that he found a job,
settled down and would soon send for them. Soon he was able to save enough
money. Just after Passover 1906, there was a tearful departure scene at the Pinsk
railway station as Blume and her three daughters embarked on the long trek to
America.

Leaving Russia at the time meant forging documents, contacting smugglers
who would get the family across the border into Austria and put them on the
train to Vienna. The smugglers stole or lost the few belongings the family pos-
sessed. They managed to escape unnoticed from Russia and headed to Vienna
and from there to Antwerp. Throughout the ordeal, Sheina noted that Golda was
very quiet and serious. Golda recalled that Tsipke cried incessantly, mostly during
the two days they spent in a freezing shack near the Russian-Austrian border."
In Antwerp they contacted a HIAS representative who arranged lodgings and
clothing. Antwerp was the first major Western European city Golda encountered
and it impressed her greatly. It was clean, neat, bustling and also full of well-
dressed orthodox Jews. But there was not much time for sightseeing. Passage was
booked on a lower-deck cabin for eight on one of the many immigrant steamers
that plied the Atlantic, which did not even have a dining section. Of the entire
family, Golda did not suffer from seasickness. In the future she would be a very
good traveler in cars, ships, trains, airplanes and even helicopters.

11 Ibid.; Korngold, Memories, pp. 74-86.
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The crossing took two weeks and the ship docked in Quebec City, thereby
sparing the family the ordeal of going through New York and Ellis Island. From
Quebec City they took the train to Montreal and from there to Chicago, finally
arriving in Milwaukee in early June 1906. This would be Golda’s home for the next
fifteen years.

What remained in her memory of her childhood in Eastern Europe? How did
those years shape her character and personality and world outlook? As she grew
older, Golda would often go back to her early childhood and ruminate about those
formative years of her life, pouring out stories about grandparents and parents.
In those years, when she herself was already a grandmother, she was far more
charitable to her parents. She described her mother as “copper-haired, pretty,
energetic, bright and far more sophisticated and enterprising than my father, but
like him, a born optimist and very sociable”.”? Her father, too, “was optimistic,
much given to believing in people, unless and until proven wrong, a trait that, on
the whole, was to make his life a failure in worldly terms”."

Golda was very honest when she described the world of the shtetl as a mis-
erable place:

The shtetl, reconstructed in novels and films, which has become known today in places
my grandparents never even heard of, that gay, heart-warming, charming shtetl on whose
roofs fiddlers eternally play sentimental music, has almost nothing to do with anything
I remember. The poverty-stricken, wretched little communities in which Jews eked out a
living, comforting themselves with the hope that things would somehow be better one day
and with their belief that there was a point to their misery."

The shtetl was the place where she grew up without much parental love and
affection. Her parents were just too busy making a bare living to worry about
their second daughter. In any case, during her formative years, her father never
wielded any authority at home, and for years he was away in America. She was
left to the care of her older sister who was already growing jealous of Golda. She
does not recall moments of endearment, of parental expressions of approval and
satisfaction or praise about what she was doing, or being coddled, tucked in and
told bedside stories, or of any guidance and instructions from them or from her
grandparents. She missed that affection very much, and would find it for the first
time years later when she left home with the man she would marry. But during
those childhood years, the impressions Golda remembered of her elders was of a

12 Meir, My Life, p. 12.
13 Ibid., p. 12.
14 Ibid., p. 15. See also Yossi Goldstein, Golda—A Biography, Beer Sheba, 2012, pp. 11-16.
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tough, grim, severe mother, a querulous and domineering grandmother, a useless
father and a strong-willed older sister.

Growing up in a home where women set the tone and where the men did not
really play a meaningful role and her father even failed to provide for his family,
she saw nothing unique about a woman such as herself, rising slowly to posi-
tions of power and influence. From her early childhood she craved for harmony
and stability, even though in later years she would not always shun conflict or
confrontation she preferred to avoid them. Her childhood experiences taught
her the need for law and order, stability, and security and assured income as
the basis for a working social and political order. But there remained for many
years a sense of insecurity, at times verging on fear. She managed to overcome
that haunting feeling of insecurity years later, but she always retained a sense of
her own inferiority. She was a shy girl, not aggressive, non-combative, perhaps
because she grew up in a home full of tension, conflict and insecurity, coupled
with hunger, poverty and physical fear of the outside, non-Jewish world. Basi-
cally she had a lonely childhood with almost no games, fun or laughter. She never
sought to emulate her parents who certainly were not role models, or her older
sister who became, for all intents and purposes, a mother substitute. She had, as
Ben-Gurion sneeringly remarked years later, “a difficult childhood”. She never
looked back at her early years with nostalgia. They were never the good old days.
They were in fact the very bad old days of hunger, fear, cold and dirt, and a barren
emotional life, where the need for parental love and affection went unfulfilled.
Rewards were never given, criticism often voiced. When she became a mother,
all this would change. She would be a far better mother, but she also became an
absentee mother. Years later, she would jokingly speak of the old country, but
in fact referred to the United States and not to Russia. She never went back to
Pinsk and Kiev, not even when she served as Israel’s Minister Plenipotentiary in
Moscow in 1948-1949. This was mainly because the Soviet Government forbade
any such travel; but also because she had no interest in going back to her roots.
They ceased to interest her the moment the family left for America. She would
always look ahead to new challenges rather than linger on the past. She had no
illusions about her Eastern European roots. She was never ashamed of them, nor
was she proud of this Diaspora way of living. It had to be changed. There would
be few who would understand the need to transform the Jewish condition and
would later bring it off successfully. Golda would be one of them.
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The Mabovich family, according to current statistics, were four of the
153,748 Russian Jews who immigrated to the United States in 1906, seeking a
new life in a new country. But for the majority, at least during their first years
in America, they exchanged one ghetto for another. In the case of the Mabov-
iches, they moved from the shtetl of Pinsk to the shtetl of Milwaukee. For those
immigrants who had no relatives to welcome them to America, the process of
integrating in the new country proved to be very difficult and prolonged. The
lucky ones joined relatives who preceded them to America, and managed better
by having a close relation help them overcome the initial culture shock involved
in the process of their transplantation from Russia to America.

Golda’s first shock was how her father looked as he met the weary travel-
ers at the Milwaukee railway station. “He seemed changed. Beardless, American
looking, in fact a stranger”, she wrote in her memoirs.' She then took her first
automobile ride from the station to the one-room apartment Mabovich rented
from another immigrant family. The American dream was far from being realized
on that first day. In fact, from now on, with the exception of school, she would
be surrounded by Yiddish-speaking Eastern European Jewish immigrants who
lived in almost the same squalor and poverty she had hoped they had left behind
forever in Pinsk.

In the three years since he had arrived in America, Mabovich had been
unable to advance himself economically. He did find odd jobs as a carpenter and
was able to save a little, much of which he used to bring his family over. Like
many other Jewish workers, he joined a labor union and even an Orthodox con-
gregation, but was active in neither. His English was virtually non-existent and
Yiddish continued to be the spoken language at home until Golda enrolled at
public school and was forced to learn English in order to comprehend her studies.
For the eight-year old Golda, America appeared to be a place of great adventure
and unlimited opportunities, provided one had ambitions and language skills.
In comparison, Sheina rebelled almost from the first day. She refused to dress
in the modern “American” dress her father bought her in Shuster’s Department
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Store the day after they arrived.” It was harder for her to learn English at age sev-
enteen, and she spoke it with a very heavy accent to her last days. Being 17, she
was expected by her parents to help in the house until she would find a suit-
able match and marry. Steeped in Socialist ideology, Sheina could not see herself
stuck in a house with a dominant mother and a passive father. Years later, in an
interview with Julie Nixon, the younger sister Clara noted: “My father was really
a wonderful person but he simply was not successful”.’ As a result their mother
developed an obsession: her daughters should marry a good provider in order to
escape the poverty. Until then they should remain at home.

Writing in “The World of Our Fathers”, Irving Howe noted that when it came
to women, American and Jewish expectations pointed in one direction—marriage
and motherhood. The most desirable job for a Jewish girl was teaching. But this
meant she had to be supported through teachers training college, a two-year
course. Other options were clerical jobs such as filing and typing, sales clerk in
a big department store or staying at home. Some girls rebelled or “were drawn to
the revolutionary thought they had a right to an autonomous selfhood”.* While
Sheina was constantly restless, Golda was enrolled in second grade at Public
School no. 4 and began to do well.

Shortly after their arrival, the family moved to a new apartment on Vliet
Street in the heart of the Jewish ghetto. It consisted of a large store that soon
became a grocery shop run by Blume, and two large rooms behind the store. The
grocery became the focus of the family life and the source of their meager income.
Mabovich tried his luck as a contractor but was often out of work. Whoever could
help in the store was enlisted. Initially that meant Sheina and later Golda, both
of whom detested it and felt like servants locked up in their place of servitude.’

By the end of 1906, Golda had picked up rudimentary English and made
two life long friendships with Sarah Feder and Regina Hamburger, two Eastern
European immigrant children like herself. Half of their class at P.S. 4 consisted of
non-Jews, mainly of German origin, with whom there was virtually no contact. At
this time, Sheina had had enough of wrangling with their mother and left home,
renting a room nearby, and to the dismay of her parents found a job. Her depar-
ture meant that Golda was now needed in the store more often, which became the
cause of endless friction between her and Blume. Golda was often absent from
school and on occasion a truant officer would appear at the Mabovich home to
inquire about the cause of her absences. She was able to make up for her absences

2 Korngold, Memories, p. 88.

3 Julie Nixon, Special People, New York, 1978, p. 19.

4 Irving Howe, The World of Our Fathers, New York, 1976, pp. 265-267.
5 Korngold, Memories, p. 90.
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by applying herself diligently to her school work and was noted and encouraged
by her teachers to study harder. They realized she had an inquisitive mind which
she often displayed by asking many questions.

During the summer vacations, from age ten, she and Regina worked as sales-
girls at Gimbel’s Department Store in downtown Milwaukee, earning three dollars
a week, which they handed over to their mothers. They even denied themselves
the five-cent car-fare and walked to the store, a forty-five minute walk each way.
This was Golda’s first experience as a working girl and it taught her the meaning
of clocking in, rigid hours, arbitrary firing, being harassed by foremen and the
need to be nice to unpleasant customers.

To make up for the barren cultural-spiritual life at home, she developed
reading habits which brought Regina and her to the nearby public library a
number of times a week. They read the classics “War and Peace”, “Anna Karenina”
and other 19" century Russian writers—Gogol, Chechov, Dostoyevsky. They read
French writers—France, Hugo, Maupassant, and the English novelists Galswor-
thy, Wells, Dickens and topped this with American writers—Mark Twain, Sinclair
Lewis, Nathaniel Hawthorne and others. There was much time for reading at
night or when the store was closed. In later years Golda did not quote the clas-
sical writers in her speeches but kept up her reading well into her forties. After
that she was too busy to enjoy a good book. Golda continued to do well at school
and soon climbed to the top of the class. Her strength was not in her written work
but rather in oral communication. Even at this tender age she was able to explain
complicated matters in a simple language and delve into the heart of the matter
at once. This would serve her well throughout her public career. Unlike other girls
her age, she did not keep a diary and was not a good letter writer. What remains,
however, are many postcards and few long letters, which separated her from her
contemporaries in the future leadership of Israel. This did not mean she was not
introspective. But she was not interested in putting down her thoughts on paper,
lacked the sense of history and the need to record history and later her own role
in making history. Writing was seen by her at times as idleness and waste of time
instead of achieving something concrete.

Hers was a childhood with books, but no fun and games and little music.
As she grew older, Golda was taken by her older sister to lectures, concerts and
poetry readings. She would justify this to Blume by saying that the lecturers were
all known Jewish writers and poets, some of them were at times put up by her
family in their apartment. Her mother may have thought this would be a nice
way to meet the right man and eventually marry. Her parents did not encourage
Golda to read, they preferred to see her finishing elementary school and work
at the store. On rare occasions, when Golda was a nuisance, her mother would
say: “Take a book in your hands and sit and read”. But more often Blume would
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complain: “Always with her nose stuck in a book”. There was little encourage-
ment at home to do better in school. In any case, her parents could not help her
because they barely spoke English. In the absence of parental guidance, Golda
tried to learn from visitors who would come and stay in their apartment, usually
emigrants from Pinsk. Some claimed distant relationship, others mutual acquain-
tances. Most of them were simply making their first steps in America and needed
a temporary roof over their heads. The common language was Yiddish. The only
one who now spoke English almost fluently was Golda. She would help people
fill out forms for job applications. She learned how to help people and explained
to them the American reality of how to get a job, joining a labor union and what
happened if they fell ill or were dismissed. She began to develop a special instinct
to help needy people.

The little she knew about labor unions was explained to her by her father.
Since this was America, there was no fear of pogroms or for physical safety. The
family conversation revolved more about school, the store, and gossip. The local
and Jewish political dimension was provided as usual by Sheina. She once again
opened up for Golda the world of Zionism and socialism. In 1906, the year of
their arrival in Milwaukee, a number of Jewish intellectuals from Eastern Europe
founded the Milwaukee branch of Poalei Zion (The Workers of Zion), the Zion-
ist-Socialist organization founded in Russia a year earlier.® Poalei Zion’s ideol-
ogy was not revolutionary but rather an evolutionary approach to the resolution
of the Jewish Problem. The spiritual father of this body was Dov Ber Borochov
(1881-1917), whose ideology was based on Marxism, historical materialism
mixed with Zionism. Analyzing the Jewish fate, led him to conclude that the only
normal basis for this people was its own national territory, since the source of the
anomaly of Jewish life was the absence of such territory. This accounted for the
many distortions in Jewish life. Being a Socialist, he argued that the absence of a
national territory of their own meant that Jewish workers lacked a strategic base
for class struggle that would eventually liberate the working class and humanity
as a whole. Only the concentration of all Jews in their own country, in Palestine,
would enable the creation of a national Jewish economy and the development of
a Jewish working class.

He claimed that Jewish immigration to Palestine was a necessity created by
the existing situation of the Jews and it would be a major factor in the fulfill-
ment of Zionism. As the working class in the world had a role to play in liberating
human society, the Jewish worker too would liberate his own people. Zionism for

6 Lewis Switchkow and Lloyd Gertner, History of the Jews in Milwaukee, Philadelphia, 1963,
pp. 235-255
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Borochov was as inevitable as socialism. The goals of Poalei Zion were the fulfill-
ment of socialism and the establishment in Palestine of a Zionist-Socialist society,
just, equal, progressive, defending itself by its own means, speaking Hebrew,
returning to the soil and not exploiting others, and finally creating the required
institutions to implement these lofty goals. It is unlikely that at this tender age
Golda was able to grasp the intricacies of this ideology. Sheina did her best to
explain to her its rudimentary points.

In Milwaukee, the local Poalei Zion branch was initially engaged in raising
funds for educational institutions such as the Folk Schule where workers would
be educated.’” For the young emigrants, the movement became the focus of their
otherwise dreary lives. It gave them something to do with their spare time, they
could listen to speakers and hold discussions, meet similar-minded people,
argue late into the night (in Yiddish), hold picnics and raise funds. Among their
projects was a library with Yiddish, English and Hebrew books in addition to
Russian volumes. Some of the meetings were held at the Mabovich home and
Moshe joined the movement but was never active. His daughter Sheina became
the central figure in the branch.

Among the silent observers of the proceedings was young Golda, barely ten
years old, who stayed up late at night to absorb new ideas and listen to endless
debates. When she failed to understand, Sheina was there to explain to her the
intricacies of Marxism. At age 14, Golda, now well-developed with an expressive
face, brown eyes and a stubborn mouth, joined Poalei Zion in her own right.

At the end of 1912, a major argument erupted at home over the issue of her
attending high school. She did very well in elementary school, earning high grades
in most of the subjects. Blume was not impressed and pursued her main goal,
how to find the right man for Golda when the time would come. By then a major
development occurred at home. Sheina developed a touch of tuberculosis and
was sent to Denver, Colorado, up in the Rocky Mountains, to convalesce. Golda
now had to shoulder greater responsibilities at home. At this time she began to
demonstrate her organizing skills. Together with Regina, she established an asso-
ciation they grandly called “American Young Sisters Society”, designed to help
purchase textbooks for needy girls. At twelve she already held a fundraising event
that was even mentioned in the local press. This was her first taste of fundraising
and in later years she would be among the top fundraisers for the Histadrut, the
labor movement and later for Israel.

After lengthy arguments she was able to convince her mother to let her enroll
at the North Division High School. Her own memories of the time are replete with

7 Ihid.
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bitter arguments at home over just about everything. Her mother, who resisted
Golda’s growing independence, wanted her to get married early, preferably to a
good provider. Her father was rarely consulted and kept quiet on the subject. Her
travails were shared with Regina and Sara in Milwaukee and through letters with
Sheina in Denver. She related how her parents were not happy with her frequent
attendance at lectures and cultural events. She now became an important figure
in the Poalei Zion branch and was no longer under the shadow of her sister. For
Golda this was a way of enriching an otherwise stifling and culturally barren life
at home and of avoiding the constant shouting matches with her mother. Her
parents feared that her activities would give her a bad name, thus lessening her
chances of finding the right man. They also dreaded that the eligible men in the
Poalei Zion movement were penniless young immigrants whose future prospects
were bleak. Golda herself was terrified that an early marriage and starting a family
would mean that she would be doomed to remain in America with no challenge or
chances for self-advancement.

By 1914 it became clear that her mother already had in mind a specific man,
Mr. Goodstein, then aged 30. Golda knew that marrying a man almost twice as
old as herself, would be a disaster. She was desperate and decided to escape from
home. Her sister and future brother in law, Shamai Krongold, invited her to come
to Denver until the storm would blow over. Together with Regina, they planned
the escape carefully. One evening Golda packed a bag and lowered it to the street,
where Regina waited to grab it. The next morning, they made their way to the
station together, where Golda boarded a train to Denver. A day later Regina had
to admit to her own parents her involvement in the escapade and was soundly
beaten for her efforts. The fact that their daughter ran away from home was a ter-
rible blow to the Maboviches. Regina informed Golda by mail that rumors circu-
lated in the Jewish ghetto that Golda had eloped with an Italian man. Her parents
finally settled on telling those interested that Golda went to Denver to help her
ailing sister and would soon be back. The twenty-four-hour train ride to Denver
was the first manifestation of her steely will. She had acted on her own instinct
and gotten away with it. From then on, she would make the decisions regarding
her life herself—how to run it, with whom to associate, whom she would marry
and where she would live.

In Denver, she lived with her sister Sheina who enrolled her in a local high
school. Among those who frequented Sheina’s small home, that still exists in
what is now the heart of downtown Denver, was a poor immigrant from Russia
who worked as a sign painter when he could find work. His name was Morris
Meyerson and Golda liked him almost at first sight. Five years older than Golda,
he was gentle, considerate, self-taught, then 21. He read a great deal, knew much
about music and art. Morris became a prime source of information on music,
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poetry, literature and politics. But he was not a Zionist, so Golda’s sister Sheina
continued to be her mentor in its ideology and in eventually realizing the dream
of settling in Palestine. Morris described himself as a cosmopolitan-universalist
Jew. At this stage this did not bother Golda. He supplied what she lacked at
home—love, affection and approval. Morris was the first to give her a sense of
belonging and being an important person. In a postcard to Regina she admitted
that he was not very handsome, but “he has a beautiful soul”. They saw each
other almost daily and Golda found herself in love with this man. When the storm
in Milwaukee finally subsided, her parents offered amnesty, and after a year she
returned to Milwaukee to finish high school. Morris remained in Denver and the
relationship continued in letters. Unexpectedly Morris followed her. In an excited
postcard to Regina she wrote on November 15, 1915:

Dear Regina,

I have the greatest surprise for you. Morris arrived late last night. Don’t be angry that I didn’t
let you know before. I didn’t know either. Regina, can you imagine my happiness. I am the
happiest person alive.?

Morris’s arrival filled her life with contentment. She had entered into a truce with
her mother who now had to get used to the idea that her daughter was going to
marry a poor nobody. Blume was convinced that Golda was throwing away her
life and future on a useless person. But there was little she could do and she had
to resign herself to her future son in law. There is little information about Meyer-
son’s family and he is rarely mentioned in the family chronicles. This period in
Golda’s life revolved around Morris, Poalei Zion, school, girlfriends and home.
In her own memoirs and in later interviews on the period 1915-1917, she barely
mentions the First World War, the 1916 presidential elections in America, or local
Wisconsin politics. She was interested in her own little world and that was all you
can expect of a 17-years old woman deeply in love.

In 1916 a new interest appeared in Golda’s life—Palestine. It is not clear when
she came to the conclusion that there would not be much of a future for her in
America. She could not see what the New World could offer a poor Jewish girl,
married to a poor sign painter, both without college education, doomed to live
in poverty like their parents, at the fringe of American society. She was never
infected by the American bug of optimism. Being a Zionist and a Socialist, Pales-
tine seemed to be the solution to some of her personal problems. She would go
and live there, become a pioneer, fulfill her dreams and escape from her family
and the wretchedness of the Milwaukee Jewish ghetto. In Palestine, where a new

8 Postcard in the possession of the author.
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society was being created, she could make her own contribution and perhaps
even become somebody who could influence the course of events. The concept of
being “somebody” was always on her mind.

Now she made an effort to learn more about Palestine, mainly from word
of mouth. She rarely missed an opportunity to meet visiting emissaries from
Palestine (called the “Palestinians” in her memoirs), drew from them every bit of
information she could obtain and was determined that soon she would go there.
In late 1916 she met such a “Palestinian”—David Ben-Gurion. He came to the
United States following his expulsion from Palestine by the Turks. He traveled
extensively in America, appearing for Poalei Zion, drumming up support for the
idea of a Jewish legion that would fight as part of the British army to liberate
Palestine from the Turks and with their help create a future Jewish state. When
he came to Milwaukee, Golda decided to attend a concert with Morris rather then
attending his lecture. Her priorities angered her comrades who cancelled a lunch
for Ben-Gurion at the Mabovich home the next day. When she finally met him her
impression was that he was “the least approachable man I ever knew and there
was something about him, even then, that made it hard for one to get to know
him”.? This feeling persisted for the next fifty-seven years, although over the years
she became one of his greatest admirers (and towards the end of his life his harsh
critic).

A contemporary described Golda at the time as one “who already belonged
to the Poalei Zion and even then was a good English and Yiddish speaker. Those
were the early years of her development as a leader. Even then, her innate talent
had begun to reveal itself—free from stage fright, courageous and possessing a
reservoir of energy”. In 1917, representing Poalei Zion, Golda became involved
in the activities of another organization, the recently founded American Jewish
Congress. She began to address a growing number of gatherings and meetings
and drew growing audiences.'® The theme of her speeches was the need to secure
a Jewish state in Palestine and the need for freedom for Jews wherever they lived.
One incident showed how she operated in those days. She supported the nomi-
nation of two pro-Zionists as delegates to the coming American Jewish Congress
convention. One synagogue banned the supporters of these candidates from
appearing and instead brought an anti-Zionist Reform rabbi who preached a
purely religious sermon. This disappointed a large crowd of Poalei Zion members
and forced Golda to find a solution. In the words of a witness:
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the young chavera (comrade) Golda Mabovich, who was with us near the synagogue said:
‘Listen to me. Someone bring me a bench and when they leave the synagogue we will detain
them and speak outside’. The plan was accepted. When the Jews left the synagogue chaver
Albert Lewis cried out in his ringing voice: ‘Attention my friends—we have something to
tell you’. The crowd remained standing near the door and the synagogue’s steps. Golda
stood upon the bench and began with the words: My dear fellow Jews, we are very sorry
that we are detaining you at the door of a holy place, but it is not our fault—it is the fault of
your leaders—the president and trustees who closed the door to our people. We applied and
asked to say a few words to you in the customary and more conventional manner... but your
leaders did not allow our committees that which they allowed others, so we are compelled
to act in this way"

The plan succeeded and her audience was captivated by her simple forthright
manner and self-assurance. It failed to impress her parents, who, after hearing
rumors that their daughter was addressing crowds on street corners and of the
sensational event at the synagogue, prohibited her from further such activities.
The edict was soon withdrawn. Needless to say, her pro-Zionist candidates won.

The Balfour Declaration of November 2, 1917 in which the British Government
promised to “view with favor the establishment of a national Jewish homeland in
Palestine” filled Golda with elation. At this time she was in the midst of a major
campaign to turn Morris into a Zionist and, worse for him, to immigrate with her
to Palestine and live on a kibbutz. He was not convinced there was need for Jews
to have their homeland. Never a committed Zionist like Golda, he felt at home
in America, believing that Jews could live anywhere and that nationalism was a
disaster for humanity. He was probably terrified of living in that faraway country,
on a collective settlement, working the land. It soon dawned on him that if he
wanted to marry Golda it would hinge on him accompanying her to Palestine.
This was not a good omen for the future relationship of the young couple. Her
condition that they go to Palestine in fact doomed the marriage even before it
took place. In a letter to Golda, Morris explained his worldview:

I don’t know whether to be glad or sorry that you seem to be so enthusiastic a nationalist.
I am altogether passive in this matter although I give full credit for your activity, as I do to
all others engaged in doing something towards helping a distressed nation...The idea of
Palestine or any other territory for the Jews is, for me, ridiculous. Racial persecution does
not exist because some nations have no territories but because nations exist at all.”

Morris probably misjudged Golda’s strength of character and determination and
may have felt that in time she would outgrow this infatuation with politics and

11 Ibid., p. 63-64.
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Palestine, once they married and settled down. He apparently failed to take seri-
ously her commitment to Zionism, thinking that similar to so many American
Zionists, then and now, she was willing to talk a lot, take part in demonstrations,
raise some funds, but would remain in the United States. To his great horror, he
soon discovered that Golda was different. She was made of sterner stuff. She
meant every word she uttered and was determined to follow through with her
convictions and self-fulfillment. The truth is that she wanted both—a husband
she loved and respected and the unknown country where she wanted to partici-
pate in nation-building. It took some five years for Golda to realize that she could
not have both. The marriage was on the rocks even before they said their vows.

Golda graduated from high school in June 1916. In her high school yearbook
someone wrote: “Those about her, from her shall read the perfect ways of honor™.
She enrolled at the Milwaukee Teachers Training College where she studied for
two years, until 1918. During that time she taught immigrant children at the Folk
Schule in both English and even German (her main foreign language at school).
Forty years later, she broke a vow never to speak German after the Holocaust,
when she found herself conversing in that language with a visiting German offi-
cial, explaining that she taught English to German immigrants in Milwaukee.”

Golda and Morris were married at her family home on Christmas Eve 1917.
The ceremony was performed by the leading Jewish scholar in Milwaukee Rabbi
Scheinfeld, in front of whose synagogue she had created a fracas six months
earlier. Although both Golda and Morris preferred a civil ceremony with no recep-
tion, she yielded to her mother’s wishes and had a traditional wedding. There is
no mention of a honeymoon. The newly wedded couple rented a room nearby
until such time when they would go to Palestine. For the next two years Golda
became increasingly involved with the organizational work of Poalei Zion, while
Morris sought work as a sign painter. In her memoirs she admitted that she was
often away from home, traveling in many cities in the United States and Canada
making speeches for the movement and selling shares for its newspaper. During
her long absences Morris consoled himself by painting their tiny apartment,
occasionally working and helping to look after younger sister Clara.

Her first exposure to national Jewish politics came in Christmas 1918 when
she participated as a delegate from Milwaukee in the national convention of the
American Jewish Congress held in Philadelphia. The main item on the agenda
was how to ensure that the American delegation to the Versailles Peace Confer-
ence safeguard the civil rights of Jews in post-war Europe. This was the first time
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she attended a major gathering and it left a tremendous impression on her. From
Philadelphia she sent Regina the following postcard:

This is the life. I suppose you have read all about the Congress. It was the most wonderful
thing imaginable. Between the congress and the convention I’ve been resting and having a
good time..."

This seemingly innocent and slightly girlish postcard explains the transforma-
tion in her life. From now on she would be addicted to politics. This would be
her new environment. Here she felt at home, where she moved with poise and
grace. Here was the twenty-year-old delegate from Milwaukee making her first
steps in Jewish politics and loving every minute of it. It would be difficult after
this to return to the tiny flat in Milwaukee and to dour and gloomy Morris. She had
tasted for the first time the fruit of politics and found it fascinating. Morris may
have complained quietly about the new life-style of his bride. Her father was more
vocal when he protested her frequent trips to distant places while leaving Morris
behind. Mabovich failed to be impressed even when his daughter was elected a
delegate to a national convention. As far as he was concerned a wife should stay
at home and look after her husband.

The year 1919 was spent in the same fashion. Golda taught English in
Milwaukee and traveled for the movement to various meetings while making sure
they did not have children before they went to Palestine. She was now saving
money for the fare for the long trans-Atlantic voyage to the promised -land. A year
later, together with Regina and her first hushand Yossel, they moved to New York,
the four of them renting an apartment in Morningside Heights in Manhattan.

The years 1920 and the first half of 1921 were apparently not the happiest in
their lives. Years later, their son Menachem wrote in his memoirs that Golda spent
much time in meetings with Poalei Zion members, learning as much as she could
about Palestine. Morris was far more interested in exploring the cultural scene
and the delights that New York had to offer in theater, opera and books. Golda
was not keen on sightseeing while Morris toured extensively in New York arguing
that this might be their last chance to see the big city. Why waste time in meet-
ings, he asked? There would be plenty of time for that in Palestine.”

Finally they saved enough money and very cheap tickets were purchased on
an Italian vessel called the Pocohantes. Before going to Palestine, Golda went
back to Milwaukee to bid farewell to her family. Stopping off in Chicago to visit
her sister Sheina, who now lived there, she heard her brother-in-law Shamai

14 Postcard in the possession of the author.
15 Meir, My Mother Golda Meir, p. 13.
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suggest to Sheina that they, together with their daughter Judith and son Chaim,
also join Golda and Morris and immigrate to Palestine. There is no record about
Golda’s reaction to this idea. She had no alternative but to agree. In retrospect
this was a mistake. Part of the reason for going to Palestine was to get away not
only from her parents but also, and perhaps, especially, from her dominant sister.
Sheina had been giving Golda solicited and unsolicited advice for years. After
Golda married Morris, Sheina may have noted that Golda was becoming far more
involved in public affairs and less with her husband. Sheina was in fact responsi-
ble for this marriage and was not very charitable about the expanding activities of
her sister. She warned Golda that she must grasp her happiness and hold on to it
tight. Later she told her that “the only thing I heartily wish you is that you should
not try to be what you ought to be but what you are. If everybody would only
be what they are, we would have a much finer world”.” It could be that Sheina
now wanted to emulate her younger sister, once her protégé and disciple, who
was now embarking on an unknown journey as the leader of her group. After
all, Golda was fulfilling the dream of immigrating to Palestine which she had
first heard from Sheina. It might have been better if Golda had gone to Palestine
without her sister, but she could hardly disagree with the idea. It was decided
that Sheina and her children would travel with Golda while Shamai would remain
behind to make some money and help his family in their first steps in Palestine.

And so, in April 1921, Golda and Sheina bid a tearful farewell to their parents
and younger sister at the Milwaukee station. Golda recalled her father shedding
bitter tears, her mother withdrawn. The elder Maboviches understood that once
again Golda had things her way and had won. She left home, married the man she
chose, insisted on making her own life and world and managed to bring about a
total change of her place in the family. And now she was about to fulfill her great-
est dream—to immigrate to Palestine, a country that to her parents and many
friends seemed to be at the end of the universe. How dare she leave the “Goldene
Medina” that had so much to offer and travel to a godforsaken country, dragging
in tow an unwilling husband who was not convinced that she had made the right
decision. He now realized that the Zionist bug was deeply ingrained in her and it
was not a passing fad.

And now, fifteen years after arriving in Milwaukee as an emigrant child from
Russia, she was leaving America, convinced of the justness of her choice. No
one forced her to go. The decision was entirely hers and she never regretted it.
She also understood that whatever happened to them in Palestine, she would
bear the sole responsibility for her decision; Morris just went along with her with

16 Quoted in Syrkin, Woman with a Cause, p. 54.



22 — 2 Milwaukee (1906-1921)

little zeal. What did America mean to her? In her memoirs and in speeches and
interviews given years later, she rarely mentioned the meaning of America to
her growth and development, perhaps because she really did not know America
apart from the Milwaukee Jewish ghetto and high school. Her entire life revolved
around Jews, her thought focused on the future of the Jewish people. She had no
gentile friends and never mentioned reading the local Milwaukee media. She did
not mention the 1916 or 1920 presidential election campaigns or local elections,
nor do we know if she ever voted. Growing up in Wisconsin, she must have been
aware of the great political figure from that state—Senator Robert La Follette. For
her America meant the end of the pogroms, the terror against Jews. In 1972, in a
rare moment of introspection and much idealization, she told the Italian journal-
ist Oriana Fallaci:

I grew up in America because in America [ went to school and lived there until I was almost
twenty. Because...well, because in America I lost my terror of Pinsk, of Kiev. How can I
explain the difference for me between America and Russia? Look, when we arrived [ was a
little more than an eight-year-old girl, my elder sister was seventeen and my younger one
four-and-a-half. My father was working and belonged to a union. He was very proud of his
union and two months later, on Labor Day, he said to my mother: ‘today there is a parade. If
you all come to corner of such and such street, you’ll see me marching with my union’. My
mother took us along and while we were waiting for the parade, along came the mounted
police to clear the path for the marchers—do you see? But my little four-and-a-half-year-old
sister couldn’t know that and when she saw the police on horseback she began to cry and to
tremble, “the Cossaks, the Cossaks”. We had to take her away without giving my father the
satisfaction of seeing him marching with his union. She stayed in bed for days with a high
fever, repeating “the Cossaks, the Cossaks”. So look, the America I knew is a place where a
man on a horseback protects a parade of workers, the Russia I knew is a place where men
on horseback massacre Jews and young Socialists.

She then added this significant part of the interview:

Oh listen, America is a great country. It has many faults, many social inequalities, and it’s
a tragedy that the Negro problem wasn’t resolved fifty or a hundred years ago, but it’s still
a great country, a country full of opportunity, of freedom. Does it seem to you nothing to be
able to say what you like, to write what you like, even against the government, the estab-
lishment? Maybe I'm not objective, but for America I feel such a gratitude. I am fond of
America, OK.”

In her own memoirs she devoted only few lines to what America meant to her:
freedom, vast opportunities offered to an individual in a true democracy. She
carried with her a permanent nostalgia for the green American countryside, the

17 Oriana Fallaci, Interview with History, New York, 1976, pp. 111-112.
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lakes and forests of Wisconsin. She liked America but in future years she never
had any feeling of homesickness or regrets for having chosen Palestine. Perhaps
in later years she felt, had she stayed she would never have been able to play
a central role in the creation of Israel, and her political work would have been
confined to the restricted arena of Jewish politics without being able to make
any impact on the national, let alone the international scene. She was convinced
that her decision to leave America was the right personal choice for her, but she
underestimated that in the process she sacrificed her marriage. By then another
trait in her emerged—her ambition to be somebody in her own right.

On May 23, 1921 the small group boarded the S.S. Pocohantes and started
their journey. An old, leaky and unsafe vessel, the Pocohantes also had a muti-
nous crew who were underpaid and treated the passengers with contempt,
verging on torture. It took them seven days to limp to Boston for repairs, and
they lost some of their colleagues who felt the effort was not worthwhile. The
rest set sail across the Atlantic. In the middle of the ocean, the engines failed
and the ship docked in Ponte Delgade in the Azores for additional repairs. They
finally arrived in Naples and spent five days recovering from their ordeal at the
Imperial Hotel. An overnight train brought them to the Italian port of Brindisi
where they boarded another ship for Alexandria. The voyage was less dramatic
and took three days to accomplish. Arriving in Egypt in the terrible mid-July
heat, they took the train to Cairo and then connected with the overnight train to
Palestine. There was, naturally, no water on the train and the passengers were
suffering from heat, exhaustion and fear of what the next day would bring."®

In the town of Kantara on the Suez Canal, they encountered a young British
Jew, Nathan Mindel, who served as a junior official in the Palestine Mandate
Department of Immigraton. He tried to persuade them to return to America. “It’s
not for you, he said”. Nevertheless, a week later he signed a certificate both in
English and in Hebrew certifying that on this day Golda Meyerson registered
under paragraph 7 of the Immigration Ordinance. Forty years later, at a reunion
for the members of the “Pocohantes” group, held in the residence of Foreign Min-
ister Golda Meir, she reminded him of his advice. He had to admit that he had been
“somewhat” wrong in his assessment of their prospects in the Promised Land.
On the eastern bank of the Suez Canal there was another two-hour wait. Finally,
they boarded the train for Palestine which made its way slowly through the Sinai
Peninsula, along the coastal route to El-Arish, Raffiah and Gaza. A sandstorm

18 On the trip to Palestine see Korngold, Memories, pp. 125-145; see also Sheine Korngold, “The
Pocohantes Journey”, in Yehuda Eerez, ed., The Third Aliyah Book, Tel Aviv, 1964, pp. 208-212;
Meir, My Life, pp. 52-55, and Syrkin, Woman with a Cause, pp. 58—-64.
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that blew that night made the crying babies, noisy Arab passengers and baying
animals that more eerie. Golda felt they would never reach their destination.

Since they were not traveling in an organized Zionist group but as individ-
uals, and since Poalei Zion in Palestine had no advance notice of their impend-
ing arrival, they were not met when they finally disembarked, on July 14, 1921,
bleary-eyed at the dusty train station in Tel Aviv that consisted of one hut. Apart
from her immigrant certificate issued on July 29, 1921, there is no official record of
their arrival in British or Zionist documentation. An attempt to find their names
in Mandatory and Zionist archives failed to find any trace of them. Ironically,
there is no record of the future prime minister of Israel arriving in the country she
would lead fifty years later. Once in Tel Aviv, Regina’s first husband, Yossel, said:
“We’ve had our fun, now let’s go back to America”. They picked up their meager
belongings and made their way to the Barash hotel, literally a flea-infested inn.
The next day they went house hunting and found a tiny flat in Neve Zedek, on the
Tel-Aviv-Jaffa border. They had no beds and had to sleep on their suitcases; the
kitchen was outside the flat, as was the toilet.

All this did not deter Golda, but made Morris even more gloomy and despon-
dent.

This country would be Golda’s home until she died fifty-seven years later. She
fulfilled her dream. She proved that she was made of steel and would not allow
obstacles to divert her from attaining her goals. This land would be the place she
helped turn into a garden, the garden she would nurture on the road to indepen-
dence, the country she would lead years later.
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Almost from the moment she set foot in dusty, hot and humid Tel Aviv, Golda was
determined to leave the cluster of small yellow buildings, unpaved streets and
and sand dunes that tried to pass as the world’s “first Hebrew city”, and fulfill her
dream of living on a kibbutz. She jokingly echoed the general feeling that instead
of milk and honey there was plenty of sand. She had a vague idea of what life on a
kibbutz would be like, how it was organized and functioned. What she knew was
more of a myth than the harsh reality, but enough to convince her that this should
be the life for a young and idealistic couple.

Perhaps one of the main errors committed by Golda and her group was to
immigrate to Palestine without even seeking the moral, organizational and
mainly financial backing of a large social and political body. Since they came on
their own, nobody felt any moral obligation to look after their needs, offer assis-
tance and suggest job and housing possibilities in the new country. Golda and
her friends were not aware of the fact that they were part of what became known
as the Third Aliyah (wave of immigration to Palestine) which started in 1919 and
ended in the mid 1920’s. They followed in the footsteps of the Second Aliyah
(1904-1914), whose members were the founding fathers of Israel, men who would
play a key role in Golda’s future work and private life. Among them were David
Ben-Gurion, Berl Katznelson, David Remez and Zalman Shazar. By the time she
arrived, they were instrumental in establishing a labor party, a federation of trade
unions (Histadrut), an underground defense organization (Hagannah), and a
number of kibbutzim and moshavim. Although the Jewish community numbered
less than 90,000 souls, it already had a number of governing bodies such as the
Elected Assembly and the National Council that ran its affairs. The World Zionist
Organization was represented by the Zionist Commission whose offices were in
Jerusalem and they dealt mainly with the newly created Mandatory government.
Golda was a quick learner and rapidly grasped the new realities of the country.

Meanwhile, Morris reported to his mother that Golda was giving English
lessons because of great demand, and was being paid 3 to 4 Egyptian pounds a
month, a respectable sum equivalent to 50 dollars. He found work in a store in Tel
Aviv and later in a British-owned store in Lod, ten miles east of Tel Aviv, earning
a weekly salary of 3.25 pounds that also included per diem as he was spending
most of the week in Lod, joining Golda in Tel Aviv on weekends. Sheina and her
children were supported by Shamai who sent them 100 dollars a month. They all
lived in a two-room apartment, with rudimentary furniture and waited for their
trunks to arrive.!

1 Erez, ed., The Third Aliyah Book, Vol. I, pp. 237-238.
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Golda herself sent a detailed report to Shamai written on August 24, 1921, in
which she for the first time analyzed the political situation in the country. She
knew that in April 1921 Palestinian Arabs had launched major riots against Jews
in Jerusalem and Jaffa, killing a number of people and destroying property. The
Arabs were once again signaling to the British authorities that they would never
come to terms with the Balfour Declaration or the British Mandate which was
to implement the declaration and help the Jews build a national homeland for
themselves. The Arabs were insistent that Jewish immigration be stopped, Jews
should not be allowed to purchase land and the Balfour Declaration and the
entire Mandate system must be cancelled. Later they demanded immediate inde-
pendence with majority rule. This meant that the tiny Jewish community (known
as the Yishuv) would have to fall back on British protection as it started creating
the infrastructure for the future Jewish state. In her letter, Golda noted:

Shortly after the pogrom (1921 riots), the Arabs were great heroes, but now chalutzim (pio-
neers) are again arriving regularly. But as I said, not one of us can foretell the future...There
is only one way: he who is a Zionist, he who cannot rest in the Galut (Diaspora) must come
here, but he must be ready for anything. Economic conditions have gotten worse since the
pogrom, but even for the brief while that we are here, we can already see some improve-
ment. All say that last winter was a boom and everything would have been marvelous if not
for the riots. Another fact is important for me. Those who talk about returning (to America)
are recent arrivals. An old worker is full of inspiration and faith. I say that as long as those
who created the little that is here, are here. I cannot leave and you must come. I would not
say this. I did not know that you are ready to work hard. True, even hard work is difficult to
find, but I have no doubt that you will find something. Of course, this is not America, and
one may have to suffer economically. There may even be pogroms again, but if one wants
one’s own land, and if one wants it with one’s whole heart, one must be ready for this.?

It can be assumed that this paragraph reflected bitter arguments with Morris who
already demanded that they return to America. For her, going back to the United
States would have been an admission of failure. She had to justify the reason for
immigrating to Palestine and was determined to stay despite the difficulties. To
achieve one’s goals one had to be stubborn and have steely convictions. These
traits she possessed. In another part of the letter she attempted a political eval-
uation. In those early years she still trusted the British, but in retrospect, she
misread their intentions:

First, the political situation. I am no politician and cannot exactly describe to you the poli-
tics of England. But one thing is clear to me. If we will not go away, then England will help us.

2 Letter quoted in Nachman Tamir, ed., Golda—A Compendium in her Memory, Tel Aviv, 1981,
pp. 107-108.
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True, one feels the English Government quite heavily in the country but this does not
frighten me. England will not choose the Arabs over us to colonize Palestine.

Almost since the day they arrived, Golda began to plan their move to a kibbutz.
She had not come all the way to Palestine to live a drab, dull life in Tel Aviv. She
was already a seasoned campaigner for the Poalei Zion movement in America,
an experienced organizer, speaker and fundraiser. It was unthinkable that in the
land of her dreams, she would be reduced to giving English lessons to children of
wealthy Tel Aviv families. She made inquiries how to go about joining a kibbutz.
Morris did not show any interest in the project. In fact, he disliked the idea from
the very beginning when she had first raised it in Denver. But apparently he did
not put up a major fight, hoping that she would outgrow this fad. The tragedy
that followed was all of Golda’s making. She chose Merhavia, a place she knew
little about. Had she checked more carefully, she would have discovered that Mer-
havia, like most communal settlements that survived World War I, was in poor
shape, economically and socially.

Founded in 1911, and situated in the heart of the Valley of Jezreel, Merhavia
was initially an experiment in cooperative agriculture developed by the German
Jewish sociologist Professor Franz Oppenheimer. In 1909 he proposed the cre-
ation of an agricultural farm in Palestine to be administered by a professional
agronomist. The members would be paid a monthly salary and would also receive
part of the community’s profits according to their particular expertise and pro-
ductivity. Once the farm would be self-supporting, argued Oppenheimer, its
members would manage it. The idea was aimed at providing an answer for the
need of modern Jewish agriculture but one that had to take into account the lack
of any significant experience in this field. Many similar ventures failed before
1914. In 1919, there was a renewed attempt to revive the cooperative settlement
by a number of recently demobilized American Jewish members of the Jewish
Legion who remained in Palestine. In that year, there were 23 settlers in Merha-
via (15 men and 8 women) who, with the help of some hired hands, cultivated
129 acres of barley, 20 acres of fruit trees and 11 acres of vegetables. They also
operated a barn and chicken coop and sold their dairy products to nearby towns
and other villages. But the system of permanent as opposed to transient members
was bound to create problems. The general atmosphere was grim, one of claustro-
phobia typical of small closed groups. This arrangement did not last long. In 1921,
20 ex-legionnaires settled in Merhavia, most of them members of Poalei Zion in
America, who at least shared a similar ideological background.?

3 For the history of Merhavia, see Yehuda Erez, The Merhavia Book, Tel Aviv, 1964.



28 —— 3 Merhavia (1921-1925)

Golda heard about Merhavia from word of mouth and was probably influ-
enced by the fact that several members were, like herself, Eastern European Jews
who had lived in America for a while and then immigrated to Palestine for ide-
ological reasons. When Golda and Morris arrived in September 1921, there were
35 settler-members in the cooperative. The overall budget came from the World
Zionist Organization and under an agreement with that body, half of the profits
would go to Keren Hayesod (the Foundation Fund, which was the fundraising
arm of the World Zionist Organization) and half to the members. Initially a farm
manager, later a committee of three elected members ran the cooperative. In 1921
Merhavia was valued at 3,500 Egyptian pounds, equivalent to US$ 14,000.*

The main problems were social. As Merhavia was experiencing economic dif-
ficulties, it was reflected in the social fabric. There was a growing turnover in
members, many leaving and fewer replacing them. There was not much social
cohesion, instead a lot of arguments and bickering. In this tense atmosphere,
the majority of the members were unmarried, and not prone to accept married
couples. For various reasons they also did not want additional “Americans”, cer-
tainly not ones who came on their own, unsupported by a movement. Golda did
not know of all this but was determined to make a go of this new phase in her life.

Having chosen her kibbutz, she set out to campaign for admission. In her
memoirs she admits that she and Morris knew very little of Merhavia but they
had a friend, an American who served in the Jewish Legion, who was a member.
Golda assumed that since most of the members had a similar background like
hers, English and Yiddish speakers, this could be an ideal place. When resistance
developed, she fought it. The objections were mainly about how the Meyersons
would fit into the harsh life in Merhavia, with the stifling heat in the summer
and chill of winter, would they be able to resist malaria, did they have the phys-
ical stamina and determination. A married couple was bound to have babies
that would require attention and manpower unavailable at the time. Therefore,
the initial reaction to Golda’s request for joining was negative with no specific
reasons given. Traveling back and forth between Tel Aviv and Merhavia, Golda
had to use all her persuasive powers to convince the members she and Morris
were the right candidates.

No documentation describing discussions over the admission of the Meyer-
sons to membership exists. It seems that some members were impressed with
Golda’s zeal and personality and above all her determination to be admitted.
They were probably far less impressed by Morris’s reticence and his views on
what his wife was planning for them. Golda realized that failure to be admitted

4 Ibid. See also Gilboa, “First Steps”, pp. 28-33.
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to Merhavia would mean that no other kibbutz would admit them, forcing them
to return to Tel Aviv, to be close to Sheina, or even worse, to return to America.
For reasons she does not explain in her memoirs, she was “locked” on Merhavia
and did not consider other, less problematic, places. However, she was deter-
mined to contribute her share to the building of the new nation and society in a
manner that suited her socialist ideology. In September 1921, she wrote: “We won
the battle”. She may have won this battle but certainly lost the bigger war—her
marriage.’

Golda and Morris were admitted on probation and became full members a
few months later. The kibbutz’s meticulously kept financial records show the
Meyersons earning 25 Egyptian pounds a month (Morris 19 and Golda 6). Their
expenses were minimal. Golda bought some yards of white cloth and sewed
her own dresses and a hat for 80 piasters and a pair of sandals for 3 pounds
10 piasters. In 1922, the kibbutz supplied Golda with additional five yards of cloth
while Morris received two pairs of shoes, shoe laces, shoe polish, six pairs of socks
and towels. Fifty-five years later, in 1977, the kibbutz finally closed the Meyerson’s
account, issuing Golda a check for 1,685 Israel pounds (equivalent to one dollar
sixty cents). While the kibbutz owed Morris (dead since 1951) 2,305 pounds, Golda
was in debt by 52 piasters. There is no evidence how Golda reacted to the closing
of this chapter in her life.®

In her final years, Golda repeatedly attempted to create the impression that
these were the best years of her life and had circumstances permitted, she would
have remained in Merhavia for the rest of her life. But the reality was different. In
one of her more honest and frank interviews, given to the Italian journalist Oriana
Fallaci in 1972, she blamed Morris for forcing her to leave Merhavia. “For him I
made the biggest sacrifice of my life: I left the kibbutz. You see, there was nothing
I loved so much as the kibbutz. I liked everything about it—the manual work,
the comradeship, the discomforts”, but, she continued, “he could not stand it,
neither psychologically nor physically”.” It can safely be argued that in spite of
this nostalgic description, she also did not feel fully at home in Merhavia. In her
own account of this period and in later interviews, she did not mention people
from Merhavia by name. In his book about his mother, Menachem Meir devotes
less than two pages to this crucial time, and writes: “that although neither she

5 Meir, My Life, p. 63.

6 The details appear in documents pertaining to her stay in the kibbutz archive. See also Syrkin,
Woman with a Cause, pp. 69-83; Golda Meir, “How I made it in my Kibbutz”, in Marie Syrkin, ed.,
Golda Meir Speaks Out, London, 1973, pp. 38-42. See also Goldstein, Golda, pp. 36-62.

7 Fallaci, Interview, p. 115.
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nor my father ever told us this”—and Golda confirmed in her own “My Life”—,
“their relationship underwent its first crisis in kibbutz Merhavia”.?

At first both seemed to have been content, Morris even happy. Marie Syrkin
and Menachem Meir cite from letters written by Morris to his mother in America
describing the Valley of Jezreel in its splendor in the winter and spring of 1922.
But the idyll soon soured. Golda began to organize things. A restless woman,
she also insisted on cleanliness, tidyness and sanitary care, she was a demon
for order and punctuality and hated sloppy work. She apparently began to boss
people around and this was resented, mainly by the women of Merhavia. They
also resented Golda’s good looks, her charm, conviviality and sociability, her
endless drive and ambition, her readiness and willingness to undertake any job
and perform it thoroughly.

Syrkin quotes a former woman member of Merhavia who told her that on a
rainy day in the kitchen, some women were shelling almonds because nothing
else could be done. “Golda sat looking a bit regal, as always, telling us things...”®
In “My Life” Golda retorted: “Of course there were people at Merhavia to whom
I found it difficult to adjust, particularly to some of the ‘veteran’ women who
regarded themselves as entitled to lay down the law on how one should or should
not behave on the kibbutz”." Morris and some of the women resented another
one of Golda’s habits: “sharing a midnight snack with the boys coming back
from guard duty and staying in the kitchen for hours to hear their stories”. Morris
wanted to be with his wife, the others wanted their men at home and not in the
kibbutz kitchen with Golda.

Within a few weeks, serious problems erupted between Golda and Morris.
She described them in her 1972 interview with Oriana Fallaci: “he couldn’t stand
eating at the communal table with the rest of us. He couldn’t stand the hard work.
He couldn’t stand the climate and the feeling of being part of the community. He
was too individualistic, too introverted, too delicate. He got sick...”" She did not
explain the nature of his illness. It can be assumed that he sunk into a depression.
She was the exact opposite. After work, she hated the idea of being cooped up in
their room with Morris. Radio was not yet available, but they had a phonograph
on which Morris constantly played his beloved records of classical music. There
were hardly any books in Merhavia. Increasingly Golda felt she was trapped and,
worse, bored. Being by nature a restless woman, always busy doing things, she
found it hard to accept the fact that life in a kibbutz was basically slow and dull.

8 Meir, My Mother Golda Meir, pp. 14-15.
9 Syrkin, Woman with a Cause, p. 81.

10 Meir, My Life, p. 69.

11 Fallaci, Interview, pp. 115-116.
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She craved for more. She needed to find immediate solutions to her two main
problems: a despondent husband and how to occupy her own spare time. Her
solution was to throw herself into the kibbutz life and work and become more
involved in what was happening in the kibbutz and outside of Merhavia, too.
Soon she was sent to an agricultural school for a few weeks to study modern
poultry raising methods so that she would be able to set up and manage Merha-
via’s modern chicken-coop as an additional source of income. She was elected to
the kibbutz’s management committee and was soon serving on its steering com-
mittee. Wherever she was and in whatever organization she served, Golda was
driven by ambition to reach the top post. But Merhavia, she soon discovered, was
too small and confined for her long-term goals, so she sought broader horizons.
Her chance came in early 1923 when she represented Merhavia at a conven-
tion of the kibbutz movement held in the “mother of the kibbutzim” Degania
(established in 1909). There, for the first time she met the leaders of the Yishuv’s
(Jewish Community of Palestine) labor movement, men with whom she would be
working for the next five decades as they were leading the community towards
statehood. Among them was David Ben-Gurion whom she had briefly met in
Milwaukee in 1916. At 36, he was one of the leaders of the Achdut Ha’avodah
(Unity of Labor) socialist party he helped found in 1908. He was also the Secre-
tary General of the Histadrut, whose membership now stood at 8,394, or 10 % of
the Jewish community. He was already recognized as the rising star of the labor
movement—the doer, motivator, organizer, mobilizer, planner, orator, writer and
visionary. A dedicated, impassioned, often tyrannical personality, he was deter-
mined to ensure that in the future Jewish state, the Labor Movement would be
dominant. But until such time, there would be the need for the slow, evolutionary
process of laying the foundations for the future state. He was then busy creating
the institutional infrastructure and envisioned Labor power based on two pillars:
the Achdut Ha’avodah party and the Histadrut. Both would get financial support
from the World Zionist Organization. But in the meantime, they would have to
create their own economic power base which would include kibbutzim, mosha-
vim and other economic and industrial enterprises. This base would ensure their
survival and their ability to absorb new immigrants and provide them with their
basic needs—housing, education, medical aid and employment. The laying of
the organizational and economic infrastructures for the Labor Movement may
not have been pure socialism. But it was the fulfillment of Zionism. It was also
the only thing this small group could do at a time when their resources were vir-
tually nonexistent and they relied heavily on subsidies from the World Zionist
Organization, a body over which they had no control. During a brief visit to the
Soviet Union in 1923, where he studied the Soviet Bolshevik doctrine, Ben-Gurion
understood that at the root of political power lies control of economic institutions
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and he set out to achieve this with vision, single-minded determination and on
occasion with ruthlessness.

Another figure she met in Degania was Berl Katznelson, the guide and mentor
of the movement, its ideologist and uncrowned spiritual leader. He was a man
of vast sensitivity, and although self-taught, he was possessed of encyclopedic
knowledge, gentle and caring, he was the light and soul of the movement. Less
concerned with matters of tactics and organization, he was the strategist and the
thinker. He had already won the admiration of the movement’s members in Pal-
estine and was making his name in Jewish communities abroad.

In Degania Golda also met David Remez. Born in Russia in 1886, he too joined
Poalei Zion in that country at an early age. In 1911, he went to Istanbul to study
law. In 1913, he settled in Palestine and began his public career as an agricul-
tural worker. He slowly rose in the ranks of the Labor Movement and in 1920 was
among the founders of the Histadrut. A year later he was appointed head of the
Public Works Office of the Histadrut, designed to provide work for newly arrived
immigrants. Remez was an intellectual, writer and orator, but also a doer. Wise
and shrewd, stable and tough, fluent in a number of languages, he spoke Hebrew
better than most and coined many new words in that language. He, more than
anyone else, would play a major role in shaping Golda’s mind and future growth
in the movement. Although both married, they would also be romantically linked
for many years. He would be instrumental in promoting her to leadership posi-
tions in the Histadrut, the Labor Movement and later in various state institutions.
He was her guide, mentor, tutor and lover.

Another leader she met was Zalman Shazar (Rubashov), a scholarly socialist
born in Russia in 1889, he first visited Palestine in 1911, later studied in Germany
and was fluent in five languages. At home with the classics as well as the Jewish
tradition, he would also exert much influence on Golda’s then impressionable
mind. They, too, would become romantically attached. Another participant in
that conference was Levi Eshkol, born in Russia in 1894. He immigrated to Pales-
tine in 1914, joined the Jewish Legion and after the war settled in kibbutz Degania.
He already had the reputation of a man who could get things done.

These five men were among the top echelon of the Achdut Ha’avodah/Hista-
drut leadership. They were all born in Russia, joined Poalei Zion at a young age,
and immigrated to Palestine as part of the Second Aliyah. The party numbered
less than 3000 members, but it was, according to Berl Katznelson’s biographer,
“a sort of an extended family—everybody knew each other, personal loyalty and
comradeship characterized the relationship among its members”. All accepted
the authority of the Second Aliyah leaders who were renowned for their intellec-
tual level, the strength of their personalities and convictions, as well as for their
ideological fervor. But they were also pragmatic and practical and never fanatic
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as they systematically and methodically went about building their institutions
and control over the Yishuv.”

Golda craved to be part of that group. Feeling trapped in Merhavia, her mar-
riage already shaky, she needed support and looked for a strong father figure
that she hoped Morris would supply, but he was unable to do so. He was too
wrapped up in his own despondency, too dependent on Golda. As these leaders
became sort of mentors and father figures to her, she felt she owed them loyalty
and service; for their part they guided and assured her that she was doing the
right thing. They were also the ticket for future advancement in the ranks. She
sought and won their approval as she stood on the threshold of her public life in
the country.

The Degania convention, barely mentioned in the annals of the Labor Move-
ment, was recalled by Golda as a turning point in her life. She loved conventions,
but this one was different. The agenda included discussions on how to improve
life on the kibbutz while maintaining its pristine and austere atmosphere; how
to obtain greater yields and how to attract new members. A detailed description
of this gathering was provided by Yehuda Sharett in a long letter to his brother
Moshe Sharett who was then a student in London. He described how Golda was
dressed, her good looks, her speech (in Yiddish) and her demeanor. Above all, he
wrote about how she was able to charm and impress so many of the leaders. At 24,
barely speaking Hebrew, Golda mostly listened, learned and made new friends.
She apparently impressed them with her good looks and zeal, and that she immi-
grated to Palestine from America for purely Zionist reasons. When she got back to
Merhavia, she wrote that she “could hardly wait to tell Morris everything that had
been said and done”. This was probably the last thing he was interested in. He
may have understood that new doors were opening up for Golda, new friendships
made and new ideas filtering into her mind. Now his role in her life would be even
more marginal. She was drifting away from him.

At the same time, while not working on the kibbutz, she became absorbed
in another organization—Moetset Hapoalot—The Women’s Labor Council, a body
dedicated to looking after the needs of the Jewish working women in Palestine.
If the new reality was harsh for men, it was much sterner for women. They were
normally the first to be subjected to unemployment, low wages and other forms
of harassment and discrimination. Even in the kibbutzim they were relegated to
the traditional roles of cooking, sewing, laundry and looking after babies. The
married ones felt it was virtually impossible for them to have a family and still
implement their Zionist and socialist ideals. In the kibbutzim there was a running

12 Anita Shapira, Berl, Tel Aviv, 1976, p. 271.
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battle between those women who demanded they be assigned “male” roles and
those who were resigned to the traditional jobs. Golda was not then, or in the
future, concerned with women’s lib. In Merhavia she had already aroused the
anger of some of the women when she said she saw nothing wrong with working
in the kitchen.

In 1911, an educational agricultural farm for women had been established to
teach immigrant women the basics of farming. In that year a number of women
met to discuss the need to protect their special interests. On the eve of World
War I, a national conference was held in Merhavia where 30 elected delegates
representing some 200 women workers met. After the war, with the growing
influx of immigrant women, there was a growing need for an organization that
would cater to the requirements of pioneer women, single and married, living in
towns and kibbutzim. Women also had to be trained in either farming or indus-
try and mainly protected from exploitation and low wages. Working mothers
demanded day care centers and insisted that they be treated as equals to men
in the pioneering ethos of the time. Many women wanted to assert their rights
and demanded they be allowed to fulfill their potential in building the new
country and contributing to the social as well as the economic development of
the Yishuv.

In 1920 Moetset Hapoalot was founded as an affiliate of the Histadrut, headed
by a tough, austere, dominant and stern spinster called Ada Maimon. She, too,
came from a scholarly home in Eastern Europe that produced well-known rabbis
and learned men. Her brother was one of the leaders of the Mizrachi religious
party. The second convention of Moetset Hapoalot was held in Haifa in 1922,
attended by 37 delegates representing 600 women. One of them was Golda
Meir.” The agenda included topics such as the role of women in kibbutzim and
moshavim, children’s education, organizational issues and the perennial need
for money to fund various projects. Golda was elected to the Council of this body
with seven others, among them two of the better-known women leaders of the
time: Mania Schochat and Rachel Yanait-Ben Zvi. This time Golda had some-
thing to say (in Yiddish). This was the first organization in which Golda became
involved outside the kibbutz. She impressed her colleagues by her no-nonsense
approach to solving problems, her manner of getting right to the point, of staying
away from sterile and complicated ideological debates and seeking a pragmatic
solution to the problem at hand."

13 Ada Maimon, Along the Way, Tel Aviv, 1972, p. 237.
14 Ada Maimon, Fifty Years of the Women’s Workers Movement, Tel Aviv, 1958, pp. 233-234. See
also Pinkas, October 1923, Vol. VI, Jerusalem, p. 187.
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This growing extra-curricular activity made Morris more miserable. By mid-
1922 he contracted malaria, which sapped his physical strength. His morale was
in any case very low and he came to loath Merhavia with passion. His feelings
of frustration were vented in letters to his family back in America. The earlier
glowing descriptions of Merhavia were replaced by constant complaints. He real-
ized that he was unable to control his wife, certainly unable to persuade her to
return to Tel Aviv prior to returning to America, a move urged by his family. Phys-
ically ill, emotionally drained, he despaired of ever being able to change Golda’s
lifestyle and her priorities. To spite her, he refused to start a family, arguing that
Merhavia was not an ideal place to raise children. In fact, it seemed to her like
an ultimatum—if you want children, we must leave the kibbutz. He refused to
share her with others and grew more despondent. Golda was already finding her
niches in the kibbutz’s steering committee, the Women’s Labor Council, the party,
the Histadrut. All this meant lengthy meetings and much travel away from the
kibbutz while Morris was mired in Merhavia. Few members in the kibbutz had the
time, interest, patience or the desire to share or let alone deal with his problems.
Virtually none shared his love for music and books. He had become a liability and
a burden.

In October 1922 rumors began to circulate that the Meyersons were leaving
Merhavia. In a letter to a friend, Ada Maimon noted that “she knew nothing about
Golda’s leaving”. She then added, “it would have been good if Golda would live in
Haifa for a while and look after things there for the Council”.” But Golda rejected
the idea. She learned how to cope with her problems on her own and not share
them with others save with her sister Sheina in Tel Aviv and Regina, by then
remarried, living in Jerusalem, working as an English secretary for the Zionist
Executive.

On December 15, 1922, Golda attended a meeting of the Women’s Labor
Council leadership in Tel Aviv discussing their participation and role in the forth-
coming second Histadrut Convention due to be held in February 1923. “Golda as
an American”, wrote Ada Maimon, “expressed her view that we would have to
take certain steps and obtain means from America for the women’s farms. She
is fully confident that we could influence various women’s organizations to
allocate some of their funds for women in Palestine”.’® The idea was not origi-
nal. By 1922 Histadrut leaders had already gone to the United States to establish
ties with the American trade union movement and mainly with Jewish Socialist
groups and parties and initiate fundraising campaigns for the Histadrut. Golda

15 Maimon, Fifty Years, p. 239.
16 Maimon, Fifty Years, p. 242.
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was convinced that the American Jewish women’s group Pioneer Women, linked
with the Labor Movement in Palestine, would want to help the Council. This was
the first time in which she spoke clearly of the need for American Jews to provide
the means for the national enterprise in Palestine and to share the burden with
the Yishuv. If they did not immigrate, at least let them give money and demon-
strate their identification with and become partners in the creation of the new
society and the future Jewish state. They should raise the funds, but have as little
to say about how the money would be spent as possible. The decisions would be
made by those on the spot. This conviction remained with her to her dying days.
Eventually she became one of the outstanding fundraisers for Israel.

In early 1923, Golda’s command of English, her poise, inner calm, dignity and
ability to persuade others of her convictions came in handy. Mrs. Ethel Snowden,
the wife of one of the British Labor Party leaders, visited Palestine and Golda
was recruited by the party to guide her around the kibbutzim in the Valley of
Jezreel. At first she refused the party’s request, feeling that being a tour guide
was demeaning. But she finally relented and spent several days touring with
Mrs. Snowden, which she actually enjoyed. This visit and Golda’s efforts were
important enough to be mentioned by Ben-Gurion in a letter to a friend. Golda
was soon asked to perform similar assignments, which meant more time away
from Merhavia and Morris. The kibbutz was not too happy with her prolonged
absences and some snide remarks were heard. At the time Merhavia was slowly
inching towards social disintegration. There is not much information about if and
how Golda attempted to stop the process. Maybe this state of affairs spurred her
on to spend more time away from Merhavia and from the beleaguered Morris. He
continued to pour his heart out in letters to America. Marie Syrkin quotes one
such letter: “Ah, Palestine, Palestine, you beggarly little land, what will become
of you? How ironic seem the fine words of Poalei Zion meetings about a free
worker’s Palestine”.” His mother offered to send money for the couple to return
to America. Golda rejected the idea out of hand. Morris never went back to the
United States.

In February 1923, Golda attended the second Histadrut Convention in Haifa.
This body now represented some 20,000 organized Jewish workers and began to
exert much influence in the Yishuv. The second Convention was important: it rati-
fied the Histadrut’s constitution, decided to issue a daily newspaper, and voted to
establish the Workers Company which incorporated the Histadrut’s administra-
tive, cooperative, communal, economic and industrial enterprises. The delegates
also decided to unite with the Socialist International, create a Histadrut Tribunal,

17 Syrkin, Woman with a Cause, p. 82.
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establish urban suburbs for urban workers and determine a salary scale for all
Histadrut employees based on family size and needs. Golda made her maiden
speech in Palestine. Speaking in Yiddish, she criticized “certain left-wing circles
of Poalei Zion in the Diaspora who were disparaging our work here”. She referred
to radical socialists in America who called for an immediate social revolution in
Palestine prior to the attainment of Jewish independence in the future. They were
not satisfied with the slow pace of creating a just, equal and progressive society.
They wanted a revolution in a hurry while the Histadrut leadership, mindful of
the conditions in Palestine, was first and foremost interested in entrenching the
Histadrut’s place in the Yishuv and finding work for immigrants. The speech was
typical of Golda. She was already telling American Jews not to criticize decisions
made by the leadership in Palestine and always lend a hand.

The bulk of her speech was devoted to the Women’s Labor Council, whose
work was crucial due to the lack of adequate conditions for women workers. She
said that if the Histadrut were to create the right conditions, there would be no
need for a separate women’s organ (“so that we shall no longer need a special
institution and cancel it...”) Ada Maimon was not happy with the speech. No
one wants to see her organization go out of existence and lose her power base.
Ben-Gurion was impressed enough to mention Golda’s speech in his memoirs. In
Haifa, Golda once again rubbed shoulders with Ben-Gurion, Remez, Katznelson,
Shazar and the others, while back home Morris was nearing a breaking point.
Upon her return to Merhavia, more bickering and arguments ensued. Years later
Golda claimed that his health had deteriorated so rapidly and drastically that
a doctor advised a change in climate. This meant leaving Merhavia before he
became critically ill. Another account suggests a totally different reason: She
became romantically involved with another man, older than she, who later prac-
ticed medicine in Tel Aviv. Morris demanded that they leave at once. She gave up
and in early 1924 headed back to Tel Aviv, once again staying with Sheina.

Leaving the kibbutz left a permanent scar on Golda and she would in the
future often discuss this shattering event. In her memoirs she simply wrote about
Morris’s feelings:

But it never occurred to me that by sitting in the kitchen until all hours making snacks
for the boys when they came off guard duty, or taking that poultry course, or spending so
much time talking to and singing with other people, I was depriving Morris of anything. If
I had thought deeply enough about our marriage or worried enough about it, I would have
realized that of course, Morris was struggling all alone to get used to a way of life that was
really immensely difficult for him.'®

18 Meir, My Life, p. 72.
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This was a less honest explanation than the one she made to Fallaci. She prob-
ably began to grow tired of Morris’s moods shortly after they came to Palestine.
He was not a Zionist, did not believe in women’s rights or letting Golda do her
own thing. She insisted they immigrate to Palestine and did not work very hard to
save the marriage which, in Syrkin’s words, was “doomed”. In America she may
not have had an indication that Morris would be a burden on the fulfillment of
her ambitions and would not be content to follow her around in the margins as
she pursued a public career. He wanted a life on his own but was confronted by a
much stronger personality who insisted on making her own life in her own way.
Had she not run way from home at age 14? Was she not going to Palestine and
escape an uncertain life in America? She did have romantic illusions about Pales-
tine and little understanding of what life was like in that barren land and how it
would impact her husband. But now, barely two years after coming to Palestine,
as she was establishing a small name for herself in the right circles, making new
and important friends in the right places, she had to deal with a sick and nagging
husband. The situation was best analyzed by Marie Syrkin:

Perhaps life would have been kinder to both if either had possessed the strength to sever a
relationship whose stresses were increased by each capitulation, but neither of the young
couple had the strength for a clean break. The psychologically puzzling figure was Golda.
The tormented and clinging love of Morris was self-explanatory, but why the strong-willed,
vigorous girl lacked the courage to face the truth in her most vital personal relationship
is less clear. To her affection for Morris was added a sense of guilt. On her account he had
become deracinated and emotionally dependent. She was bound by his bondage, and the
decision to leave Merhavia seemed inevitable under the circumstances.”

Did she ever consider a divorce? Fifty years later she was asked this question
by Oriana Fallaci. Her answer was: “Oh, no. Never. Such an idea never entered
my head, never. ’ve always gone on thinking of myself married to him”.” She
did not divorce partly because it was not done. It would have been an admis-
sion of a massive error, an admission that her parents might have been right all
along that he was not the right man for her. Divorce would have been an ideal
solution mainly because they did not yet have children. But Golda claimed she
loved Morris intensely and did not even want to consider such an idea. Morris
did not want a divorce, either. Both were afraid to be alone, Golda dependent
once again on her sister and Morris probably doomed to return to America.
Both were very selfish. They were systematically destroying each other but did
not have the courage to take the drastic step. In fact, they decided to postpone

19 Syrkin, Woman with a Cause, p. 83.
20 Fallaci, Interview, p. 116.
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this decision for much later and in the meantime sought ways to mend the
marriage.

Back in Tel Aviv, filled with remorse, she made a last-ditch effort to save
her marriage by having a child. Living with Sheina again was misery. Golda and
Morris barely communicated with each other. “We both felt very much at loose
ends and were irritable most of the time”,” she wrote later. She found a job as a
bookkeeper in the Tel Aviv branch of the Histadrut’s Public Works and Building
Office headed by Remez. Morris stayed at home trying to get Merhavia out of his
system. Golda was like a caged tigress—longing for the kibbutz and even more for
public life. As she was no longer living in Merhavia, she could not represent the
kibbutz in any party, Histadrut and kibbutz movement bodies. Working in a tiny
dusty office in Tel Aviv, again living with her sister, she had a sense of terrible
failure in all that she had tried to achieve in her life. She was barely 25.

It is hard to determine whether Golda, given her vast ambitions and natural
restlessness, would have been content to spend the rest of her life on the kibbutz.
Had she stayed, she probably would have ended up like the other leaders of the
Labor Movement who maintained their residences in the kibbutz, but in fact
worked and resided in Tel Aviv where the various organizations they created had
their headquarters. To have a kibbutz address was important socially, ideologi-
cally and politically. Golda strenuously maintained that for Morris she made the
biggest sacrifice of her life, forsaking the kibbutz. Later she spoke and wrote that
she longed to live on a kibbutz again but circumstances prevented her from doing
so. The truth is that she could have had her children and gone back to Merhavia
or another kibbutz and stay there for the rest of her life. But she was not made for
a kibbutz, for the dull routine and slow pace of life and for many years of drab
kibbutz existence which marked these settlements in the 1920’s and 1930’s. The
bitter Merhavia experience would haunt her for the rest of her life. She may have
felt that by leaving Merhavia she betrayed an ideal. She was unable to control
her destiny and had shown weakness. She feared that this experience would be
symptomatic of her failure to make a go of it in Palestine. She felt the nagging fear
that leaving Merhavia could be the first step of a possible return to the United
States, an idea she abhorred.

In retrospect, her two-and-a-half years in Merhavia became for her, by design
or by accident, a stepping stone for making a name for herself and establishing
her presence. The kibbutz was, in fact, used by her as a sort of a power base,
without her noticing it or admitting such a possibility. While she lived in Mer-
havia she knew she could be involved in public life with the knowledge that her

21 Meir, My Life, p. 73.
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basic needs would be taken care of by the community. She did not have to worry
about her livelihood—the kibbutz provided, albeit little, food and shelter so that
she could absent herself to attend to party or Histadrut business without wor-
rying who would provide food for Morris. As a kibbutz member she belonged,
temporarily, to the pioneering elite, to those who really worked the land and not
just talked about it.

No wonder that back in Tel Aviv, she felt “lost and directionless, away from
Merhavia as though we were doomed to being transients forever”. By mid-1924
it was too late to make a major change in her life as she was expecting a child
and may have hoped that this blessed event would revive her marriage. An
opportunity to move away from Tel Aviv presented itself when she and Morris
were offered positions in the Jerusalem office of the Public Works and Building
Company. Another employee in the bookkeeping department was Rosa Cohen-
Rabin, the mother of then two-year-old Yitzhak Rabin. It can be safely assumed
that once again David Remez was the initiator of this move. The couple settled in
the Nachlat Achim poor section in Jerusalem and waited for the arrival of their
first child. Menachem was born on November 23, 1924 and occupied their time
and energy. But the spark had gone out of their marriage. Golda could not work
and look after the baby and decided to take the child back to Merhavia in 1925,
leaving Morris in Jerusalem. This was not a wise decision. A lone mother with a
baby was not welcomed by what remained of the disintegrating Merhavia com-
munity. Some members claimed that Merhavia was not a shelter for broken fam-
ilies and she was made to feel unwelcome. Golda was assigned to the baby home
and learned something about child care. Years later, as Minister of Labor and
Housing, she was able to give immigrant mothers some advice on how to raise
their children. As the kibbutz fell apart, Golda decided to return to Jerusalem and
try and be a good mother and a devoted wife.

In retrospect, Merhavia established her name, strengthened her character
and honed her resolve and will power. These traits would serve her well in the
next fifty years. She felt that even though she left the kibbutz, she was for a while
a real pioneer, overcoming hardship and self-doubts. She demonstrated that she
could be as tough as the men around her. She managed to get admitted to the
kibbutz and in later years it became part of her biography. As Degania was Esh-
kol’s kibbutz, Sede Boker Ben-Gurion’s kibbutz in the 1950’s and 1960’s, so was
Merhavia the “Founding Mother’s” kibbutz. Despite of the heartache and prob-
lems, she did have a soft spot for Merhavia and pleasant memories of the cre-
ation, the building, the struggle and the fulfillment. In later years she was given
a small apartment in her daughter’s kibbutz Revivim and spent many weekends
there, feeling that she once again belonged to a kibbutz. The following three years
would once again test her mettle and character in ways she had never dreamed of.
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Jerusalem would be Golda’s home for the next three bitter years. She would
remember this period in her life as the most trying and difficult. These were years
of physical, material and spiritual deprivation, of loneliness and uncertainty. Only
her strong personality and determination allowed her to endure life in Jerusalem
without caving in. But those years left her with searing scars. Some never healed.
Formally she was married to Morris, who was employed in Solel Boneh, the name
given to the construction company set up by the Hisatdrut, and earning eight
pounds a month, a decent salary by the standards of the time. But he was not paid
in cash but in vouchers that you could not use to pay the grocer or the landlord.
They lived in a two-room apartment in the poor Jerusalem neighborhood Yegiah
Kapaim (literally “manual labor”), this name aptly fit their situation. Golda was
also employed part-time in Solel Boneh’s Jerusalem’s office. In May 1926 another
child, Sarah, was born and Golda now had to raise two small babies. Her letters
from those years show a lonely woman grappling with the daily hardship of
feeding two infants in the either bitterly cold Jerusalem winter or the stifling heat
of summer. One room was rented out to supplement their income and help pay
for Menachem’s nursery school. She earned extra money by doing his kindergar-
ten laundry which helped defray the tuition costs. Sheina and Shamai often sent
food parcels. But all this could not help her overcome the gnawing feeling that
she was wasting her time as she attempted to survive physically. Having tested
the heady wine of politics in the United States prior to coming to Palestine, and
then the occasional excitement of politics while she lived in Merhavia, she now
felt isolated and out of touch with what was happening, cut off from her former
friends, and above all she resented the fact that she could not fulfill her ambitions
and do something more meaningful for her party, the movement and the Yishuv,
stuck in a Jerusalem slum.

She made no effort to establish new relationships and acquaintances in
Jerusalem. She did renew the old friendship with Regina who often lent moral
and on occasion material support. The poor struggling Meyerson family did not
fit in with the Jerusalem social scene which consisted of wealthy Sephardi Jewish
families who had lived in the city for generations. Golda was not interested in
the newly created Mandatory officialdom even though she could speak to them
in English. There remained the budding Zionist hierarchy to which Regina and
her new husband belonged. She had no contact with the faculty of the recently
opened Hebrew University and of course had no common language with the large
ultra-Orthodox Jewish community. At the fringe of society, she experienced a
daily sense of frustration verging on despair. This was totally different from what
she hoped and dreamed. Even her frequent visits to Sheina in Tel Aviv did not
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improve her mood. Morris’s family kept asking that they return to America. She
would hear nothing of it. Her letters speak mainly of the daily battle to obtain
food, milk, heating in winter and how to swat flies in summer. She recalled these
times as one of constant struggle:

There was also my loneliness, the sense of isolation to which I was so unaccustomed and
the constant feeling that I was being deprived of just those things for which I had come
to Palestine in the first place. Instead of actively helping build a Jewish national home
and working hard and productively for it, I found myself cooped up in a tiny apartment in
Jerusalem, all my thoughts and energy concentrated on making do with Morris’s wages.!

The occasional trips to Tel Aviv to see her family and friends and escape the sti-
fling atmosphere of Jerusalem apparently charged her spent emotional and polit-
ical batteries. There she could talk about things that interested her, pick up the
latest gossip and learn of new developments. Officially she was still a member of
the Executive Council of the Histadrut and in that capacity she made a speech, on
May 14, 1925, representing the Women’s Labor Council. The discussion focused
on the dismal situation of Solel Boneh and the growing unemployment among
Jewish immigrants. Golda argued that if the Histadrut fundraising campaign in
America promised $30,000, “there is no basis to believe that it will raise 30,000
or even 10,000 dollars”. She thought that all the income should go to Solel Boneh.
“Our comrades in America will understand us. We must only explain this to them.
I am convinced that if we do so, they will understand our decision”.? Once again,
the simple logic—if you explain something well, it will be understood and acted
upon. She preferred to ignore other factors and relied on her powers of conviction
and persuasion.

In 1925 she was appointed to a panel created to resolve the argument between
the veterans of the old Hashomer (Watchman) organization, who were the offi-
cial defense organization of the Jewish community under the Turks, and the
Hagannah defense organization established by the Histadrut in 1920. She and
her co-panelists Zalman Shazar and Zeev Shefer ruled that the old organiza-
tion formally ceased to exist when the Hagannah was created. In fact, they
said, the Hashomer had become an integral part of the Hagannah. This was a
purely political decision designed to bolster the standing of the Histadrut in the
Hagannah and to ensure that there would be no competing underground defense

1 Meir, My Life, p. 76.
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organizations in the Yishuv. Golda was pleased to be once again involved in
Histadrut matters.?

She showed renewed interest in her party, Achdut Ha’avodah, which in 1925
numbered some 3,000 active members led by Ben-Gurion, then serving as Secre-
tary General of the Histadrut, David Remez, the head of Solel Boneh and Golda’s
mentor, Avraham Hartsfeld who headed the Agricultural Association, and Berl
Katznelson, now the editor of the Histadrut’s new daily newspaper “Davar”. The
historian of this epoch noted that the party was in fact a large family: everyone
knew everyone else and relations were based on loyalty to leaders and on com-
radeship. The second echelon of the party’s leaders included some who already
grew up in the country, having come at an early age. Among them was Moshe
Sharett (Shertok) and his two brothers-in-law, Eliyahu Golomb who commanded
the Hagannah and Dov Hoz, another key Hagannah leader. There was another
brother-in-law, Shaul Avigur, who would after World War II head the effort to
bring illegal immigrants to the shores of Palestine and purchase arms for the
defense of the Yishuv and later Israel. Chronologically Golda belonged to the
Third Aliyah and to that group, but as she was not yet recognized as part of it, she
later expressed her appreciation of this group:

The Third Aliyah did not contribute anything new to the foundations of the movement.
Hebrew labor, Hebrew defense, the existence of the people who were willing to receive it
and the Hebrew language, collective life, return to the soil, yearning, even subconsciously,
for unity of the Labor Movement—these were values bequeathed to us by the people of the
Second Aliyah. But the importance of the event of the Giving of the Law is double: A. The
very granting of this law; B. and no less important, and preserve the law. I imagine that the
main significance of the Third Aliyah was in accepting this law, which was handed to it by
the comrades of the Second Aliyah. We accepted it with full heart and with happiness and
abided by its rulings. When we came to this land people were given the chance to obtain
work and do it with our own hands, and in the same spirit that we carried it out then. This
was the most vital and precious thing for us.*

While these thoughts were written much later, Golda knew her place in the scheme
of things even then and realized there was a hierarchy and that seniority and the
leaders had to be respected and obeyed. Not only were they leaders of a politi-
cal party, but above all they were also leaders of a national—ideological, spiri-
tual and economic enterprise—engaged in laying the foundations for the future

3 David Ben-Gurion, Letters, Vol. II, Tel Aviv, 1972, pp. 343-346; History of the Hagannah, Vol. II,
Part I, Tel Aviv, 1977, p. 232.
4 Book of the Third Aliyah, Vol. II, p. 910.
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Jewish state. She effaced herself before these leaders, whom she admired also
for their oratorical, debating and writing skills in Hebrew, Russian and Yiddish.
In those days she was also moved by the concern of some of the leaders to her
welfare. The great Berl Katznelson even sent a note to a friend saying: “I received
a letter from Golda. Things are not good for her and she is lonely”.?

Even the arrival of her parents in 1926 did not seem to cheer her up. Her father
purchased a plot of land in Herzliyah, north of Tel Aviv, but his economic situation
was far from adequate. Only when they arrived in Palestine did Golda’s parents
learn the harsh reality in which she lived, something she had successfully hidden
from them in her cheerful letters. There was not much they could do to help her
apart from offering solace, comfort and being grandparents to her children. Now
there was another address she could turn to in addition to her sister who by then
was also temporarily alone. Shamai had gone back to America to earn money to
keep his family of three children going.

By mid-1927, Golda felt she had suffered enough. She began to send out feelers
to comrades that she was ready to return to active work. They remembered that
formally she was a member of the Histadrut’s Executive Committee and partici-
pated in the July 1927 convention in Tel Aviv, but did not speak. Her very appeatr-
ance there was seen by the leadership as a clear sign that she was ending her
exile in Jerusalem. The question was not whether to bring her back, but rather
how to fit her into the apparatus, taking into account her talents as well as the
party needs at the time.

Ben-Gurion and Remez thought that she should go back to the Women’s
Labor Council. The Secretary General of that body was Ada Maimon, but she was
a member of a rival socialist party called Hapoel Hatsair (The Young Worker),
whereas Golda belonged to Achdut Ha’avodah. The leaders of Golda’s party
viewed the Women’s Labor Council as another instrument in their control of the
Histadrut. They were not sure that there was really a need for a separate women’s
body within the Histadrut and some viewed the Council as a nuisance, super-
fluous and costly. Golda herself shared this view in 1923 when she wondered if
there was need for a separate women’s group. Since then the Histadrut leaders
had paid little attention to the Council and feared that Ada Maimon was aiming
to use this body to enhance the fortunes of her party. In fact she on occasion
voiced heretic views: apart from stipulating free and direct elections to the Hista-
drut institutions and based on their strength, she felt women should have at least
30 % representation in all the governing bodies. This was rejected out of hand
by the male-dominated Histadrut leadership. In 1925, Ada Maimon demanded

5 Shapira, Berl, p.706.
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that 50 % of all immigrant certificates issued by the Mandatory Government to
the World Zionist Organization be granted to women. For this brazen demand
she was removed from the Immigration Committee of the Histadrut. Since she
had a strong and independent personality, this was resented by the leadership.
Golda could be relied upon to carry out their directives without posing a serious
challenge to the leadership to whom, in any case, she would be beholden for the
position. They came to her with an offer she could not refuse.® It was made by
Remez. In her memoirs she wrote that she met him by chance one day on Allenby
Street in Tel Aviv and he asked her to take on the post of the Secretary General
of the Women’s Labor Council. This was an oversimplified tale. It can be safely
assumed that prior to this offer being made, discussions were held among the
leaders who knew of the special ties between Golda and Remez but also saw her
as “one of us”, a reliable functionary who would do as told and not create prob-
lems.” They were not looking for a feminist or an independent personality. Thus
the Histadrut’s male leadership dictated to the Women’s Labor Council who their
next Secretary General was going to be.

True, Golda was not parachuted from the outside. She did have some experi-
ence on the Council. As early as 1925, there had been some feelers made to Golda
and to Ada Maimon suggesting that the two of them serve as co-secretaries of
the Council. This was vetoed by Ada Maimon who resisted it with the passion of
which she was capable. Now, two years later, the old idea re-emerged. This time,
however, Maimon was unable to resist. She realized that Golda was younger, far
better-looking, spoke English very well and excellent Yiddish to boot, and was
learning Hebrew. She had good organizational talents and above all had close
friends in the right places. Maimon was a stern, taciturn and austere spinster,
older than Golda by many years, while having other, no less impressive attrib-
utes. She was a born leader, well educated, a member of a highly respected
family, good speaker and writer, and a founder of the Council. But she belonged
to the wrong party and was seen as too independent by Ben-Gurion and Remez.®

This was the first, but not the last time when before Golda was offered a posi-
tion, it was very well cooked in the party’s kitchen. Once it was well done, she was
approached. When she accepted, the party went through the formal ritual of the
appointment. Golda never competed for a post. She was promoted from one posi-
tion to another, more senior, by the party leadership which began to appreciate

6 Daphnah Israeli, “The Women’s Workers Movement in Israel from its Origins to 1927”7, in
Cathedra, 32, pp. 109-140.

7 Yitzhak Eilam, On Being Close to Golda, Tel Aviv, 1987, p. 13.

8 Teveth, Ben-Gurion, Vol. II, p. 248. See also Bat Sheva Margalit-Stern, Redemption in Shackles:
The Women’s Workers Movement in the Land of Israel 1920-1939, Jerusalem 2006, pp. 133-135.
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her abilities. This was the accepted system at the time—major policy decisions,
and those involving senior appointments, were made behind closed doors. When
all the vetting was done and the required approval obtained, a vote was taken,
which usually, quickly and unanimously, confirmed the leadership’s decisions.

Golda had to make a quick decision. The new position meant moving to Tel
Aviv, the heart of the Yishuv, close to her family and friends. It suited her desire
to return to public life, participate in the slow process of Yishuv building, while
strengthening the role of her own party, the Histadrut and the Labor Movement.
She was sure that the Council would also gain by her presence. But the move to Tel
Aviv meant also an almost complete break with Morris. In Tel Aviv she would be
free of Morris and return to the world she loved most—politics. The position was
the key to her rescue from the misery of Jerusalem and from Morris. She would
have a social life, go to the theater, attend concerts, travel around the country,
perhaps even overseas. She would meet new and interesting people. The only
drawback was that she would work for a women’s organization. Years later she
wrote:

The Women’s Labor Council and its sister organization abroad, the Pioneer Women, were
the first and the last women’s organization for which I ever worked. I was attracted to them
not so much because they concerned women as such, but because I was very interested
in the work they were doing, particularly in the agricultural training farms they set up for
immigrant girls.’

No one doubted what her decision would be, and in early 1928 she went down
to Tel Aviv with her children and started work. Her son later described the move:

... within a few months she had us there (in Tel Aviv), herself, Sarah (aged two-and-a-half),
and me (aged four), housed in an airy two-room flat with a large balcony overlooking the
sea. We were still without gas or electricity but the new surroundings in this still new city
represented change for the better, and mother’s new position was truly the start of a new
life for her and us.”

What remained of the harsh Jerusalem period? For the rest of her life she bore the
memories of four miserable years of dire poverty, occasional hunger, loneliness
and isolation. There were also memories of unemployment and the inability to
contribute her share to the national political effort, frustration of once again being
trapped forever. But there were also important lessons from that experience—she
learned the meaning of a steady job and regular salary, the sense of security and

9 Meir, My Life, p. 83.
10 Meir, My Mother Golda Meir, p. 23. See also Goldstein, Golda, pp. 62-103.
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well-being that comes with holding a job. She also sharpened her sense of social
justice and the need to fight for it. For her, these were never empty slogans, but
a reality she experienced. Coming after Merhavia, the Jerusalem epoch further
strengthened her character and taught her how to overcome obstacles, never to
lose hope and concentrate on the important things. One can well apply to her
the words of Churchill when he wrote about an illustrious hero of a different era:
“The compression of circumstances, the twinge of adversity, the spurs and slights
and taunts in early years are needed to evoke that ruthless fixity of purpose and
tenacious mother-kit without which great actions are seldom accomplished”."

11 Winston Churchill, Marlborough—His Life and Times, Vol. I, London, 1933, p. 23.
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In 1928 Golda opened a new chapter in her life. She was now entering the political
arena as an apprentice, eager to learn the political process, familiarize herself
with the inner workings of the particular office she held. She had a general idea
of what she wanted to do, but took time to consult with friends on the meaning
of the new responsibility she now shouldered and what was expected of her. Her
chief mentor was David Remez.

What attracted Remez to her? A mutual friend noted that he was like an
impresario, forever looking for new talent to enlist and promote in the party and
Histadrut hierarchy. When he got to know Golda better, he was impressed with
her ability to simplify the most complex idea and make it understandable for all.
She was the opposite of so many other leaders who would obfuscate an issue even
more by talking endlessly about it. Her talent was to instill in the mind of her lis-
teners a serious idea, which would appear to them as self-evident. Her ability to
popularize was for Remez a major asset for any public figure. He began to promote
her and in the process her personality blossomed. In the summer of 1927, Pales-
tine was in the midst of a major economic recession. Remez left the Public Works
Office of the Histadrut and took over the Secretariat of the Histadrut’s Executive
Committee. In that capacity he offered her the new position.

In those days, before radio and television, the only forms of entertainment
were movies, the theater, reading and visiting with friends. One of Golda’s impor-
tant friends was Remez. Their relationship was described years later by Remez’
son Aaron:

From her first years in the country, father saw in her a major force. She possessed great
potential. Her self-assurance, capacity to appear (publicly), more than he saw in her, she
saw in him a man who understood her, a personal and public support...in the personal side
of her life...behind the self-assured appearance, she was very feminine. She always sought
a sense of support, security and warmth around her. She could not stand to be alone. The
warm personal relations created between them lasted throughout my father’s life. Then
the custom was to conceal personal relationships, not to mix them with a public or party
appearance.'

Remez provided her with a deep insight of how the Histadrut and the party func-
tioned, and explained to her the meaning and directions of the Yishuv’s poli-
tics. Barely thirty, she was becoming a junior member of the nation-building
elite that was developing in Palestine in the late 1920’s. Their ideology would
dominate the country’s politics until 1977. In this respect they claimed a record

1 Interview in Ma’ariv, 26 February 1988.
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by holding on to power for half a century, the longest consecutive period of rule
in any democratic society. Like Golda, the Yishuv’s leaders were born in Russia
or Poland and came to Palestine in the Second and Third Aliyah. Their political
growth and socialization began under the impact of the Russian revolutionary
movements, where they not only learned and absorbed Socialist ideology, but
managed to fuse it with their Zionist philosophy. Above all, they understood that
to gain power and to retain it, they would have to create their own political base
which would bestow political power on them. Prior to 1919, the Jewish community
in Palestine did not have a distinct political system. There were no professional
politicians who dealt exclusively in politics. There was no accepted single leader.
There were a number of personalities, mainly intellectuals, teachers, writers and
journalists, who devoted themselves to public work in their spare time. The First
Aliyah (1882-1904) saw the creation of Workers Associations in the various settle-
ment then called moshavot (colonies), whose main goals were to protect the inter-
ests of the Jewish workers and assure them employment, decent wages, housing,
medical services and communal kitchens to feed the needy, to build mutual aid
institutions, all in the best Russian populist tradition.

The first effort to unite all the Jewish workers in Palestine was made in
1900 when the Agricultural Worker Association was established, seeking to find
employment for workers to prevent them from leaving the country. There was also
a Print Workers Union in Jerusalem; but these efforts were sporadic and not suc-
cessful. The change came in 1905 when a Socialist-Zionist party called the Young
Worker—Hapoel Hatsair—was established in Petach Tikva, whose platform pro-
claimed that a necessary condition for Zionist fulfillment was the concentration
of a large number of Jewish workers in Palestine and their entrenchment in all
branches of labor. It called for a personal, pioneering fulfillment of Zionism
through the conquest of labor and the revival of Hebrew culture. One of their
leading ideologists was Aaron David Gordon (1856-1922), who was deeply influ-
enced by Tolstoyan populist ideas and sought to fuse Zionism with Socialist pop-
ulism. He argued that only through physical labor would people be redeemed.
Jews would have to live not by their wits alone, but also by their sweat. He wor-
shipped physical labor and the human soul and saw in both cosmic forces that
would cleanse the human soul. A puritan and a pacifist, he was a great believer in
ethical actions by individuals and opposed state powers. Hapoel Hatsair found-
ers opposed the Marxist ideology of class warfare and refused to belong to the
various international socialist organizations of the time. Their main argument
was that conditions in Palestine were not like those prevailing in the industrial-
ized European nations and they would have to adapt themselves to the special
circumstances of the country. Their members were among those who founded the
first kibbutz Degania in 1909. World War I put an end to their activities.
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The other socialist party operating in Palestine at the time was Poalei Zion.
Established in 1905, it held its first founding convention (which consisted of fewer
than ten people) in Ramle in 1906. Its goals were the fusion of Zionism with social-
ism and the implementation of the ideology of return to the soil, Jewish labor (as
opposed to the use of cheap unorganized Arab labor), Jewish defense, the revival
of the Hebrew language and Jewish culture and the creation of new forms of
social organizations and communal/collective living. The party was led by David
Ben-Gurion, Yitzhak Ben-Zvi and Berl Katznelson. From Russia they brought with
them the belief that the state must intervene in virtually every aspect of its citizen’s
life. The Russian socialist political culture under the Czars was a collectivist one
which directly opposed the Western emphasis on individual freedom. The early
Russian social-revolutionary thinkers, who very much influenced the thinking of
the future leaders of the Yishuv and later Israel, adopted the existing Russian
state ideology—the individual fulfills his role in life only if he serves society. In the
West, the dominant outlook was individualism: the rights and welfare of the indi-
vidual remained at the root of all political thinking and action. This was based on
the assumption that each individual knows what his best interests are, and those
interests should be promoted in a political framework which would set broad and
general restraints. Both in the West and in Czarist Russia, it was evident that there
was close link between the political and the economic systems.

In Russia, the Bolsheviks learned that the politicians must control not only
the political system but the various economic organizations and institutions as
well. In order to control the economy after the 1917 Revolution, the Bolshevik
leaders immediately set up a centralized bureaucracy that enabled them to take
over the vast Russian economy and try to run it. Lenin and his comrades taught
that one of the first phases of taking over a country must be the creation of a
strong political organization that would control all the economic resources and
organizations. The founding fathers of Israel understood this principle only too
well. The success of this group derived not only from their taking over certain
institutions, but in the absence of such institutions, they would create from
scratch the necessary political, social and economic institutions of the Yishuv.
Thus they built the very institutions within which they operated, these became
their power bases and ensured their control.

From Russia, Ben-Gurion and his associates brought to Palestine certain
Leninist principles. Among them was the paramount role of the party in the direc-
tion of all political action. In 1919 they founded a new party called Achdut Ha’avo-
dah (Unity of Labor) which was a merger of Poalei Zion and a smaller group called
Tseirei Zion. Golda joined Achdut Ha’avoadah when she arrived in Palestine. The
full name of the party was “A Zionist-Socialist Association of the Hebrew Workers
in Palestine”, and its aim was the overall unity of all the Jewish (and later even
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Arab) workers in the country for economic, political and social goals and action,
in order to build a national Zionist-Socialist Union. Their counterpart in the Dias-
pora was the World Union of Poalei Zion, which espoused the same lofty ideals
but, being in the Diaspora, was involved mainly in cultural activities in the various
communities and fundraising for the effort in Palestine. Achdut Ha’avodah was
mainly active in organizing and supporting agricultural settlements, mutual aid
groups, providing loans to new immigrants and in trade union work. When the
Histadrut was established in 1920, this party became the largest of its constituen-
cies and most of its leaders operated as Histadrut functionaries. Attempts to unite
all the socialist parties failed when Hapoel Hatsair refused to merge with Achdut
Ha’avodah. The leaders of Achdut Ha’avodah then took over the central positions
in the Histadrut, thus becoming the dominant force in the labor movement in
the Yishuv. Later they dominated the entire Yishuv and in the early 1930’s they
already controlled the World Zionist Organization.?

The Histadrut served another purpose. The World Zionist Organization began
to allocate funds for the building of the national homeland and the Labor Move-
ment leaders wanted to obtain some of those funds. Ben-Gurion understood that
the body which had a broad power base would be able to make claims for more
money. He had been to the Soviet Union in 1923 and came back much impressed
how the Bolsheviks took over the instruments of the state and the economy. Never
a Communist, he nevertheless thought there was something to be learned from
the Leninist techniques of power seizure and understood that all action must be
taken in the framework of a political party.

All this was occurring in the early years of the British mandate, when the
Yishuv lacked sovereignty, and the legitimacy of the central political and eco-
nomic bodies was based on a voluntary society and on a broad-based consensus.
The greater the power of its representative bodies, the stronger the Yishuv. The
broader the political and economic base, the greater the real political and eco-
nomic power of these bodies would be. The Labor leaders made sure that even the
underground defense organization, the Hagannah, would be under the control of
the Histadrut. Slowly the leaders came to equate their party with the Yishuv and
adopted the motto—what is good for the party is good for the Yishuv, and vice
versa. As they not simply impose their will on the entire community, they had to
rely on their organization and persuasive powers, and on what they could provide
in material terms—housing, employment, medical care, education and even
culture. They were also lucky—there were no serious competing leaders or polit-
ical bodies to challenge them. By 1928 the Histadrut numbered 25,400 members,

2 See Yonatan Shapira, The Historic Achdut Ha’avodah, Tel Aviv, 1976.
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almost 15 % of the total Jewish population of the country. The Labor leaders also
aspired to promote the construction of the infrastructure for the future Jewish
state which they envisioned being a Zionist-Socialist one, whose destiny they
would shape and guide. All this, they argued, had to be done in an evolutionary
process under the protection of the British mandate. This would free them from
worrying about defense, law and order and the administration of justice for the
time being. The virtual autonomy granted by the British Mandatory regime to the
Jewish community and its institutions suited the ideology of the founding fathers
who were opposed to revolutionary steps. In this they differed from the Revision-
ist-Zionists led by Zeev Jabotinsky who sought the attainment of a Jewish state at
once. But the latter lacked an economic base and their contribution to the build-
ing of the national homeland at this stage was marginal.

This was the arena Golda entered in January 1928 when she began her slow,
steady climb up the leadership ladder. Each position eventually led to the quest
for greater responsibility and more power. Golda, scarred by her Jerusalem expe-
rience, also needed much love and approval for her own self-image and esteem to
make up for her failed marriage. She plunged into restless activity, doing, arrang-
ing and organizing, partly to keep herself busy and partly to demonstrate that
she was equal to any job and trust her colleagues placed on her and to win the
reassurance that she craved for.

Her first steps were somewhat hesitant. She started by learning in depth the
range of the Women’s Labor Council operations, programs and budget, its leading
personalities. Once she mastered the inner workings of this body, she studied the
Histadrut’s structure, leadership and chain of command. Ben-Gurion, as Secre-
tary General, dominated the Histadrut by sheer personal magnetism, powers of
persuasion, charisma and ability to motivate others to action through speeches,
articles and then, as later, the use of his ultimate weapon—the threat to resign if
his will was not heeded. Remez looked after Solel Boneh, Hartsfeld after the Agri-
cultural Settlement Center. Berl edited the Histadrut’s daily newspaper “Davar”.
One of his younger assistants was Moshe Sharett. Golda shared an office with Ada
Maimon and Elisheva Kaplan, Levi Eshkol’s wife. Her official title was Co-Secre-
tary General of the General Council of the Women’s Workers Council, which was
affiliated with the Histadrut.

Her salary was the princely sum of 13 pounds a month and would remain at
this level for the next two years. She was now financially secure. From now on she
would never have to worry about her next pay check.? Things went smoothly until

3 Women Workers Secretariat File 137, 1928, in the Histadrut Archives. See also Yitzhak Green-
berg, “Golda in the Histadrut—Emissary and Mission”, in Avizhoar, ed., Golda—The Rise of a
Leader, pp. 137-141.
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a mini-crisis erupted over the issue of who would represent the Council at the
Women’s International Zionist Organization (WIZO) conference that was to take
place in Berlin in July 1928. Ada was sent a personal invitation and the Council
decided that another delegate would accompany her so that “another comrade
would also learn the ropes”. Ada objected, claiming she did not need a compan-
ion, and the vote was seen by her as one of nonconfidence. The matter went up
to a higher authority. In a vote taken in the Secretariat of the Histadrut’s Execu-
tive Committee, Ben-Gurion voted to send one delegate, Golomb and Sprinzak
in favor of sending two.* Ada and Golda set sail for Europe, Golda making her
first overseas trip since she had immigrated to Palestine seven years earlier and
gaining international experience and making more friends. Another shipmate
was Zalman Shazar. She does not mention the conference in her memoirs and
apparently it did not impress her.’ The trip was problematic for another reason.
Golda had to leave behind her two little children with Sheina, who cared for them
in addition to her own three children. This would become the cause of constant
friction between the two sisters which was enacted whenever Golda had to leave
the country on an overseas trip. Morris did his share in tending to the children. He
also moved to Tel Aviv and Golda arranged for him to work in the Histadrut. There
is a record of a meeting of the Histadrut’s Executive Committee Finance Sub-
Committee approving a monthly salary of 4,500 pounds for comrade Meyerson
until December 1929, in addition to Golda’s salary to be charged to the Women’s
Labor Council. Morris argued that Ben-Gurion and Golomb promised him half the
salary of an unmarried man. In fact he was paid 16,866 pounds for two months
and then quit. “We told comrade Meyerson”, wrote Eliezer Kaplan (future first
Finance Minister of Israel) and Shlomo Kaplansky,

that to the best of our knowledge, work was organized for him in the Executive Committee
at the request of comrade Golda who did not want him to get a salary without working. If he
says there was a different agreement made with him—Ben-Gurion told us he did not recall
the details—we shall pay the sum due to him. But the Control Committee had the right to
reduce Golda Meyerson’s salary in case her husband had other income...If it appears that
payment to the Women’s Labor Council would be reduced because of the above-mentioned
reasons, the Council must return to the Executive Committee the sum it will save because
the Council should not ‘benefit’ because comrade Meyerson worked for a while in the Exec-
utive Committee.®

4 Secretariat of the Va’ad Hapoel, 18 June 1928, pp. 250-251.
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This minor and insignificant episode demonstrated the family atmosphere pre-
vailing in the Histadrut apparatus, the involvement of the top leadership in mar-
ginal issues and the amount of time and energy they spent on these matters. By
the time Morris quit the Histadrut, Golda was in America. This trip was the result
of a growing tension between her and Ada. At an Executive Committee meeting
dated September 20, 1928, the subject of dispatching an emissary to the Pioneer
Women in America was discussed. Golda suggested that whoever was sent had
to arrive in the United States in time for the October National Convention of that
body. Since the matter could not be resolved in the Women’s Labor Council, it was
brought to the Histadrut Executive Committee Secretariat. Ada Maimon voiced
her opposition to sending an emissary and criticized the direct channels of com-
munications existing between the Pioneer Women and “certain” leaders of the
Council who got funds directly from them for their pet projects. Remez intervened
saying: “I shall vote for sending one comrade and not two...If the proposal would
have been to send two emissaries of the same party, maybe I would have con-
sented. I shall vote for sending Golda Meyerson. In the words of Ada I sense the
atmosphere prevailing in the Council. In other institutions the situation is not so
ideal, but things have not reached the stage they have reached in the Council...I
consider Golda a good emissary”. She was supported by five members.’

It can be assumed that Remez wanted Golda to gain broader experience
abroad and also to reduce the tension in the Council and he was convinced she
was there right person for the job. He also wanted to impress the Pioneer Women
with a high-caliber emissary from the Histadrut. In late 1928 she left the country
leaving her children in the joint care of Sheina and Morris.

The America she found after an absence of seven years was a country bursting
with prosperity. Few felt the rumblings of the coming financial crash. American
Jews were doing much better than before and were busy achieving the American
dream. Golda realized there was a growing gap between her and other American
Jews. She now spoke and raised funds on behalf of a national and social cause,
the creation of a future Jewish homeland. They cared about improving their lot,
sending their children to colleges, moving to better residential areas and adding
to their businesses, and in general assimilating into the American social main-
stream. Some looked upon those who immigrated to Palestine as losers. Immi-
gration from the United States was virtually nonexistent. In fact, some Jews from
Palestine went to America to escape the economic hardship.

Speaking in English and Yiddish, she dealt mainly with Eastern European
Jews whose contributions were tiny, a few dollars, at times dimes and quar-

7 Secretariat of the Va’ad Hapoel, 20 September 1928, p. 328.
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ters. She was unable to reach the wealthy strata of American Jews, the German
Jewish plutocrats, who were immersed in assimilating into American society,
making their fortunes, contributing to their own communities and to the general
non-Jewish community as well. They were non-Zionists and a few such as the
American Council for Judaism were openly anti-Zionists. She had no entry into
that crowd and resented this bitterly because this was where the big money was.
So she continued to preach to the converted. When she returned to Palestine there
were letters of praise and requests that she return soon to continue her work.

She was hardly back in Palestine when she was off again, this time to the
Sixteenth World Zionist Congress in Zurich (28 July-14 August 1929), her first
Zionist Congress. Representing the American Branch of Poalei Zion, this event
was important to her, although there is no record of her making a speech.® She
met more people, her vision broadened and she was there at the birth of a major
institution in Zionist history, the establishment of the Jewish Agency. After a ten-
year struggle, Dr. Chaim Weizmann, already a legendary figure, President of the
World Zionist Organization, a world-renowned chemist, the man who obtained
the Balfour Declaration, who knew Herzl, finally succeeded in creating an orga-
nization that brought together the World Zionist Organization and non-Zionists
leaders who supported the idea of a national Jewish homeland in Palestine. He
was at last able to bring into the fold the wealthy American Jews of German origin
and with them some of the richest Jews of France, England and even Germany.
Among those who lent their names to the Jewish Agency were Leon Blum and
Albert Einstein. Formally, the role of the Agency would be to assist the British
Mandatory regime in implementing the Balfour Declaration under the mandate it
was given by the League of Nations. In time, the Agency would become the qua-
si-government of the Yishuv, looking after immigration, absorption, settlement,
defense and foreign policy which meant relations with the British government in
London, other governments and the Mandatory administration in Palestine. It
would also look after finances and allocate funds towards the realization of these
goals. Its budget came from funds raised by Keren Hayesod, the financial arm of
the World Zionist Organization.

Upon her return Golda was admitted to the Executive of the Women’s Labor
Council and also had the right to participate in the meetings of the Histadrut’s
Executive Committee. Climbing this rung on the ladder was not without its ten-
sions. At the end of 1929 Ben-Gurion and Remez argued over the status of the
Council in the Executive Committee. The issue was quite simple: Now that she
was on the Council’s Executive, did Golda have voting rights in the Executive

8 Protocols of the 15" Zionist Congress, London, 1929; Ben-Gurion, Letters, Vol. III, p. 56.



56 —— 5 Apprenticeship (1928-1939)

Committee of the Histadrut. Ada Maimon, although belonging to another party,
was supported by Ben-Gurion in opposing granting Golda this privilege. He felt
Ada was more senior, more experienced and had greater stature than Golda.
“Besides”, said Ben-Gurion, “I do not wish to become involved in formalities”.
Remez supported Golda for personal and party reasons. But Golda lost in the
vote.’ This little setback did not deter her and she continued to carry out her work
in the Council as though nothing had happened, but her already soured relations
with Ada were further strained.

Golda mastered the inner workings of the Council to such an extent that she
was able to argue, in late 1929, with Eliezer Kaplan over the Council’s budget. He
suggested that the Council commit itself to a partial budget. She opposed saying
the idea was impractical. “The budget is not a worker you can fire. We are dealing
with living organizations”. In another discussion on the issue of handing over
agricultural farms where women were trained from the council to WIZO (Women
International Zionist Organization), she was totally opposed: “A woman workers
farm is not only a school, it is a Histadrut institution in which the woman must
obtain a Histadrut education and values”, she said. She also opposed receiving
money from WIZO to operate some Council facilities fearing that WIZO would
demand greater control.”®

In October 1929 her name was once again raised as a candidate for emis-
sary to America. It was proposed by Moshe Beilinson, one of the party’s leading
intellectuals, who was charmed not by her ideological prowess and intellectual
curiosity but by her ability to get things done and cut through the maze of talk
and focus on the core of any issue under discussion. But for the time being the
idea was shelved." There were further problems with Ada Maimon. In early 1930
Ben-Gurion noted in his diary that Golda had informed the Executive Commit-
tee that the Secretariat of the Women’s Labor Council was poorly organized. One
employee was working half-time and the other ineffectively, both speaking poor
Hebrew, and there was need to hire additional experienced staff. Ada was pre-
pared to work, noted Golda, but not in a team, ever a loner. Relations between the
two sunk to their lowest point.”

Ben-Gurion had no time or patience for such squabbles. He was involved in
a historic move that would forever alter the Labor Movement in the country. After
years of arduous negotiations, trying to unite the Labor camp in the Yishuv in order

9 Women Workers Council, 10 September,1929; see also Teveth, Ben-Gurion, Vol. II, p. 491.

10 Secretariat of the Va’ad Hapoel, 16 December 1929, p. 409; for the meeting of 11 October 1929,
see pp. 297-301.

11 Secretariat of the Va’ad Hapoel, 23 October 1929, p. 351.

12 Ben-Gurion, Diary, 25 March 1930.
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to be able to take over a bigger goal—the leadership of the World Zionist Organiza-
tion, Ben-Gurion was able to convince the leaders of Hapoel Hatsair, among them
Eliezer Kaplan and Yossef Sprinzak, that power also lay in numbers and size was
important in effecting social and political changes. They agreed and the founding
convention of the newly merged party called Mapai (The Party of the Workers of
Eretz Israel) took place in Tel Aviv on January 5, 1930, with 280 delegates repre-
senting a membership of almost 4000. When the party’s Central Committee was
elected, Golda was included and there she was, with Ben-Gurion, Berl, Taben-
kin, Yavne’eli, Kaplan, Sprinzak, Remez, Ada Maimon and others. This group
would now lead the Jewish community of Palestine during the thirties, the strug-
gle against the British in the forties, the War of Independence and the formative
years of the State of Israel in the fifties and sixties. The last to survive would be
Golda Meir, then the youngest. She would remain in power until 1974. This elite
group would implant its stamp on the Yishuv and the State, seeing themselves
responsible not only for the welfare of the workers and party members, but also
for the national struggle and the fulfillment of the Zionist dream—the creation of
a Jewish state. At age 32, Golda was now part of this select group, numbering less
than twenty men and women who would shoulder this Herculean and historic
task which was thrust on them by fate and choice. Mapai would be the dominant
party in the country until its disintegration in the early 1970’s.

The next opportunity for Golda to shine came in June 1930. She was elected
a member of the Palestine Labor Movement delegation to the Conference of the
(Imperial) Commonwealth Labor Movement held in London. In recent years
the relations between Arabs and Jews and between the Jewish community and
the British Mandatory administration soured following massive Arab rioting in
August 1929 over what they perceived as an attempt by the Jews to change the
status-quo in the Western Wall in Jerusalem’s Old City. In the riots, almost the
entire Jewish community of Hebron was massacred and scores of Jews were killed
in other towns. The riots demonstrated the weakness of the Yishuv and the need
to re-organize the Hagannah. In the wake of the riots, a British Commission of
Inquiry was sent to Palestine to investigate the root causes of the “disturbances”
as the British elegantly referred to the riots. The Shaw Commission came, saw and
went. It recommended that Jewish immigration to Palestine be curtailed to fit the
absorptive capacity of the country and to ensure that Arab peasants would not be
dispossessed.

The new British policy was proclaimed in a statement named the Passfield
White Paper. Lord Passfield was a leading British Socialist (known also as Sydney
Webb). His attitude towards Zionism was negative and he spoke for that part of
the British Labor Party that feared the Zionist social experimentations in Pales-
tine, thinking the Jewish settlers were more communists than socialists. There
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was also a twinge of anti-semitism as the Jews with whom the British Labor Party
leaders had experience with were the Eastern European Jews in London’s East
End, some of whom were landlords, traders and money-lenders, and not the
great Anglo-Jewish intellectuals of the time. In 1930, the Labor Party dominated
the British Government, which was headed by Prime Minister Ramsey MacDon-
ald. Hence it was thought that a high-powered Labor delegation from Palestine
was required. Ben-Gurion, Dov Hoz and Shlomo Kaplansky (Mapai’s emissary to
Britain) were also in the delegation.”

Golda started her journey to Britain by attending a Conference of Socialist
Women and then traveled extensively through England addressing women’s
groups, explaining to them the work of the Histadrut. During the Imperial Labor
conference a heated exchange erupted between Golda and Drummond Shills,
the Parliamentary Under-Secretary of State for the Colonies. Speaking on July 21,
1930, Golda vehemently attacked British policy on Palestine, accusing that
country of reneging on her promises contained in the Balfour Declaration and the
League of Nations Mandate. Shills charged the Jews with ingratitude, saying that
only under British rule could they develop the Yishuv. Both were right. Writing
to his wife, Ben-Gurion was deeply impressed with Golda’s performance: “I was
stunned by the force of her speech. Her speech shocked the conference. She spoke
proudly, forcefully, bitterly, painfully and in good taste. Although I have heard of
her success in the Women’s Conference and at other meetings arranged for her by
the Labor Party, her words came to me as an enormous surprise”."

This successful trip was not without its toll on her relations with Sheina. On
the way to London, Golda wrote to Sheina a heart-wrenching letter which showed
her dilemma in the most poignant manner:

I ask only one thing, that I be understood and believed. My social activities are not an acci-
dental thing; they are an absolute necessity for me. I am hurt when Morris and others say
that this is all superficial, that  am trying to be modern. It is silly. Do I have to justify myself?
Before I left, the doctor assured me that Sarale’s health permits my going, and I have made
adequate arrangements for Menachem. And yet you can understand how hard it is for me
to leave. But in our present situation I could not refuse to do what was asked of me. Believe
me, I know I will not bring the Messiah, but I think that we must miss no opportunity to
explain what we want and what we are to influential people. One thing is clear. I have only
two alternatives: one, to cut off my connections with all outside interests as I once did at
Morris’s insistence, or go to Ein Harod. I have no further strength for my present life. My sole
problem is what is better for the children...”

13 Jospeh Gorny, The British Labor Movement and Zionism 1917-1948, London, 1983.
14 Ben-Gurion, Letters, Vol. III, p. 122.
15 Meir, My Life, p. 87.
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This letter explains more than any other document the state of her private life
at the time. As she rose slowly from one position to another, she had to confront
and deal with growing criticism leveled by Morris and Sheina. What she saw as
central and vital, they thought was superficial and even vulgar. They often used
the Yiddish word narishkeit or not serious, unworthy, nonsense. The term superfi-
cial stung her sharply, and in the future she would rail at those who accused her
of being superficial. For her the dictate of the party was a higher law, superceding
the well-being of her children. In the name of the party she would justify many of
her decisions. As for her daughter Sarah, she contracted a kidney inflammation
and had to be under constant care and observation. Responsibility for the chil-
dren during Golda’s absences fell on Morris and Sheina and both resented Golda
for this burden. In the letter she also mentioned the possibility of joining kibbutz
Ein Harod, but did not elaborate. There is no record of her investigations. Golda,
as seen in this letter, was hard on herself. Her concern was for her budding career,
now nicely launched. The party and the Histadrut would brook no objections for
personal reasons. They came to appreciate her talents and relied on her for con-
stant, devoted and selfless duty.

It was inevitable that Golda’s free life style would become the source of much
gossip. It was virtually impossible to separate the private from the public life
of the leaders, although Aaron Remez remembered differently. The Yishuv was
tiny and there was barely any privacy. The leaders lived in homes whose doors
were never locked. One knew what was taking place inside the homes of others.
Special relations were entered into by some of the leaders and younger women.
Berl, Ben-Gurion, Remez and Shazar had extra-marital affairs. Those who suf-
fered were their wives and children. Golda was attractive, separated from her
husband and available. She even made strenuous efforts to convince Berl’s wife
that she had no affair with her husband. Remez remembered that “...there was
envy around her. Berl was interested in her. Everyone was interested in her. She
was a type”. Shazar’s wife, Rachel Katznelson, a very strong personality in her
own right, admired Golda, although she knew that Golda had a long love affair
with Shazar in the 1930’s.

During those years Golda’s bonds with Remez intensified.'® Her name began
to appear more often in his diary. By now he felt greater responsibility for her
political growth and development. He was twelve years her senior, married and
father of two children. He was not an impressive figure, being short and rather
paunchy, but beneath a genial appearance there was a man of enormous drive, a
first-class leader and organizer, a visionary who spoke excellent Hebrew. He was

16 Sarah Erez, A Certain period in the life of David Remez, Tel Aviv, 1977.
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a writer and poet, a man of vast patience, a true Socialist, at home with the great
thinkers and authors, an ideal mentor for Golda. Their liaison became the talk
of Tel Aviv, but the gossip was not always malicious. Many understood Golda’s
need for a strong father figure, an intellectual and a doer combined into one. He
also helped her rise in the ranks of the party and the Histadrut. Of their affair
she permitted herself to write many years later in her memoirs: “We saw a great
deal of each other, and we had much in common in terms of our approach to
things. Remez was one of the very few comrades with whom I even discussed any
personal, non-political matters, and I relied a great deal on his advice and guid-
ance—and miss them to this day”.”

Concurrently she carried on an affair with Zalman Shazar, in many respects a
man similar to Remez, but more outgoing and a first-class orator and writer. This
attachment to Shazar angered Remez, who expressed his views in a particularly
nasty letter dated June 14, 1930. He preferred to write rather than to speak to her
as he did not want to create a scene:

...if Iwanted to hurt you, I probably wouldn’t say what I am going to say to you...I once wrote
you perhaps that sweet words are easy, they don’t cost anything and are pleasant to hear.
We always avoid talking about serious things...My opinion, Golda, the trouble with you is
you were raised on praises. No question you are successful. I don’t question your social ear-
nestness. You are not a mensch. For you there is no individual. It’s only the masses...In my
small world the individual is important. For you the majority is important. Maybe you are
right... We’ll end our friendship, which is so tragic, with misunderstanding and friction...

He continued to lash out at her angrily when he criticized her behavior towards
her husband. Remez icily wrote that if Morris was a stronger personality he would
never have allowed Golda to spit in his face—...and then went on at length to
describe Morris’s misery, her own ungrateful behavior, and mentioned her refusal
to divorce Morris. Instead, he said, she “eloped” with Shazar. He struck at Golda’s
most vulnerable spots. Feeling deeply betrayed, he portrayed her as a superfi-
cial personality, lacking depth and feeling contemptuous of human relations.”
The letter hurt her because it came from a man who knew her well and helped
shape her as a public figure. He was badly hurt because Shazar was also a close
friend of his. Golda’s affair with Shazar continued passionately in New York in the
early 1930’s. Later they often saw each other in Palestine, at Zionist Congresses in
Europe, on other overseas missions and again in America. But she never gave up
her friendship with Remez.

17 Meir, My Life, p. 92; for the letter by Remez, see Martin, Golda, p. 174; for Shazar see Haggai
Tsoref, ed. Zalman Shazar—Israel’s Third President, Selected Documents,(1889-1974), Jerusa-
lem, 2008.
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By the fall of 1930, the Great Depression was being felt badly in Palestine. Con-
tributions from America fell drastically. The Histadrut had to curtail many of its
operations, plan its budget according to the new economic reality and consider
ways to increase its income. As usual, the solution was to send additional and
more effective emissaries to America to recruit members for the Poalei Zion and
Pioneer Women movements and above all to raise the more urgently needed funds.

Golda, as always, was the prime candidate for the task. She resisted, but once
she saw the figures ($175,000 needed to be raised in 1930), she knew she would
have to go. In a September 1930 Executive Committee Secretariat meeting she
noted that less than 40,000 out of the four million American Jews participated
in the Histadrut campaign. Although small in number, it was still important. And
she added: “Much has been done, but little in the area of public information in
English”. She felt that in addition to funds, immigration from America was also
important. “Ours is the last generation. The younger generation is being lost. The
youth in America have two options—Communism or Zionism”. She ignored the
third option—total assimilation. Her conclusion as usual was pragmatic—more
emissaries needed to work mainly with the younger generation. A week later,
Remez complimented her on her work in the United States in the previous year:
“We have seen that people we thought would succeed did not succeed. There
were doubts concerning Golda’s candidacy, and now it is very difficult to come to
America after Golda”."® She summed up her own views on the campaign:

I have never differentiated between the movement and the campaign. That is why I opposed
all sorts of deals with the Keren Hayesod Campaign (the official Zionist fundraising cam-
paign). I cannot imagine any Labor Movement in Palestine without a campaign. I was in
America with Merminsky and saw with what enthusiasm his speeches were received when
he spoke of the Max Fein (vocational) school, while I recalled the miserable hut in which
this school was housed. We cannot continue the campaign and there will be no Movement
unless we provide this activity with content and I see no other content but settlements.
We should not aspire high, but if we come to America and point at fifty families that were
absorbed with the help of the campaign, that will yield much.”

At the end of 1931 she was once again proposed as an emissary to America for
the next annual campaign. Golomb and Kaplan supported her candidacy to be
a multipurpose emissary: to deal with education, recruitment, organization and
fundraising. She resisted, saying that “I say again that my trip to America this
year is totally out of the question”. But few took this statement seriously. It was

18 Secretariat of the Va’ad Hapoel, 1 September 1930, 3 September 1930, pp 268, 268, 275
19 Mapai Central Committee, 21 October 1934; see Anita Shapira, “The Debate in Mapai on Vio-
lence”, in Zionism, 3 (1981), pp.120-121.



62 —— 5 Apprenticeship (1928-1939)

the accepted form. In the next two weeks her colleagues broke her resistance and
Remez was able to announce on September 10, 1931 that “the negotiations with
Golda were also completed”.” The fact that Shazar was going to be in the United
States may have also influenced her decision. She left the country at the end of
1931 and began her whirlwind work around America. But this time her personal
problems mounted. She left behind a very sick daughter. In a 1988 interview, Sarah
said: “She would travel for many months and leave behind a very sick child. This
did not prevent her from traveling. Today I do not understand how she could do
so. I would never leave my own children”.” But Golda did and threw herself into
her work, perhaps to atone for her absence from her daughter’s bedside.

In the middle of 1932 an urgent cable arrived from Morris. Sarah’s health was
rapidly deteriorating and he demanded that Golda return immediately to Tel Aviv.
He did not want to take sole responsibility for their daughter’s health. She rushed
back home, a three-week journey under the best of circumstances. This time she
asked the Histadrut and party to allow her to return to and remain in America for
the time needed to help her daughter recover. She rightly assumed that American
doctors would cure her daughter and that this time she had to be with her. The
Histadrut granted her wishes. Before setting out again, she reported to her col-
leagues on the American situation and offered a number of insights and solutions:

Although we read and hear much, we really do not know what is actually going on in America.
If the unemployed worker at least hopes to return to work, the middle class is worse off, they
have lost everything, including hope. The situation worsened during my stay...The Teach-
ers Training College in Chicago was closed. Many other schools and institutions were also
closed. It is very difficult to address people now. The Zionist Organization is paralyzed. In
Milwaukee, Lipsky, who always opposed our campaign, forced a United Campaign fearing
that there would be no Keren Hayesod Campaign at all. Nevertheless there is growing inter-
est in Palestine but it is in no way proportional to the real, concrete results. The prestige of
the Histadrut is high, Palestine is in fact the Histadrut, the Valleys and the workers. Serious
people say that there is no more talk of Zionism except for Socialist Zionism.

This rosy impression was far from the truth. No wonder she had to admit that the
campaign remained on the same level as in the previous year and they had not
recruited new people. They attempted to establish new chapters in California and
in Canada, but there was much ignorance about Palestine and the comrades were
getting older. She noted that the “Communists are penetrating everywhere...There
is so much ground for work, but we have to send to America four or five people.

We must have people or else there will be no Movement and no campaign”.?

20 Ibid.
21 Ma’ariv 26 February, 1988
22 Secretariat of the Va’ad Hapoel, 7 July 1932, p. 186.
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For the next two years, Golda would remain in America, traveling, organizing
and raising funds. Meanwhile, doctors in New York Beth Israel hospital were able
to cure Sarah and Golda decided to extend her mission to mid-1934. If she thought
that by remaining in America she was missing great developments in Palestine,
in retrospect she was wrong.

The Histadrut was growing, much of it because of the mass immigration
pouring into the country from Germany in the wake of Hitler’s rise to power in
January 1933. In the first years of Nazi rule, Jews could still get out of Germany with
assets and money. The Histadrut in fact arranged for what was called “transfer” of
money received by German Jews selling their assets before leaving for Palestine.
In the early 1930’s, the Jewish community of Palestine almost doubled from some
200,000 to 400,000. The British government did not hamper this flow of people
and the local Arabs were strangely quiet. In 1933 alone, some 60,000 immigrants
arrived, many bringing with them capital, education, managerial and scientific
skills. The Histadrut now had to help absorb this mass of immigrants, but the task
was relatively easy, as they established factories and there was growing demand
for housing, schools and hospitals. The Yishuv felt a growing sense of confidence,
although the scourge of unemployment was still noticeable.

Golda watched all this from America, moving from city to city although her
headquarters was in the Pioneer Women’s office in New York City. She spent
sleepless nights on crowded buses and overheated trains. The luxury of flying
was not for her, nor did she stay in decent hotels. She was normally put up by
the comrades and spent endless hours talking to her hosts and their friends. She
amply demonstrated her ability to “make a complex idea simple and understood
by all...Her talent was to instill in the mind of her audience a serious idea that
would be self-evident...”” Her message was simple: The Yishuv was engaged in
building the future national homeland. At the forefront were the workers, orga-
nized in the Histadrut, a body that was seeing to the needs of the old-timers and
the new immigrants. Support for the Histadrut and its many operations meant
support for the entire national effort. She strongly espoused the ideology of
the Labor Movement which argued that independence would be achieved only
when the Jews created their own political, economic, social and eventually mil-
itary infrastructure in Palestine. She supported the evolutionary approach and
criticized the Zionist-Revisionists demand for immediate independence and a
Jewish state with a Jewish majority. She and her colleagues feared this declar-
ative policy would alienate Britain, whose protection and support the Yishuv
needed.

23 Eilam, Close to Golda, pp. 45—-49.
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As Golda’s mission was coming to an end, she could report with satisfaction
that the number of Pioneer Women’s membership had almost doubled, from
2000 to 4000, organized in some 90 chapters. Younger women, who wanted ide-
ological content in their lives and not just to be part of a social club, were joining.
Golda found an easy rapport with those women, as described by the Mapai leader
Yossef Sprinzak:

Golda is constantly on the road. She does very important work here. Her personal charm,
manner of speaking, knowledge of America and her English education (sic), she finished
college here prepared her for her successful work. Everywhere there is an attitude of appre-
ciation and admiration for her. She is not content with her special mission, but appears at
public meetings, party meetings, before non-Jews and at universities. Of all the people who
were here, she is probably by far the most suitable and successful for this place and for the
existing situation.

In another letter, Sprinzak called her “Golda Meyerson, the darling of the move-
ment and those close to it, in the talent of her speech and the manner of her
actions she combines the best of America and of our own movement”.

Upon her return to Palestine in 1934, she was rewarded by another promo-
tion. She was removed from the Women’s Labor Council and joined the Va’ad
Hapoel (Histadrut Executive Committee), its top organ. With full voting rights,
Golda, at 36, was now a full-fledged member of the inner circles of Mapai and the
Histadrut. She knew her promotion was the outcome of hard work in Palestine
and abroad, her abhility to impress her superiors so that she won their trust and
respect. But all this came at a heavy price—she in fact sacrificed her family life for
the party, the movement, the Histadrut and the Yishuv. In the absence of a home,
these bodies became her surrogate home and also her power base. She did so out
of her free will, reflecting partly her growing ambitions. She never looked upon
the acquisition of power and positions as ends to themselves. Power was to be
used sparingly and wisely for the advancement of causes, of people, of the party.
She learned early on that in Mapai and the Histadrut the principle of seniority has
an important role and that one must subordinate oneself to the more powerful
and elder leadership. Only the leadership could reward and promote, and if one
wanted to be effective, one had to cooperate with the leadership. Since she always
attempted to seek consensus, she became very adept at consensus politics, which
meant in effect the avoidance of public controversies and refraining from estab-
lishing an independent power base. Once again, Golda proceeded very cautiously
and carefully as she learned her way around the new surroundings in which

24 Joseph Sprinzak Letters, Tel Aviv, 1969, Vol. 2, pp. 257-258, 274-275.
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she operated—the Va’ad Hapoel. She did not regret leaving the Women’s Labor
Council. It had become too small for her. She also found herself at odds with Ada
Maimon all the time and realized the futility of this constant bickering. From now
on she would operate in a man’s world and compete with men on equal footing.

In 1934 Mapai gained control over the World Zionist Organization and the
Jewish Agency. Ben-Gurion was elected Chairman of the Executive of the Jewish
Agency. Kaplan became the treasurer, Sharett was in charge of foreign relations as
Head of the Political Department, a position he gained after the assassination of
the incumbent Chaim Arlosoroff by unknown assailants in 1933. The murder was
pinned on the Revisionists by the Labor Movement and passions were inflamed.
Labor accused the right-wing Revisionists and their leader, Zeev Jabotinsky, of
fascist tendencies. Revisionists were involved in strikebreaking and were barred
from the Histadrut. Violent encounters between the two camps were common. In
October 1934, Labor supporters evicted Revisionists from a meeting. Golda was
upset, and addressing the Mapai Central Committee on October 21, 1934, she said:
“The youngsters who took part in this action should at least have been ashamed
and not flaunted their victory...I cannot justify all violence, and yet, I can under-
stand using force against strikebreakers...but to organize 1,500 people in order to
throw out eighty Revisionists from a closed meeting, that is not courageous”.”
The tensions threatened to break up the Yishuv’s unity. Ben-Gurion, then working
in London, decided to arrange for a cease-fire with Jabotinsky, seeking recon-
ciliation and understanding. He worked out an agreement with the Revisionist
leader. But as was his wont, he did not consult his colleagues in Tel Aviv on this
matter and they resented this independent move. When word of the agreement
reached Tel Aviv, some of the Mapai leaders met in Berl Katznelson’s office in
“Davar”. Among them were Golda, Sprinzak, Tabenkin, Golomb and Beilinson.
They decided that the agreement as it stood was worthless unless approved by a
referendum of the entire Histadrut membership.”

Ben-Gurion retorted from London that he sought to achieve unity in his
capacity as Chairman of the Jewish Agency Executive, a “national” rather
than sectarian role. On the issue itself, Golda supported Ben-Gurion’s stand
together with Kaplan and Sharett. They feared that Diaspora Jewry would not
understand why Jews were beating up other Jews. Besides, they argued, there
were more pressing problems. The party’s unity was threatened and there were
calls that Berl undertake the role of Mapai Secretary General to consolidate

25 Mapai Central Committee, 21 October 1934; see Anita Shapira, “The Debate in Mapai on Vio-
lence”, in Zionism, 3 (1981), pp. 120-121.
26 Erez, Remez, p. 160.
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the party and restore its standing. Ben-Gurion, Remez, Golda and Ben-Zvi sup-
ported this idea.”

On this issue Golda had a confrontation with Remez. On October 30, 1934, he
noted in his diary that he had sharply argued his case before Golda, complain-
ing bitterly about Ben-Gurion’s behavior. “Where is the comradely attitude? How
can he sit in London and negotiate? Even if the negotiations were a must, why
not involve colleagues, both opponents and supporters?”?® She disagreed with
him. Both knew this was how Ben-Gurion operated. He acted on his own when
he felt the need to do so, and when challenged, he would resort to his favorite
threat—resignation. Golda was never impressed with this method but usually
understood his motives. In the future, Ben-Gurion’s way of doing things would
enrage his colleagues, often left in the dark, and cause a huge rift between him
and the rest of the leadership. When the referendum was carried out, Ben-Gurion
lost. The agreement was defeated by 16,474 to 11,522 votes.

Golda’s initial duties in the Executive Committee were looking after overseas
guests. In 1936, she headed the Histadrut’s Department dealing with mutual aid
programs and later headed the key Trade Union Division, charged with negoti-
ating labor contracts with employers. In 1940, following Doz Hoz’ death in a car
accident, she also headed the Histadrut’s Political Department, the organiza-
tion’s “foreign ministry”. In this capacity she dealt with the Histadrut’s interna-
tional contacts, ties with the Jewish Agency and the Mandatory Administration.
By the mid-1930’s, the Histadrut’s membership rose to 70,000 (out of a Jewish
community numbering some 375,000 souls). One in five Jews in the country was a
Histadrut member, which gave this body enormous power. In addition to fulfilling
classic trade union functions such as labor relations, wages, pensions and other
workers’ rights, the Histadrut developed its own economic enterprises, initially
to provide work for the unemployed, and later to compete with private entrepre-
neurs in the country. A body called “Hevrat Ovdim” (Workers Association) was
established in the 1920’s. Among its subsidiary companies was Solel Boneh, for
which Golda once worked. There were other enterprises in agriculture, industry,
finance (Bank Hapoalim), and mutual aid. Its key body was Kupat Cholim (The
Sick Fund) which provided medical insurance for almost half of the Jewish popu-
lation. Public transportation cooperatives offered bus services so that the Yishuv
would not have to rely on the railways operated by the Mandatory Government
or on Arab bus companies. The Histadrut was also engaged in extensive cultural
work and had its own daily newspaper, a publishing company, theater, youth

27 Shapira, Berl, p. 491.
28 Erez, Remez, p. 162.
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and women’s organizations, a sports movement and, above all, its own Labor-
oriented school system. The Hagannah was also partly under the supervision of
the Histadrut (and later the Jewish Agency). This was a mini-empire which pro-
vided the Labor Movement and Mapai at its head with its economic and political
base. The Histadrut had now become one of the country’s leading employers,
something that occasionally resulted in embarrassing situations, especially when
its own workers struck for higher wages.

To operate this growing machinery, the Histadrut built its own bureaucracy
which numbered in the hundreds, and later thousands of employees. They were
all involved in achieving one of the main goals of this body—the creation of a
true workers’ society in Palestine which would be the cornerstone of the future
Jewish state. Meanwhile, the Histadrut fought Jewish capitalists and employers
and called on them to provide work for the growing number of immigrants. The
Histadrut also looked after kibbutzim and moshavim, the jewels of the newly
emerging equal and just Jewish society in Palestine.

The supreme body of the Histadrut was the National Convention whose del-
egates were elected in general elections by the entire membership. Naturally,
this involved only Labor parties. The Convention chose the Council, which in
turn chose the Executive Committee, which in turn appointed a small secretariat
headed by the Secretary General; from 1934 Remez filled this position. By 1935,
Golda was a key player in a number of bodies: Histadrut’s Secretariat, Mapai’s
Central Committee, delegate to the Elected Assembly of Palestinian Jewry,
member of the Hagannah and one of the twenty decision makers in the Yishuv.
Their power derived from the principle that the center controls the various bodies,
organizations and associations. The leadership in fact was self-perpetuating. The
top positions were determined by what became known as an “Arrangement Com-
mittee” who saw to it that only loyal party leaders would be elected to the top
positions.

From 1934, Golda attended most of the meetings of the Executive Commit-
tee and the Secretariat. She often spoke, never at length, always to the point,
sometimes breaking into the debate to score a point. She did not contribute to
the ideology of the Movement, preferring to follow the path set by her elders.
She was the first to admit that she was not an intellectual and in fact was often
proud of that. She could never compete with her colleagues, most of whom were,
compared to her, intellectual giants. Berl, Ben-Gurion, Beilinson, Remez and
Shazar were men of great learning, first-class writers and orators, keen to learn
and argue major universal issues. All of them relied on logic and analysis of the
facts before making up their minds, rather than on intuition, sentiments, emo-
tions or sheer willpower. The latter traits were more applicable to Golda. Many
of her detractors used them against her, claiming that she was an intellectual
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lightweight, weighing problems in a lackadaisical and superficial manner. She
was never concerned with her image. She paid greater attention to substance
than to nuance, although she was the first to admit that many of ideas were bor-
rowed from others, chiefly her mentors.

She deeply resented it when Morris referred to her activities as superficial.
She had enough of intellectuals, Morris being the model of one who was inef-
fective and could barely earn a living. But she understood that she lacked the
inner depth and the systematic and organized reading and thinking, so she clung
to the greater minds. She admired Berl and Ben-Gurion and she loved Remez
and Shazar for their brilliant minds. They provided her with some intellectual
stimulation, with ideas, with a sense of being with wise men. Unlike Morris, they
were all men of action, vision, who moved people and institutions. They were
the doers. Facing these men, she knew her proper place in the hierarchy. Their
approval was enough for her and she tried to make sure there would be no feel-
ings of envy or resentment of her growing prestige and standing.

Since 1928, and especially now, she had become the model apparatchik.
Huntington and Brzezinsky defined an apparatchik as a political-bureaucrat who
devotes his life to the party, rising from one position to a higher one, and for
whom a political career is normally more than a full-time commitment. In the
course of her career, Golda would move up the hierarchy to positions of broader
and greater responsibilities while functioning exclusively in a bureaucratic
environment. Her rise depended on her position in the party’s and Histadrut’s
bureaucratic structure. In fact, she was the product of the bureaucratization of
the party and the Federation of Labor. But for her the party was much more than
the only means of livelihood. It became her entire and total environment, her
true home. She gave both institutions her full commitment and loyalty. They in
turn rewarded her with the highest positions they could offer, culminating with
the position of prime minister of Israel. Politics was almost the sole preoccupa-
tion of the leadership. It gave them a sense of economic security and they were
beholden to the party and the Histadrut for this. But they also felt they were in the
midst of creating a new society, laying the foundations for as future Jewish state.
Golda thrived in this system which she understood, and she respected the rules
she helped make and enforce. Anyone who wanted a shortcut to the top positions
was suspect to her. Her performance was based on political good sense, skill,
intuition, energy, spending endless hours in the office or at meetings, increasing
her confidence in herself as her Hebrew improved and she was able to commu-
nicate her thoughts more easily in that language. Her growing self-confidence
added to her ambitions. She had to constantly prove to herself and mainly to her
husband and sister that she was made of the steel of which great leaders are cast.
This would be partial compensation for the absence of a normal home and family
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life, for her ties with married men. Being a highly disciplined woman, she kept
her ambitions tightly under rein.

In 1935 she was once again sent to America on a Histadrut information and
fundraising campaign.” This time she went with Shazar. This hardly raised eye-
brows. In the little Yishuv, it was well-known that Ben-Gurion, Remez, Shazar and
even Berl Katznelson had extra-marital affairs. But the media did not mention these
occurrences and few asked the leaders what they did in their spare time. Overseas
trips were a good opportunity for these affairs. A voyage to Europe took at least
five days at sea, and five days back. In Europe (or America) it was easier to meet.
When Golda returned, there were a number of discussions how to strengthen the
position of the Histadrut abroad. At a May 1, 1935 meeting of Mapai emissaries in
Europe, a proposal was broached to establish a European branch of the Women’s
Labor Council (similar to Pioneer Women in America).*® Naturally, the choice for
heading this body was Golda. In July 1935 Ben-Gurion raised the idea of appoint-
ing Golda as the Histadrut’s “ambassador” to America.” She was not sure this was
a compliment. Always beset by self-doubts, she wondered whether the leadership
thought that her talents lay overseas and not in the country. Did they want to get rid
of her politely by finding her jobs abroad? There was hardly any discussion of emis-
saries in which her name was not prominently mentioned. But for the time being
she remained at home, dealing with labor disputes, strikes, budgets and relations
with other economic sectors in the country. She was also chosen to be a member of a
group that oversaw the operations of the Sick Fund. By now it was obvious that she
would attend every Zionist Congress as Mapai delegate. In that capacity she rose to
address (in Yiddish) the 19" Zionist Congress in Luzern on September 2, 1935:

We must carry out a determined stand against Hitler’s Germany, but we cannot allow the
idea that the Zionist Movement is apathetic to the suffering of the German Jews to prevail
and we must take all measures to rescue these Jews from the German inferno. There were
times when we reacted to the suffering of the Jewish people by shouting and protesting.
The only ray of light in the present is that apart from yelling and protesting, we have scores
of possibilities to do something tangible to save tens of thousands of Jews. We, the Zionist
Movement, must undertake the responsibility for saving Jewish souls, Jewish property, and
save as many people as possible for a new life in Palestine.”

Serious problems awaited her in Palestine and the most pressing was the rising
unemployment. The Arab Rebellion (or “Riots”, as they were known by the Jews,

29 Ibid., p. 238.

30 Ben-Gurion, Memories, Vol. II, p. 302.

31 Ibid., p. 373.

32 Protocols of the 19" Zionist Congress, 1937, p. 592.
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“Disturbances” or “Troubles” by the British) which broke out in April 1936 and
the Italian war against Ethiopia resulted in greater unemployment. The Hista-
drut faced the perennial question: should it provide unemployment benefits or
attempt to create new jobs in Histadrut enterprises. They decided to do both. To
meet the financial needs, a special unemployment fund was launched, whose
income derived from levying a tax on Histadrut members who still had jobs at
the rate of one day’s salary per month. The name of the tax was Mifdeh (Redemp-
tion), a name naturally coined by Remez. It netted some 60,000 pounds in 1938,
38,000 a year later and 24,000 in 1940. Golda participated in the discussions on
this tax and was actively involved in the 1939 campaign. Her task was more of an
educational one: how to instill in the minds of the rank and file that there was
a principle of mutual aid. She saw unemployment as unjust, a serious threat to
immigration which could drive people away from the country. She insisted that
Mifdeh funds be used to create new workplaces, care for the families of the unem-
ployed and prevent unscrupulous employers from exploiting the present situa-
tion to reduce wages.” She was also busy trying to obtain tenure to those engaged
in the building trade. When she demanded that tenure be granted even to Solel
Boneh employees, she had a clash with the heads of this Histadrut enterprise.
They were afraid of setting a precedent by giving tenure to transient workers.

Another issue she was involved in was that of hired workers in the coopera-
tives and the reluctance of the heads of these cooperatives to grant them tenure.
Although she participated in a committee charged to find a solution to this
problem, they were unsuccessful. Golda thought that tenure could be granted
gradually, but failed in her efforts to convince others. She, who opposed hired
hands in the cooperatives, now had to find them employment. Her ideology
clashed with the harsh reality. The protocols of the various Histadrut organs,
mainly the Trade Union Division, headed by Golda, are replete with discussions
on this issue.

The Arab rebellion now occupied the full attention of the Yishuv’s leaders.
The number of Jews killed by Arabs rose, material damage was noticeable. The
Arabs reacted to the growing number of Jewish immigrants who were slowly
transforming the Yishuv. More kibbutzim and moshavim were established, as
well as factories, orange groves were planted, homes built, and Jewish self-con-
fidence grew. The Yishuv still thought that the British would protect them. But
the Arab leadership felt that the international situation favored them. With the
rise of fascist Italy and Nazi Germany, the British would have to seek Arab allies
in the Mediterranean and they would tolerate the growing number of Jewish

33 Eilam, Close to Golda, pp. 11-12; Yitzhak Eilam, The Paths of Action, Tel Aviv, 1974, p. 77.
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casualties in Palestine. They continued to reiterate their traditional demands—a
halt to Jewish immigration, annulment of the Balfour Declaration, termination
of the Mandate and granting immediate independence to Palestine with an Arab
majority. This could spell the end of the Zionist enterprise.

During the first weeks of the riots, Golda was in America raising funds for the
Histadrut. On July 16, 1936, she sailed on the “Acquitania” to France, met Ben-Gu-
rion in Paris and proudly informed him that Justice Louis D. Brandeis had contrib-
uted 25,000 dollars to the Histadrut campaign.® Upon her return, Remez planned
an unusual assignment for her. He explained to her that the Arab rebellion cut off
the port of Jaffa from the rest of the country, making it inaccessible to Jews. The
highway to Haifa in those days passed through Arab towns and was considered
dangerous for Jews to travel on. Haifa port was also inaccessible. This could have
a disastrous effect on exports, mainly of citrus fruit, and on immigration. Foreign
shipping companies were threatening to halt their sailing to the country until
things quieted down. The leadership sensed that total dependence on foreign
shipping companies, such as the French “Messageries Maritimes” and the Italian
“Lloyd Triestino”, was problematic. Two ideas were being studied. The first was
to build a deep-sea port north of Tel Aviv, to handle passengers and freight, thus
bypassing Jaffa. The second was the establishment of a Jewish shipping company
and the purchase of both passenger and cargo ships who would sail under the
Jewish flag. Both ideas required huge sums of money and were not supported by
the British Government. The Jewish Agency and the Histadrut held consultations
and decided to embark on the two projects simultaneously. Within a few weeks,
a pier was built in north Tel Aviv enabling ships to anchor offshore and unload
their cargo and passengers to smaller boats that would take them to the quay
on shore. The Tel Aviv port started operations in late 1936, to the chagrin of the
Arabs. The second idea was far more complex. The Yishuv had no time to place
orders for new ships, which meant buying used vessels. The visionary once again
was Remez.

In late 1936 he called Golda to his office for what he described as a “heart-
to-heart” talk, which he recorded in his diary. He wanted a personal favor of
her and expected her to answer in the Biblical phrase: “You shall say and I will
answer”.” He asked her to go to America and sell shares to establish a Jewish
steamship company, thus ending dependence on foreign companies. This would
provide young Jews with jobs and lay the foundation for a future Jewish navy.
The name of the company would be Nachson, named after the biblical figure

34 Ben-Gurion, Memories, Vol. I1I, Tel Aviv, 1973, p. 175.
35 Interview with Golda Meir in the Remez Volume, pp. 255-256; see also Zvi Herman, History of
Hebrew Shipping, Tel Aviv, 1978, pp. 65-66.
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who was the first to jump into the Red Sea when the Israelites made their exodus
from Egypt. She was at once infected with his zeal. Here was something concrete
that could be marketed to American Jews. No longer appealing for charity, this
would be asking them to invest in a shipping enterprise which would also have
significant national and security ramifications. For the first time, the Histadrut
was going to sell shares in one of its own companies. Jews would be proud seeing
the blue and white flag flying on the masts of Jewish vessels. In this way citrus
fruits could be transported to Europe in an attempt to evade the Arab blockade
on the port of Jaffa.

Before proceeding to America, she appeared before the Royal Commission
headed by Lord Peel, sent by the British Government to investigate the causes
of the Arab rebellion and to make recommendations regarding the future of the
country. On December 30, 1936, she addressed the Commission as Histadrut rep-
resentative and pointed out that the Mandatory Government had no unemploy-
ment insurance schemes, forcing the Histadrut to establish its own, without gov-
ernment assistance. She refrained from dealing with political issues and dealt
almost exclusively with economic and social matters, describing in detail the
work of the Histadrut and its many endeavors.*

On February 4, 1937, she informed the Secretariat of the Va’ad Hapoel that
she agreed to go to America to float the “Nachshon” shares. “To come to America
and to speak of this goal—the conquest of the sea, Jewish shipping, Tel Aviv har-
bor—this activity will surely create a broad echo. When I was asked if I was pre-
pared to go to America for this purpose, I said I was ready. This does not mean
that I can vouch for the sum required but I am ready for this work because I
believe this action will succeed”.” In mid-February she boarded an Italian vessel
to Italy, took the train to London and sailed to New York from Southampton, arriv-
ing there in early March. In her first report she noted that her mission was not as
simple as she had thought. She came in the midst of the annual United Palestine
Appeal and other Jewish and Zionist appeals and had to fight for her right to sell
shares in “Nachshon”. Her expectation was to raise 200,000 dollars, an astro-
nomical sum for the time, taking into account that America had not recovered
from the depression. She stressed that this was an investment guaranteed by the
Workers Bank of the Histadrut. As Remez anticipated, this struck a chord among
some American Jews.

She argued that “Nachshon” must be seen to be a profitable company in
order to raise more funds. She also justified this cause on class and national

36 Martin Gilbert, Exile and Return, London, 1978, p. 173.
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grounds. She attempted to excite the imagination of her audiences by talking of
the great day when a Jewish ship would sail into the harbor of the first Jewish
city—Tel Aviv. She was at her best in face-to-face meetings and was able to sell
some 15,000 shares, which netted 30,000 dollars. Among those who opposed the
entire scheme was the anti-Zionist Socialist Movement called the “Bund” who
were raising funds to help Polish Jews and mocked the idea of a Jewish steamship
company. In her reports, Golda noted the growing influence of the Communist
party mainly on American intellectuals and that many Jews fell under its influ-
ence. The Communists were using all methods to gain influence. As usual, she
painted the situation in black and white. Eventually she was able to sell shares
worth 150,000 dollars. The funds were used to buy a passenger ship and a few
fishing vessels and laid the foundation for Jewish shipping in Palestine.® One
discordant note was struck by Ben-Gurion, who thought she was wasting her time
and talent. He felt that the Labor Movement must recruit as many members as
possible in order to have a say in the forthcoming Zionist Congress due to be held
in Zurich in the summer of 1937 In his diary he noted that “if the Jewish people
have any political weight anywhere, it is in America”. He regretted that Golda was
busy selling “Nachshon” shares; although important, he wrote, “but the selling
of Shekels (membership dues in the World Zionist Organization) for the coming
Zionist Congress is more important”.*

On July 7, 1937, the Royal Commission issued its report. For the first time, a
British commission recommended the partition of Palestine into an Arab state
to be linked with Trans-Jordan and a Jewish state which would mainly consist of
the densely Jewish populated areas of the coastal plains, the Plain of Sharon, the
Valley of Jezreel and certain parts of the Galilee. The rest of the country, includ-
ing Jerusalem, would remain under British control. The envisioned partition plan
would have given the Jewish State some 2,000 square miles, the Arabs and the
British retaining an area of some 8,000 square miles. The Jews were thus offered
25 % of the territory of mandated Palestine.

As anticipated, the proposal unleashed a stormy debate in the Yishuv and
among its supporters abroad. Those who favored the idea argued that here was an
opportunity to create a national base that would absorb hundreds of thousands of
Jews trying to escape from Nazi Germany and for the first time since the destruc-
tion of the Second Temple the Jews would be masters of their own fate. They
would build an army, establish institutions of statehood and exercise sovereignty,
even if only on a sliver of territory. The opponents said that partition would not

38 Secretariat of the Va’ad Hapoel, 6 August 1936, pp. 106-108; 16 September 1937, p. 20.
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solve the problem. The tiny state would be at the mercy of its Arab neighbors and
besides, how could the Zionist Organization allow Britain to so blatantly renege
on their promises and commitments embodied in the Balfour Declaration and the
Mandate. Weizmann, Ben-Gurion, Remez and Golomb headed the camp that was
prepared to accept the partition plan. They felt this could be the last chance for
the Jews to obtain a state of their own. Time was running out for European Jews
and a shelter must be found at once to deal with the refugees clamoring to leave
Germany. Among the opponents were Berl, Tabenkin, Ben-Aharon, Shaul Avigur
and Golda Meyerson.

The issue came up for decision at the Zionist Congress. In the general debate,
speaking in Yiddish, Golda expressed her views in a forceful and emotional
manner which impressed the delegates. By doing so she was defying Ben-Gurion
and Remez and thus prepared to risk her future political career if her position was
not accepted. But she felt the issue was fundamental and involved principles and
not political convenience or a blind support of the party line. There was no party
line as the Mapai leadership was split on the matter. Her speech is worth quoting
at length:

We forget Zionist basics. One of these tenets says that we need every corner of Palestine, not
because we like it but because it is imperative for our development. Secondly, many experts
proved that pieces of land in Palestine were uncultivable. We showed that the mountain-
ous areas can be cultivated. We revived the land said by many experts to be not cultivable.
Thirdly, we know there are many Arabs living in Palestine. Nevertheless, we always said
that all Jews who desire or are forced to come to Palestine must go there without violating
the rights of the Arabs living there. We must remember these tenets.

I was shocked when I heard how good Jews speak of the great joy that for the first time in
our history we are getting a Jewish State. In truth, we are being given nothing. Our land is
being stolen from us. We were never given anything. Moreover we were not even left in peace
to work. We are afraid that there will be a Jewish State with all the attributes of sovereignty,
such as League of Nations representation, ambassadors to various countries etc. But what
and who will they represent? Surely we are highly enthusiastic when we think of the possi-
bility of true self-determination, when we think of the possibility of being masters of our own
house... It was said that borders are not eternal, they can change. Surely, there shall be a time
when there will be no borders between nations and countries. But for the time being we live
in an era of borders and zones that can be changed only through war. We were told about the
transferring of Arabs to other places. Have the Arabs agreed? All this talk is self-delusion.
No doubt, it would be fair and honest if the Arabs, rich in land and in countries, could cede
Palestine to us. But for this we need their consent and goodwill. Have the reports of other
commissions been better than this? Was there then an alternative? We have only one alterna-
tive, to reject this proposal, to mobilize Jewish forces and international justice on our side.*

40 Protocols of the 20" Zionist Congress, 1937, p. 148; see Shmuel Dotan, The Debate over Parti-
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A year later she elaborated on the theme of transfer of Arabs from Palestine,
saying that she would agree to Arabs leaving Palestine and that her conscience
would be absolutely clean. But a question remained—was it a practical and real-
istic possibility? She thought that a freely implemented transfer of a population
would never happen and that an imposed transfer was similar to efforts to change
borders by force, which meant war.*

Her attitude to the partition was a culmination of her thoughts on the Arab-
Jewish conflict which would be her basic theme until she made her last speech in
September 1978. The only alternatives were either the Arabs or the Jews, there was
no third way. Since the Arabs did not intend to leave of their own free will, and
since they would never accept an independent Jewish state in Palestine, let alone
negotiate directly with the Jews over their departure from there, “there is no one
to talk to”. Her conclusion was simple: the Jews had to decide their own policy
irrespective of what the Arabs would do. In this speech she avoided references to
historic and biblical rights and did not even use the term “historic catastrophe”
used by others who opposed partition. She argued more from a pragmatic sense.
On this occasion she deviated from her normal way of avoiding confrontation and
seeking consensus. She felt the issue was crucial to the future of the entire Zionist
effort, so she was willing to take chances and state her views clearly.

Her views of the Arab Question were firmly fixed at this stage and would
not change for the next forty years. Arabs make decisions not “on the basis of
what is good for them, but on the basis of what is bad for us”, she often said.
Although the Arabs lived next to the Jews, the psychological distance between the
Zionist leaders and the Palestinian Arabs leaders was unbridgeable. Golda had
no contact with them. One of the few who negotiated with them was Ben-Gurion.
Another who understood them well was Moshe Sharett, who spoke Arabic flu-
ently. Golda’s conviction of the righteousness of the Zionist cause was so abso-
lute that she could never come to terms with the idea that the emerging Pales-
tinian Arab nationalism might also have similar ideas regarding independence,
nationhood and Arab sovereignty over Palestine. As she had no experience with
Arabs, she could only apply to them what she knew of the struggle of the Jews,
which was: the whole world is against us. She never studied the issue in depth
and failed to understand that the Palestinian Arabs, whose fate was taken up by
neighboring Arab countries, were governed by different values and expectations.
She could not conceive of the possibility that the Arabs feared the Jews as much
as the Jews feared them, and above all, dreaded being expelled from Palestine,
for which both national independence movements were vying so desperately.

41 David Ben-Gurion, On the Ways of our Policy, Tel Aviv, 1938, pp. 122-123.
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The Congress did not resolve the issue. It left the decision to the Zionist
Executive, headed by Ben-Gurion, for future negotiations with the British Gov-
ernment. In any case, the chances for partition were nil from the start, since the
Arabs, both Palestinians and neighboring countries, totally rejected the idea. On
the eve of the closing of the Congress, a group of 150 delegates who opposed par-
tition decided to continue to oppose it. Golda was among the more outspoken.
She was very emphatic:

The partition plan is a plan of compromise at our expense. Partition is a disaster for the
Jewish people. Let us assume that in the next fifteen years we shall do our utmost and bring
two million Jews to Palestine. Could we say that we have to think only in the framework of
the next fifteen years and what happens after that does not affect us? I want a Jewish State,
but I don’t want to see the day when I or my son will have to tell a Jew knocking at the gates
of that state there is no room for him."

In the heated discussion on partition, she lashed out at Ben-Gurion asking him
what would happen when this little state would have three million Jews. He
replied: what would happen after three million Jews would come, we shall see
later. The future generations will look after themselves. We must look after this
generation.

Years later she had the grace and honesty to admit that on the issue of parti-
tion she and her friends were wrong and that “Ben-Gurion in his greater wisdom,
arguing that any state is better than none at all, was right”. In a December 1977
interview on Israel Television she again said that Ben-Gurion had been right:
“I have no doubt...Had the partition scheme been shelved because of us, the nay-
sayers, I would not be able to sleep nights on account of the responsibility for
what happened in Europe...”*

But the partition proposal never got off the ground. The British Government,
now terrified over the looming prospect of another world war and realizing that
in such an eventuality they would need Arab support and sympathy, decided
to appoint another commission. This one, headed by the aptly named Sir John
Woodhead, was to investigate the feasibility of partition and the chances for its
implementation. It quickly reached the conclusion that the imposition of par-
tition would require a large number of British troops, unavailable at the time.
London once again became the central arena for the Zionist efforts. Golda went
there with Remez and Berl Locker, another Zionist leader, to revive the work of the
Histadrut’s office in England. In London she realized that any further discussion
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on partition was premature, verging on the academic. She understood very well
the remarks of the Colonial Secretary Malcolm MacDonald who said later that the
Jews had nowhere to go, they could not turn to Hitler. The Arabs could and some
threatened to do so.

In the summer of 1938 Golda underwent one of her more humiliating and
depressing experiences, whose traumatic impact on her would last to her dying
day. President Franklin D. Roosevelt convened an international conference to
discuss the refugee issue, meaning what to do with the growing number of Jewish
refugees fleeing Germany. The conference was held in the French spa of Evian
on Lake Leman and Golda attended as an observer representing the Histadrut.
Other Jewish leaders in attendance were Arthur Ruppin of the Jewish Agency
Executive and Nahum Goldmann, the president of the World Jewish Congress.
The British Government agreed to attend on condition that Palestine as a possible
haven for refugees would be totally excluded from the agenda. The conference
was a sad farce, when one delegate after another rose to explain why his country
had no room for refugees. Golda could not believe her ears when representatives
of “small” countries such as Brazil made this silly assertion. The only country
willing to admit Jews was the Dominican Republic. Few Jews ever heard of it, let
alone settled there. The very few who did felt it was close enough to the United
States, their real goal. Many delegates claimed that Jewish refugees in their coun-
tries would only will enhance anti-Semitism and add to unemployment. A day
after the conference ended as expected with no visible results, Golda held a press
conference at the Royal Hotel. The “Basler National Zeitung” reported that a lone
woman faced a large number of curious journalists and answered their questions
with grace. When asked about her thoughts, she replied: “I have one ideal in
front of my eyes. This is one thing I want to see happening before I die and that is
that my people will never require declarations of support”.* In her report to the
Histadrut Executive she said:

The worse thing was the appearance of various Jewish organizations, which was pathetic.
Thirty-five Jewish bodies before a committee of Goyim, none of them willing to have Jews
in their country. Roosevelt may have had a decent attitude and goodwill. He proclaimed
the conference but did not prepare it. There was no agenda, no program. Taylor (the
American Ambassador to the Vatican) invited the various governments (to attend), but he
did not send a statesman but a well-meaning factory owner. The key figure was (James)
McDonald (the future first American Ambassador to Israel). So far the United States granted
only 27,000 entry permits and I fear this will be the most they will give. The meeting of the
Jewish organizations with (the British delegate) Lord Winterman was appalling. The entire

44 Secretariat of the Va’ad Hapoel, 21 July 1938, p. 16; see also Yigal Lossin, Pillar of Fire—
Chapters in Zionist History, Jerusalem, 1982, p. 247.



78 =—— 5 Apprenticeship (1928-1939)

conversation lasted 14 minutes. Goldmann, Ruppin and I spoke. We told him what we felt
needed to be said. One should not assume that recent developments gave him the opportu-
nity not to mention Palestine. He came with the clear intention not to do so.”

Back in America she sold 30,000 more “Nachshon” shares, 26,000 of which were
fully paid, realizing 28,800 Palestine pounds. Golda was convinced that she could
have done better were it not for the fact that she could not show concrete progress
in the shape of vessels purchased and had to rely on her persuasive powers. In
America, she negotiated with a Canadian company for the purchase of two pas-
senger liners at the cost of 100,000 pounds each. But there were doubts expressed
in the Histadrut and Jewish Agency that these sums were huge and it was decided
to concentrate on freighters. She recalled later that for weeks and months all she
thought about were ships and indeed, she became quite an expert on the matter.
On her way back to Palestine she stopped off in Norway to inspect ships.*® But for
her pains she was not even considered by Remez and other Histadrut and Agency
leaders as a suitable candidate to head the “Nachshon” Company or even serve
on its Board of Directors. That may have hurt her although there is no reference
to this in her memoirs. She was pleased that for her efforts Berl Katznelson sug-
gested that she be given the title “Captain Golda”.”

What were her impressions of American Jewry in the late 1930’s? By now she
was considered an expert on this crucial community and this is what she had
to say about them in a July 1937 report to the Va’ad Hapoel: “I discovered a new
America—more Jewish. [ have never seen Jews in such a state of fear and anxiety
as I have now... Every Jew understands that something has happened in America
but they have not yet reached any conclusions. The assimilated wealthy say that
the catastrophe (of European Jewry) is so great, that nothing can be done. Others
say they should help the Jews of Europe and Palestine...” In recent months, she
noted, the situation had somewhat improved but there was no work. American
Jews found it hard to get employment. The youth attended colleges but faced the
dilemma what to study. If they wanted to study medicine, they were not admitted.
If admitted, what would they do? As an engineer or chemist there was hardly a
chance for Jews to be accepted by private enterprises and by the Government as
well. Hence they turned to the Communists.*® In this and in other reports she
often generalized. But she read the situation correctly. The Depression had not
abated. She noted of course that despite the difficulties, very few American Jews
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were considering immigrating to Palestine. That country was not a viable option
for them.

Her first decade in the Histadrut was coming to an end. She would look back
with much satisfaction on her personal achievements, rising, as it were, from the
position of Co-Secretary General of the Women’s Labor Council to that of a full-
fledged member of the Executive Committee and member of its inner Secretar-
iat. She had grown up in an organization that was in a constant state of growth,
whose membership stood at 112,000 by the end of the 1930’s. Almost one in four
Jews in the Yishuv were involved in the Histadrut with dependants added, the
figure was much higher. She was now a major player in Mapai, had successfully
represented the party, the Labor Movement and the Histadrut in various inter-
national gatherings and acquired growing stature and a reputation as a tough,
no-nonsense negotiator, prepared to fight for her principles but doing it in a
manner designed to avoid unnecessary confrontation. By then, her views on many
issues—social, economic and political, were consolidated and she would cling to
them until her dying day. On rare occasions she admitted to making mistakes. Her
self-righteousness would often offend some, her piousness others. Her lifestyle
was the talk of many in Tel Aviv. Her relationship with Remez and Shazar were a
known fact, which did not in any way stop her steady climb to the top. She could
be relied on to do a good and steady job, said her elders and betters, and this
was what counted. She was always ready to undertake new and additional tasks,
responsibilities and the authority that went along with these assignments. She
never turned down an assignment claiming she was too busy, had no spare time
or that it lay outside her jurisdiction. Her ten years of apprenticeship were over.
Golda had graduated with honors. When the Second World War erupted and the
Jewish people were to face their worst ordeal ever, she at least was ready to deal
with the new reality as best as she could.
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The Yishuv’s leadership faced 1939 with mounting fear. German Jews had on
November 9, 1938 experienced the infamous “Crystal Night” in which hundreds
of Jewish synagogues, institutions and shops were set on fire in most German
cities and thousands of Jews were sent to concentration camps, an omen of what
the future held for European Jewry. Those who managed to flee Germany found
themselves knocking on the doors of Western European, North American and
Latin American nations consulates seeking shelter. Hundreds of German Jews
who attempted to escape to the United States on board the S.S. St. Louis were
not allowed to land in Havana and later in Miami and returned to Europe, many
of them would perish in the Holocaust. Pressure on the Yishuv’s leadership to
“do something” was building, but there was very little they could do save write
letters of protest to the British Government in London and its representatives in
Palestine.

In early 1939, Palestine was still reeling from three years of Arab rebellion, but
the situation was gradually returning to some normalcy. The British army finally
restored a semblance of order, while the Hagannah adopted a more aggressive
policy. A number of units trained by British Army Captain Orde Wingate launched
series of attacks on Arab villages in the Valley of Jezreel and Lower Galilee, safe-
guarding existing Jewish settlements and those which were established during the
riots. The Yishuv was in the midst of a heated debate how best to react to Arab
attacks. The elected Yishuv leadership opted to continue the policy known as “self
restraint”, which meant that the Hagannah would not retaliate on attacks against
Jews apart from the raids conducted by the field units trained by Wingate. The Revi-
sionists rejected this policy and in 1937 set up their own underground fighting orga-
nization called Irgun Zvai Leumi (IZL: National Military Organization). Their policy
was to attack Arab gangs. The Jewish Agency and the Histadrut objected to this
policy, fearing it would cause unnecessary confrontation with the British Govern-
ment and endanger the Yishuv’s security, still very much dependent on the British
army and police. In 1938, an Irgun member, Shlomo Ben Yossef, was captured by
the British police as he was about to hurl a hand grenade on an Arab bus traveling
on the Safed-Rosh Pina Road. He was tried and condemned to hang. His execution
aroused much anger in the entire Yishuv, irrespective of the logic of his act. The
lines were being drawn. The largest and official underground body, the Hagannah,
was answerable to the Jewish Agency, the Histadrut, the Labor Movement, the kib-
butzim and moshavim, while the Irgun, and from 1940 another splinter body, the
Fighters for the Freedom of Israel (Lechi), derived their strength from recent new
immigrants from Poland, the majority graduates of Beitar, the Revisionist Youth
Movement, who were opposed to the self-restraint policy of the organized Yishuv.
DOI 10.1515/9783110492507-006, © 2008 Yediot Aharonot: Sifrehemed, published by
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While the Arab rebellion was still taking place, the Yishuv devised its own
response: it continued to create more facts on the ground by establishing a
large number of kibbutzim and moshavim in strategic parts of the country and
the map of Palestine was being redrawn as more Jewish settlements were put
up. The Yishuv was slowly expanding southwards, towards the Negev, to Upper
Galilee near the Israel-Lebanon border and the Beisan Valley. The ideology and
strategy behind this push were simple: the areas settled by Jews would one day
determine the future borders of the Jewish State. The recommendations of the
Peel Commission bolstered this thesis. A key decision was not to settle in what
was already known as the West Bank of the Jordan River. A large and dense Arab
population dictated this strategy and the thinking was that in the future this area
would become part of an Arab state incorporated into Trans-Jordan. The settle-
ment effort was costly and required very detailed planning and organization,
provided by the Jewish Agency’s Settlement Department under the protection of
the Hagannah. As ever, the Histadrut was called upon to contribute its share.
To finance the growing needs, as well as to provide unemployment compen-
sation, the Histadrut was considering obtaining a large loan abroad. In March
1939, Golda told the Executive Committee: “We must do everything to charge a
special Histadrut committee with the task of drawing up plans for settlements
and defense”. Although she normally feared large-scale preparations, she added:
“We must start acting at once by sending a delegation abroad to get a loan. We
know that during times of economic or political crisis we are here and this has an
enormous value in itself”.!

In the course of 1939 it was becoming evident that Britain was devising a new
policy for Palestine. The Jews had no choice but to rely on the British to protect
them from the Arabs. The Arabs had the option of allying with Nazi Germany and
Fascist Italy. The British realized they needed the Arabs more than the Jews and
there would be an immediate need to appease the Arabs. The Woodhead Commis-
sion, which was sent to Palestine to investigate the feasibility of the Peel partition
scheme, issued a report saying that partition was not feasible. This gladdened
the Arabs and those Jews opposed to partition. The Yishuv sensed that something
was brewing behind closed doors as scraps of information were accumulating.
The diplomatic struggle was waged in London by Weizmann, Ben-Gurion and
Sharett. In March 1939, the British Government arranged another conference in
St. James Palace in London in a last-ditch effort to seek a solution to the Palestine
question. As the Arabs refused to sit at the same table with the Jews, the British
held separate meetings with the Jewish and Arab delegations. Naturally, this

1 Erez, Remez, p. 361.
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effort failed. Meanwhile the Yishuv leadership instructed the Histadrut to carry
on the settlement and immigration activities and expand industry and Jewish
presence to more parts of the country.

The British administration was apparently not impressed with the Yishuv’s
settlement and immigration efforts. In May 1939, they finally issued the new
policy statement called the MacDonald White Paper, named after the colonial
secretary. It contained draconian measures which, if fully implemented, would
have doomed the Jewish community of Palestine to a tiny minority at the mercy
of the local Arabs. Immigration would be curtailed to 75,000 for the next five
years and then additional Jews would be allowed only with the consent of the
Arabs. The country was to be divided into a number of zones in most of which
Jews would not be allowed to purchase land. The Mandate would remain in force
for the next ten years, to be followed by granting of independence to the country
with majority rule.

The blow was very heavy. On the face of it, this could be the end of the national
Jewish homeland, the end of the hopes and of the dreams, and coming at the time
when European Jews were already trapped. There was no point in challenging
this policy at the League of Nations as that international body virtually ceased
to exist. The United States could not be relied upon as it showed very little inter-
est in Palestine. No one thought of turning to the Soviet Union, then anti-Zionist
and often anti-Semitic, already considering entering into an agreement with Nazi
Germany that would be signed on August 23, 1939. The Yishuv would have to grit
its teeth and rely on its own strength, small as it was.

A few weeks prior to the publication of the White Paper, Golda wrote an
article for the bulletin of the Women’s Labor Council. The very few who read it
were impressed with the way she presented the situation. Her conclusions were
that the Yishuv would have to rely on its own strength, weak as it was, knowing
that since 1936 it showed its ability to defend itself. She stressed the need to build
the homeland to absorb thousands of persecuted Jewish refugee children and
adults.” This was a rare case when she felt the need to write an article. She told
her son Menachem that writing it helped her overcome the oppressive feeling she
had. This was her battle cry, regrettably read only by a small number of women.

One day after the issuing of the White Paper, on May 18, 1939, she partic-
ipated in a mass demonstration in Tel Aviv alongside Aranne and Eshkol. The
British were unimpressed by this show. In some places they dispersed the demon-
strations by force. The Yishuv was powerless to resist the new policy in spite of an

2 For the English version of the article see Henry Christman, ed., This is Our Strength, New York,
1962, pp. 1-7.
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impressive growth in its numbers and infrastructure. Meanwhile the leaders were
preparing for the mass exodus to Europe, to attend the 21* Zionist Congress due to
be held in Geneva at the end of August. On the way to Geneva, Golda and Remez
stopped off in London seeking additional financial resources for “Nachshon”.
Remez noted in his diary that Golda told him that when she was in America
few believed there could be Jewish sailors. We are ready, the capitalists said, to
participate in purchasing Hebrew ships flying the Hebrew flag, but Jewish sea-
men—that was too much.?

The Zionist Congress was held under the clouds of the coming war. Across
the border in France air raid and blackout drills were being held. There was a very
heavy feeling in the Congress hall. It was evident to many of those attending that
this would be their last Congress. Austria and Czechoslovakia had already fallen
to the Nazis and their Jewish communities were deemed lost. The majority was
now concerned over the fate of Eastern European Jewry, mainly in Poland. Golda
and her associates pondered aloud how contact could be maintained with the
comrades in Poland. No one could have foreseen that when the next Zionist Con-
gress would convene in 1946, a third of the Jewish people would have perished in
the Holocaust.

It was somewhat surprising that Golda spoke once at the Congress and dealt
(in Yiddish) with a marginal issue—the granting of a privileged representation
to the Yishuv in the Congress. She felt that while the people of the Yishuv were
not better Jews than those in other countries, its very existence was the raison
d’étre of the Zionist Movement. When there would be more than a million Jews in
Palestine, they should give up this privilege. “We propose to you in this difficult
time for Zionism that the frontline is Palestine and it faces enormous tasks. Don’t
weaken the Yishuv by denying those rights you have always granted it”." It is not
clear why she chose to deal with this matter. But her main thoughts focused on
what would happen to Zionism, the Labor Movement and the Histadrut in the
coming war. She assessed correctly that the center or power would move from
Europe to America, and since she knew America, she had mixed feelings. Would
American Jews understand the new position history had bestowed on them and
would they rise to the occasion, and was the entire matter of Palestine really that
important for most of the members of the American Jewish community?

In any case, on August 25, 1939, the heads of the Histadrut Executive Com-
mittee present in Geneva met to discuss the situation. Golda was asked to return
to Palestine at once, even by air. Ideas were discussed regarding the need to link

3 Erez, Remez, p. 378.
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the Histadrut’s campaign in America to finance the illegal (from a British point
of view) immigration. Golda naively thought that 20,000 American Jews could be
mobilized to come to Palestine and help the beleaguered Yishuv. She estimated,
without any solid evidence, that masses of young American Jews would flock to
Palestine. “We are now paying the price, for at the time we did not organize the
Chalutz in America. We can mobilize Aliyah B (illegal immigration) in America
under the slogan of the need for defending the country. Asking for help for the
needy and poor will not work. We also have to prepare plans either for war or for
peace. In both cases we shall have to preserve the Histadrut’s campaign”.® Her
words on America were exaggerated and far from reality. As always, the possibil-
ity of her going to America was raised again. Remez said that it was up to her to
decide. Of course, she chose to return to Palestine, leaving the work in America
to others.

On September 1, Hitler invaded Poland. Two days later Britain and France
declared war. Being a British mandate, Palestine was now a partner to the British
war effort. On that day, the Jewish Agency representatives in Geneva managed
to book passage for the heads of the Yishuv on one of the last passenger ships
to sail from Marseilles to the Middle East. They traveled on board the S.S. City
of Cairo to Alexandria and made their way to Palestine by train. The next day,
Golda appeared before the Executive Committee and demanded mobilization
of funds to help the unemployed and even called for relief works. This time she
sounded demagogic: “We have to take from wealthy Jews what they owe”. She
felt there was need to bolster the fund for the unemployed, but she objected to
once again taxing those five thousand Histadrut members who earned more than
ten pounds a month. She asked what this tax would contribute. Her advice was
to organize soup Kkitchens for children of Histadrut members, all children, those
of the employed and the unemployed. Let them all eat the same food in the same
kitchens. It would be cheaper than cooking at home.® No one took her seriously.
There were no Histadrut kitchens in any case. Her proposal was so complicated
to administer and she showed no attempt to think about it in an orderly manner.

During the first months of the war Golda was in charge of the Histadrut’s
departments dealing with the Sick Fund and the unemployment funds that were
given the Hebrew titles of “Matsiv”, “Mishan”, “Meshek” as well as the funds for
the handicapped. She threw herself into work on the Mifde D and aimed at mobi-
lizing the unheard-of sum of hundreds of thousands of pounds. Her main focus
was on this fund and she found herself arguing with workers’ committees who

5 Secretariat of the Zionist Actions Committee, Geneva, 25 August 1939, pp. 13-21.
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demanded improvement in working conditions but refused to help in the Mifde
and even sabotaged its work. Remez noted “that Golda is very tired but seems to
draw energy from every penny that brings the figure close to 100,000

She had many other preoccupations during those hard times when the Man-
datory government decided to activate the White Paper edicts dealing with the
sale of land to Jews. These entailed demonstrations which led to arrests of His-
tadrut members. Golda and Remez met the Chief Secretary of the Mandatory
regime and told him: “You have taken 95 % of our land”. He retorted: “All that
the Histadrut achieved in this country was possible under the protection of the
empire”. He added that while the Jews and the Arabs were the parties concerned,
the Empire makes the decisions.® For him the Arab-Jewish struggle was like a
football match in which he was the umpire. Unemployment continued to be a
major bane although many young Jews began to enlist in the British army. In June
1940 a number of unemployed broke into the Histadrut headquarters on Allenby
Street in Tel Aviv. Their leaders were later tried before a Mapai tribunal, and in the
course of the trial Golda stated: “Those who attacked me are activists like myself.
Their children are not hungry. They did not share their last piece of bread with
those who suffer. Why are they allowed to speak on their behalf and turn their
anger at me, when I am forced to take a false position of defending the interests of
authority”?’ Such a stand against the unemployed would be her lot on a number
of occasions during the war. The Histadrut and its leaders were easy targets for
demonstrators who could not vent their anger at the British Government or the
Jewish Agency in Jerusalem. Some were incited by Communists.

In June 1940 the situation worsened. Britain was about to abandon France
and salvage the remnants of her troops from Europe. France, Belgium, Holland,
Denmark and Norway had already fallen to the Nazis. Italy joined Germany and
entered the war. The fall of France meant that the pro-Nazi Vichy Government
now controlled Syria and Lebanon. Suddenly the war came close to Palestine.
Golda already mentioned the possibility of mass evacuation of children from dan-
gerous areas prone to air raids such as Tel Aviv and Haifa, but the idea was never
implemented."

Another issue on the agenda was the mobilization of young Palestinian Jews
to the British army. In early July 1940, the Histadrut Executive Committee held
emergency discussions on the subject of the volunteering of Histadrut members to
two auxiliary brigades set up by the British Army. Thousands of additional young
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Jews were mobilized for service duties in the Royal Air Force and the Royal Navy.
The call up was made by the Jewish Agency and the National Council, wishing
to prove to the Mandatory government that the Yishuv was seriously participat-
ing in the war effort. The call-up created a major dilemma for the Yishuv. On the
one hand it was an important step for the mobilization of the Yishuv’s power to
defend the country as well as a demonstration of active participation in the war
against the mutual enemies—the Nazis. In this manner, thousands of young men
would also receive military training that could be very useful for the future. But it
became evident that the British were mobilizing young Jews individually and not
collectively and had no intention of setting up separate Jewish units with their
own banners and commanders. Another fear was that of weakening the Hagan-
nah, exposing the Yishuv to danger on the part of the local Arabs. Some argued
that the British had intended to weaken the Haganah all along. At the end of
1939, they arrested 43 Hagannah members caught training under the command
of Moshe Dayan. They were charged with possession of illegal weapons and were
condemned to ten years in Acre Prison. The Yishuv wondered—at the time when
young men were needed, while it was being asked to mobilize others for service
in the British Army, some of the best men were in prison. But the general mood
was that service in the British Army comes first, only then would the Yishuv have
the moral right to make demands of the victorious powers at the end of the war.
Above all it was unthinkable that Jews would not fight the Nazis. It was Ben-
Gurion who coined the phrase: “We shall fight Hitler as though there is no White
Paper and the White Paper as though there is no Hitler”.

Golda’s stand was, as always, pragmatic: “We face the task of not doing this
with enthusiasm, but to provide an important kernel...that their appearance will
be important and they will do important things. We also have to consider with all
seriousness not to weaken what we have now and to increase our inner strength,
but we have to provide the men as necessary”." She worried about more mundane
matters. What happened when someone enlisted in the British army and the
landlord evicted his family? If they did so while the man was at home, imagine
what they will do when he was away. She expressed concern for the families of
the soldiers. “True, we face terrible dangers, but while readying ourselves, we
cannot avoid daily matters, and all of us who are engaged in these matters, will
deal with preparations for the emergency”."”

The war impacted on another facet. The contact between Palestinian and
European Jewry was almost totally cut off, placing the Histadrut in a serious sit-
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uation. Not only did some of its financial resources dry out, but the Yishuv saw
itself, together with the Jewish Agency, as the central organization to help rescue
European Jewry. At the end of 1940, news arrived of a new process that forewarned
the beginning of the destruction of European Jews. Golda was among those who
received current news on the state of Jews in occupied Europe. She also met regu-
larly with those who were able to escape Europe and arrive in Palestine in various
ways." Following the death of Dov Hoz in a car accident, she became the head
of the Histadrut’s Political Department. One of her main roles was to coordinate
activities with the Jewish Agency Political Department, the National Council and
the Mandatory Government. In this capacity she hosted negotiations in her apart-
ment between the Haganah head Eliyahu Golomb and the Commander of the IZL,
David Raziel, over the need to unify all the underground bodies for the duration
of the war. But Ben-Gurion vetoed the idea and the talks lapsed.*

The British restrictions on land purchases were now implemented and the
Yishuv found itself between the anvil and the deep blue sea. As European Jewry
was on the verge of annihilation, British brutality grew. It was obvious that the
Yishuv had to look towards American Jews as their last resort. In a Mapai Central
Committee discussion on April 9, 1940, Golda followed a long list of speakers.
In her typical simplistic manner, she said: “I am against theoretical discussions.
I propose that we discuss concrete action and first of all—our work in America”.”
In August this body came back to the subject of ties with American Jewry. Eliezer
Kaplan, the Jewish Agency’s treasurer, a cold, realistic man not given to panic
who weighed every word, said he despaired of obtaining help from American
Jews. Golda dissented and said that “in America we can succeed only if we add
concrete matters to the theory and the Histadrut campaign is a good example. It
succeeded because miraculously we succeeded in joining these two things. In
addition to presenting concrete demands to meet our needs, we also educated a
large public and endowed it with certain Zionist education”.’® She criticized the
heads of the United Jewish Appeal (UJA) who regularly opposed accepting emis-
saries from Palestine. “Every year they tell us this. It is convenient for them that
a respectable English-speaking Jewish leader will travel from one city to another
and speak of the need to help suffering Jews, rather than to have Zionist emis-
saries who will talk Zionism. I pray for the day when we will have the courage to
launch a separate Zionist appeal in America, because I see in it the main conduit
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for Zionist-educational work”. All her anger at the United Jewish Appeal burst out.
As a Histadrut emissary in America, she knew well that the Appeal was controlled
by the local community federations and large percentage of the funds remained
in the communities for local needs. Only a small fraction was earmarked for work
in Palestine and Europe. She knew well that the Appeal turned mainly to wealthy
Jews of Central European origins and the part played by Eastern European Jews
was minimal. The Appeal leaders, many of whom were German Jews, determined
the allocation of the funds, and since most of them were not Zionists, she knew
what their order of priorities would be. Her negative attitude to the United Jewish
Appeal would emerge once again ten years later, when she fought for the creation
of a separate fundraising organization that would bypass the Appeal and sup-
ported wholeheartedly the establishment of Israel Bonds, a development resisted
by the United Jewish Appeal and even by some Israeli leaders.

The war was nearing Palestine. Italian planes bombed Tel Aviv in September
1940. Greece and Crete fell to the Germans in April 1941. Among the thousands
of British prisoners of war were hundreds of Jews from Palestine, among them
Histadrut leaders and activists Yitzhak Ben-Aharon and Yossef Almogi. In Jerusa-
lem, Moshe Sharett intensified his efforts to establish an independent Jewish unit
in the framework of the British Army. As the situation worsened, the Hagannah
headquarters decided to establish the Palmach, its permanently mobilized units.
Golda supported the idea wholeheartedly: “We are speaking of the creation of a
force, inasmuch as we can create a force, and in this case, a force that will remain
here to defend the country”.” In the British military headquarters in Cairo, plans
were drawn up in case Palestine fell to the Germans. In order to organize local
resistance groups, the British decided to collaborate with the Hagannah, and
released the 43 Acre prisoners and distributed weapons to Jewish settlements.
Already at the time, a number of young men, members of the Hagannah and the
newly created Palmach, were making their name. With some Golda would work
in later years. They included Moshe Dayan, Yigal Allon, Yitzhak Rabin, Chaim
Bar-Lev and David Elazar. In the future, they would play central roles in Israel.
She adored the native-born Sabras “to whom hairsplitting is alien, they are as pure
and simple as the sun over Palestine. For them things are simple, uncomplicated
and clear. We are blessed with such youth who are ready to sacrifice their lives not
for his specific kibbutz, or the entire Yishuv, but for each and every Jewish child
and old people who wish to enter the country”.'® She loved their healthy attitude
to life and was glad to work with them as long as they were part and parcel of the

17 Secretariat of the Va’ad Hapoel, 29 April 1941, p. 112.
18 Address at the 22™ Zionist Congress, Basel, December 1946; see also Meir, My Life, p. 146.
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Labor Movement. All of them were graduates of the Zionist youth movements and
lived in organized groups in kibbutzim and moshavim. She knew Moshe Dayan
and Yitzhak Rabin from their childhood as she knew their parents well. In the
family atmosphere of the Yishuv, such ties were important. In the future, when
anyone sought to slander Rabin, she would say: “But he is the son of Rosa and
Nehemiah”.

At the request of the British army, Palmach members participated in recon-
naissance operations in Lebanon on the eve of the allied invasion of that country.
In one of those operations, Moshe Dayan lost an eye. Twenty-three Palmach
members were lost at sea when their boat disappeared in a mission to attack oil
refineries in Tripoli in Lebanon. The commander of the IZL, David Raziel, was
killed in action in Baghdad fighting against an anti-British uprising. But the
underground groups did not attain unity because Ben-Gurion feared that the IZL
and Lechi would undermine the morale and discipline of the Hagannah. He did
not want discussions on the nature of the struggle and worried over the spread of
right-wing nationalist ideology in the spirit of Jabotinsky. Above all he refused to
award equal standing with the Hagannah to the IZL and Lechi. The latter was the
official underground that obeyed the elected leadership of the Yishuv. The other
two bodies became known as the Seceders (Haporshim).

When the Germans invaded the Soviet Union in June 1941, a new front
opened and with it the hope that now that the Soviet Union was an ally in the
struggle against Germany, contact could be established with Soviet Jewry, contact
effectively lost since the 1920’s. The idea appealed to the Yishuv leaders, many of
whom still had nostalgic sentiments for the country of their birth in spite of the
pogroms and persecution from which they had fled. In August 1941, an idea was
broached in the Va’ad Hapoel—the Yishuv would send a medical team to Russia
to assist the Soviet army and Jews in the war zones. Golda thought this should
be undertaken together with American Jews: “There is political sense in that we
appear before Soviet Jews, cut off from Judaism and Zionism, not alone, but with
the involvement of American Jews”."” For that purpose, contact was also estab-
lished with the British Labor Party. Under discussion was a team of six doctors
and 24 nurses, all were Russian speakers. The key question was who would fund
the team. Histadrut supporters in American were approached, but they showed
little interest or enthusiasm, as did the British Labor Party. It was then proposed
that the Histadrut Sick Fund would send the team, but no one could decide
who would look after the families of the doctors and nurses. Eventually nothing
came out of the idea. Members of the pro-Soviet Hashomer Ha’tsair party in the

19 Secretariat of the Va’ad Hapoel, 31 July 1941, p. 155.
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Histadrut accused the Mapai leadership of not dealing with the matter seriously.
Golda was furious:

I forcefully protest the right that Hashomer Ha’tsair members assume, not once or twice,
to sit in a Supreme Court seat and judge, in the most possible objectivity, what is serious
and what is not..What should the Va’ad Hapoel do that you will believe that it takes the
matter seriously? By what right and privilege do you decide to become the final arbiter on
the question of what is and what is not serious, what is proper and what is not? I protest
and return to you the talk of seriousness. You can criticize, to say we are wrong, that there is
another way, but to rule what is serious and what is not—what kind of criticism is this and
what kind of talk is this?*

There were certain words that made her lose her temper and give a vitriolic
response. Among them were: not serious, irresponsible, superficial. The people
who first used these words were her husband and some family members who
said that what she was doing was superficial. This time she responded to the
words of Hashomer Ha’tsair. In July 1946, she would walk out of a room when the
legendary Chaim Weizmann accused her, and others who shared her views, of
being irresponsibe. Her reaction was highly emotional, because she took it as an
attack on her intellectual inferiority. No one would dare accuse Berl, Ben-Gurion
or Remez of being irresponsible or superficial, but Golda was an easy target. Her
self-confidence would erode when she heard these charges and her reaction was
vitriolic and cynical. In retrospect, the entire matter of the medical mission to
Russia was at best marginal, as the matter was not checked in advance with the
Russians, who were supposed to receive the mission, or with the British, who
were expected to allow the mission to leave the country. One wonders over the
amount of time, energy and emotions invested in this futile effort.

Instead of the medical team, it was decided in September 1941 to establish a
fund to help Soviet soldiers. Until November, the Histadrut raised 3,000 pounds
in cash and 2,700 in pledges. In January 1942, 6,800 were raised, equivalent to
27,500 dollars—a respectable sum. The question arose how this money would be
transferred to the Russians and what publicity would be given to this act. A cable
was sent to the Soviet Government and a meeting was held in Ankara between the
Jewish Agency representative in Turkey, Eliyahu Eilat, and the Soviet Ambassador
to Turkey. The latter said that it was likely that “you will not get an answer to your
cable”, and it was decided to wait for a few months.”’ In May 1942, the Soviets
have not yet responded but announced they were ready to accept volunteers pro-
vided the volunteers assumed Soviet citizenship. In other words, it was clear the

20 Secretariat of the Va’ad Hapoel, 18 September 1941.
21 Secretariat of the Va’ad Hapoel, 29 January 1942, p. 24.
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Soviets had no interest in any ties with the Histadrut. No wonder that Golda was
deeply hurt and said: “The truth is so bitter and insulting”.”? Hashomer Ha’tsair
pressured the Histadrut to establish a League for the Soviet Union. Mapai’s heads
objected; they rejected the Communist ideology whereas the Hashomer Ha’tsair
was closer to this ideology. On the matter of the League, Golda said plainly: “The
Soviet Government is not so naive. They know what they want. If they will con-
clude that they want to contact us, they will do so openly. We cannot delude our-
selves or Russia. There is no practical value in this and no help to Russia”.” Mapai
did not want the members of Hashomer Ha’tsair to increase their influence using
the public sympathy for the Soviet Union to gain political capital.

In June 1941, Golda was elected to the Presidium of the Fifth Mapai Conven-
tion (with Eshkol) and in that summer Golda participated in the party’s ideolog-
ical-educational effort initiated by Berl Katznelson called “Learning Months™.
Golda ran the part of the seminar dealing with the Histadrut and lectured on this
body. Among the students were Yigal Allon and Shimon Peres. In her talks on
the Histadrut she shied away from complex ideological issues and spoke plainly
of the tasks and challenges the organization faced, mainly unemployment and
how to deal with the unemployed, and stated simply that “we cannot permit the
shame of hungry children”.” She displayed a facet of her feminine sensitivity
when she designated Sarah Zayt, Berl’s lady friend, as a stenographer.”

One of many examples for the Yishuv’s impotence in those days and what
preoccupied the heads of the Histadrut was a discussion held in the Va’ad Hapoel
secretariat on April 28, 1942. As Rommel’s armies were approaching Alexandria
in Egypt, the German army was at the gates of Stalingrad and Japan occupied all
of South-East Asia and threatened Australia, the subject under discussion was
whether there should be a public holiday on May 1 or whether it would hurt the
war effort. In her forthright manner, Golda spoke the simple truth: “We pretend
as though we are working for the war effort, but in reality nothing is in our hands.
The Government does not involve us in the war effort and we have to struggle for
each expression of such an effort... we say: all that we do is good for the country.
Strengthening the Yishuv’s power in this country is good not only for Jews, but
yet we have to fight for each step”.” She supported calling off the holiday (“until
I came to this country I did not know the taste of May 1”). Finally a compromise

22 Secretariat of the Va’ad Hapoel, 26 May 1942, p. 24.

23 Ibid. See also Benjamin Pinkus, Special Relations: The Soviet Union and its Allies and their
Relations with the Jewish People, Zionism and the State of Israel, Sede Boker, 2007, pp. 115-126.
24 Golda Meir, “On Mutual Aid in the Histadrut”, in Tamir, ed., Golda, pp. 114-117.

25 Shapira, Berl, pp. 635-637.

26 Secretariat of the Va’ad Hapoel, 28 April 1942, pp. 13-14.
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was reached: Half a day of work, and half a day of holiday. If that was the case,
demanded Golda, payment for the half day of work should go to mobilization,
security and immigration.

News of the beginning of the annihilation of European Jewry started filtering
in and was initially received with a great deal of skepticism. News items were
treated as rumors. Editors usually added to them a caveat: “this item has to be
treated with skepticism”. No one was prepared to believe that a large-scale Holo-
caust was indeed taking place. Even when authorized information arrived on the
final solution plan of the Nazis, the Yishuv heads groped their way like blind
people in the dark. Their contact with the free world was virtually blocked. At
the end of 1942, a proposal was raised in the Mapai Central Committee to send
an information mission to the United States, Britain and South Africa. As usual,
Golda’s name was mentioned for this mission with Berl, but nothing came of it.”
It was a tragic situation: As European Jewry was being systematically annihilated,
Palestinian Jewry stood by helplessly. The Yishuv carried on its life attempting
to entrench itself, strengthen its power and prepare for the post-war struggles.
The goal was already fixed when Ben-Gurion and Weizmann, in the course of
the American Zionist Conference held in New York’s Biltmore Hotel in May 1942,
called for the establishment of a “Jewish Commonwealth” in Palestine as part of
the free world and for granting the Jewish Agency authority over immigration.

In the fall of 1942, the tide turned. The German army was beaten at the gates
of Egypt and began its withdrawal which within few months would bring it to
Tunisia, pursued by the British Eighth Army. The threat of a German invasion of
Palestine was over. The Germans were defeated by the Russians in Stalingrad,
and even in the distant Pacific Ocean American forces were slowly pushing Japan
back. When the military threat to Palestine receded, the short-lived honeymoon
between the Hagannah and the Mandatory regime ended. Weapons distributed
to the Hagannah were recalled and searches for arms by British police took
place in various kibbutzim. The British did, however, permit the dispatch of a
number of Palmach members who would be parachuted beyond enemy lines in
the Balkans to establish contact with partisans and Jewish communities. Golda
was involved in this effort, met with the parachutists on the eve of their departure
and looked after their families. But she preferred leaving the broad strategy to
Ben-Gurion while concentrating on mundane matters. Ben-Gurion spent many
months in London and Washington hoping to meet President Roosevelt (which
he never did). He spent much time in sterile arguments with Weizmann on future
plans. Things reached such a level that Berl berated him for engaging in futile

27 Mapai Central Committee, 30 November 1942, quoted by Porat, Leadership, p. 79.
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arguments. Many leaders wondered why he was spending so much time abroad
when he was needed at home.

But Ben-Gurion envisioned the destruction of European Jewry and he realized
that the Yishuv was impotent and could do little to help in the rescue of the Jews.
He argued that for the time being the main effort must be devoted to strengthen
the Yishuv and prepare it for the coming ordeals. While the Yishuv watched help-
lessly, the little it could do was to send memoranda, engage in protest demonstra-
tions and place advertisements in the newspapers. In 1943, Golda felt that her col-
leagues in the Jewish Agency Executive and Mapai heads were not doing enough
to pressure the allies to rescue those who were still alive. Emissaries working out of
Istanbul met Hungarian Jewish leaders. Golda’s name was raised as coordinating
the work of the emissaries, even though this effort was limited and served mainly
to obtain information on what was taking place in the Nazi inferno.

In March 1943 she and Remez raised a new idea. Highly disturbed by the
passive attitude of the Yishuv, the Jewish Agency’s inertia and the very limited
activities by international Jewish organizations to arouse public opinion, they
proposed that each adult in the Yishuv would sign a petition. Golda hoped that
similar petitions would be signed by Jewish communities in the United States,
Britain and South Africa. The idea was considered in the Jewish Agency Executive
and the National Council. The majority saw it as waste of time. Golda was livid:
“What do we want from the goyim if we do not raise the roof”??® She was able to
organize a big protest demonstration for rescue in which she said the following:

Woe to us, to our nation, that we are so weak, that we are so much dependent on others. But
we are lucky that we have a corner of a homeland, that we are able to extend our help as
much as we can. At the time when someone made sure we do not receive the horrific news
of the holocaust of our people in Europe lest we scream and demand the opening of the
gates of the country. And at the time when it was evident what was done to our people—the
world that is fighting Hitler stood by. Everybody is dealing with us, devising suggestions,
those who claim to fix a new, just world, and have an idea for everything—they lack an idea
how to save a few Jews from the Nazi inferno. They try to comfort and silence us by saying
we are not the only ones.

There is no truth in the imaginary choice: concentrate on the effort to achieve victory over
the enemy or to rescue Jews.

We say simply: We have no interest in such a beautiful world if there will remain no Jews to
enjoy it. More so, a new world will not arise if millions of Jews will be exterminated.

What is the human-spiritual strength of those fighting Hitler and what is the authority of
their struggle, if their governments cannot save Jews from extermination? We demand of

28 Ibid., p. 93; see discussions of the Secretariat of the Va’ad Hapoel, 29 April 1943, p. 342.
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the millions of these fighters to raise their voices and demand of their governments rescue
acts at once.

But the first obligation that rests upon us, the Hebrew Yishuv, the workers, the few who
know, is to create a national power. We always knew: we have no right of existence and
there is no future to our enterprise if its builders will not be those who come from the Dias-
pora. We must focus our thoughts on those whom we have not had a chance to bring here,
and if there is a gnawing doubt that there is something we can still do, it is now clear:
there is a possibility and this possibility is an obligation for us. A year ago, the Histadrut
sent one of its members to a place where we can watch the events and the action has not
ceased, it is growing. A few months ago, when the clear news arrived that we can help, the
Histadrut turned to its three sectors—the farming, the cooperatives and the economic insti-
tutions—and demanded of them a great deal and received at once more than it asked for.

This sum that is available to the Histadrut created a great deal of activity, because many
sectors felt they could not stand idly by at the time the Histadrut began its activity. And
once again word came that there is need for more help, and now the Mobilization campaign
took upon itself the rescue operation and increased the amount of the campaign. The His-
tadrut said that the money is not enough and we have to raise larger sums for those who are
involved in rescue.

The superpowers have no ships to rescue Jews. But the workers in this country will find the
means, because they place all the means in their possession to this action. Each worker
will now have another reason in addition to his commitment to the Mobilization Fund, his
share in the rescue. But we also have to raise a one day’s salary and at once, not later than
the middle of the coming week. Other sectors are also saying they will follow the Histadrut,
because the sense of the terrible national catastrophe is pulsating in the entire Yishuv, and
this requires providing full aid.

The purpose of this gathering is to unite with our friends who are rising in the Diaspora,
who do not want to die quietly and submissively, but to die bravely to rescue Jewish honor
for generations to come. We must announce that we do not accept this catastrophe and
there is no other consideration save one, every Jew who can be saved, and can still be saved,
the entire Yishuv is primed to do so.”

Her thoughts focused a great deal on rescuing the remnants of the Holocaust sur-
vivors, but she knew well that not much could have been done. This impotence
stood out when she met with MacPherson, the Mandatory Government Chief Sec-
retary. “I went to him”, she related years later, “and said we can bring thousands
of children from Hungary, and what we need is a boat. I told the Chief Secretary
this. He looked at me a bit with contempt. ‘Don’t you know there is a war on? And
we need all the ships for the war’? I said, yes, I heard there was a war but I want to
ask you—if these were English children, would you find a ship? I say to his credit,

29 Speech by Golda Meir in the “Convention of the Workers of the Land of Israel for Rescue”, in
Tamir, ed., Golda, pp. 118-120.
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he did not lie and did not reply”.* This episode only deepened her feeling that
the Yishuv had to begin to plan the absorption of the few who would somehow
manage to survive. The Yishuv would have to look after the human skeletons
whose contribution to the war effort would be zero, and they would be a burden
on the Yishuv. At the end of 1943 she voiced these ideas: “We shall not be able
to deal with preparation and immigration of pioneers as in the past. Now it is a
matter of bringing every Jew, not because he is a farmer but because he is a Jew
in the ghetto”.”

Other matters required her attention as well. Among them the working con-
ditions of thousands of Jewish workers in British army camps in Palestine. She
negotiated with the military authorities about wages, cost of living and other
work terms to enable them to keep up with the rising prices caused by various
shortages. At the beginning of the war, she demanded that the Histadrut and the
Jewish Agency participate in a public committee organized by the Mandatory
regime to deal with the provision of basic commodities. Shortages led to black
market, rising prices and inflation. The Histadrut demanded and won the right
to link wages to the cost of living index. The only ones who refused this arrange-
ment were the military authorities. They claimed that only London could order
them to pay cost of living raise. In the summer of 1942, Golda engaged in a lively
correspondence on this matter with them and decided to hold a one-day protest
strike in military bases (May 10, 1943). The threat was enough and the Histadrut
won its struggle.”

She also dealt with an edict issued by the Mandatory regime whereby workers
were confined to their workplace with no right to leave it except by written per-
mission from the employer: penalty was imprisonment. Golda informed the Man-
datory Government that she was not convinced of the justice of this edict and
thought it would harm the war effort. She decided that the Histadrut would not
cooperate and would not be represented in any body that implemented this edict.
But she did represent the Histadrut in a Mandatory commission on wages.*”

The Yishuv now entered a period of unprecedented economic prosperity.
Its industries worked incessantly for the war effort, with the British army of the
entire Middle East as its major customer. Agricultural production intensified
and its products were sold to the local market and the army. The Histadrut’s
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industrial enterprises began to show profits and a number of kibbutzim and
moshavim began to breathe easier for the first time since their establishment.
Unemployment lessened, partly because almost 27,500 men and women vol-
unteered for military duty in the British army. Thousands of others were mobi-
lized in the Hagannah. In fact there was labor shortage. Perhaps because of this
prosperity, less attention was paid to the Holocaust of European Jewry. Cultural
life in the Yishuv flourished. Theaters, cinemas and concert halls were packed.
Many books were written and published. The Hebrew University, the Haifa Tech-
nion and the Weizmann Institute of Science continued to function. The Allies
demanded more products, bases, camps, air fields, warehouses and mainte-
nance bases for the war effort. They turned almost instinctively to the Yishuv,
mainly because there was no one else in the Middle East who was reliable and
could deliver high quality work. The Yishuv responded avidly. They wanted to
be identified with the war effort which affected them more than others in this
region. In this way the industries would become stronger. They would also meet
Jews in neighboring countries and encourage immigration from Syria, Iraq and
Lebanon, some of it on foot. Another opportunity presented itself—acquisition
by various means, legal and mostly illegal, of weapons from British army stores
for the Hagannah. The Solel Boneh Company was in full swing in Palestine,
Egypt, Syria, Lebanon, and even reached Iraq and Iran. Morris Meyerson, who
was employed by Solel Boneh, was sent to Iran in 1943 because he could speak
English. Most of its workers were Hagannah members who never balked at an
opportunity to obtain weapons.

By mid 1943, on the eve of the Allied invasion of Italy, relations between the
Yishuv and the Mandatory Government worsened. The White Paper policy was
scrupulously implemented and the cooperation with the Hagannah ended. There
were casualties in the course of searches for weapons hidden in kibbutzim. In
kibbutz Ramat Hakovesh, a young Jew was killed when he protested the search.
This was the background for the trial of two Hagannah members, Aryeh Syrkin
and Avraham Reichlin, who were charged with smuggling weapons out of British
military camps.**

The British sought to prove in this trial that Jews were stealing and smug-
gling weapons to their bases and aware harming the war effort. They wanted
to denounce the Jewish Agency, the Histadrut and mainly the Hagannah, all
accused of being a cancer in the body of the war effort. The Hagannah decided
to react and to reveal for the first time the dimension of the Hagannah-British
army cooperation in the early years of the war. Golda was called as a Hagannah

34 History of the Hagannah, Vol. II, part 1, Tel Aviv, 1946, p. 179.
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witness and reminded the military tribunal in Jerusalem that the Jewish Agency,
the National Council and the Histadrut acted in accordance with the British
authority’s request to mobilize young Jews for the British army. She revealed the
existence of the Palmach and the nature of its role at the time when Rommel’s
armies had stood at the gates of Egypt a year earlier. She mentioned the existence
of the Hagannah and stressed that Jews must be able to defend themselves. The
following exchange will show why she became the darling of the Yishuv the next
day:

Major Baxter: You are a nice, peaceful, law-abiding lady, are you not?

Golda: I think I am.

Q: And you have always been so?

A: T have never been accused of anything.

Q: Well, listen to this from a speech of yours on May 2, 1940: ‘For twenty years we were
led to trust the British Government but we have been betrayed. The Ben Shemen case is
an example of this. We have never taught our youth the use of firearms for offense but for
defensive purposes only. And if they are criminals, then all Jews in Palestine are criminals’.
What about that?

A: If it is a question of defense, then I, like every Jew in Palestine, am for defense.
Q: Were you yourself trained in the use of arms?

A: I don’t know whether I am required to answer that question. In any case, I have never
used firearms.

Q: Have you trained the Jewish youth in the use of firearms?

A: Jewish youth will defend Jewish life and property in the event of riots and the necessity
to defend life and property. I, as well as other Jews, would defend myself.

Tribunal President: Please reply only to the questions.
Q: Do you have an intelligence service in the Histadrut?
A: No.

Q: What?

A: You heard me, no.

Q: Have you heard of the Hagannah?

A: Yes.

Q: Do they have arms?

A: Idon’t know, but I suppose so.

Q: Have you heard of the Palmach?
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A: Yes.
Q: What is it?

A: I first heard of the Palmach as groups of young people, organized with the knowledge of
the authorities, who were specially trained at the time when the German army was drawing
near to Palestine. Its function was to help the British army in any way necessary should the
enemy invade the country.

Q: And are these groups still in existence?
A:Tdon’t know.
Q: Is this a legal organization?

A: All I know is that these groups were organized to help the British army and with the
knowledge of the authorities.

Q: Can members of the Histadrut be members of the Hagannah or Palmach?

A: Yes, it may be that there are members of the Histadrut who are also members of the
Hagannah and the Palmach. They are prepared to defend themselves when attacked. We
have had very bad experiences in this country. When I say we are ready to defend, I want to
make myself crystal clear. This defense is not theoretical. We still remember the riots of 1921,
1922, and 1929 and the four years of disturbances from 1936 to 1939. Everybody in Palestine
knows, as do the authorities, that not only would there have been nothing left, but Jewish
honor would have been blemished had there not been people ready for defense, and if brave
Jewish youths had not defended the Jewish settlements...

Q: What about this business of stealing 300 rifles and ammunition from the army?

A: We are interested in this war and in the victory of the British forces, and stealing from the
army is a crime in our eyes.

Q: But these arms might be useful for the Hagannah?

A: There is not a Jew who is not interested in this war and in the victory of the British forces.
Re-examined by defense counsel Dr. Joseph, Golda said that even senior British
army officers had taken part in the Jewish Agency recruiting campaign and that

some of them had come to the Histadrut to ask for its advice an help in recruiting
Jews to the British army.

Q: Did the Hagannah also have arms before the outbreak of war?
A: 1 do not know, but I suppose so. There were riots before the war.

Tribunal President: I ask you to limit yourself only to what concerns this case and not go
backwards, or otherwise we’ll soon be back two thousand years ago...

A: If the Jewish question had been solved two thousand years ago...
President: Keep quiet.

A: T object to being addressed in that manner.
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President: You should know how to conduct yourself in court.

A: Ibeg your pardon if I interrupted you, but you should not address me in that manner.”

This was Golda at her best, but her testimony did not prevent Syrkin from being
sentenced to seven years in jail and Reichlin to ten years. But the British failed in
their efforts to use this trial as a political demonstration.

Hardly had she recovered from this ordeal, when she found herself embroiled
in a totally different storm. After years of bitter conflicts with Chaim Weizmann,
on November 14, 1943, Ben-Gurion submitted his resignation as Chairman of the
Jewish Agency Executive. Few understood the background for this move and even
fewer had the time or patience to delve into the details. What became apparent
was that in the midst of war, with the Warsaw Ghetto in ruins, European Jewry
being exterminated, Ben-Gurion was back to his petty tricks. In a Mapai leader-
ship meeting, Golda lashed out at Ben-Gurion: “I would like to ask Ben-Gurion a
simple question. Ben-Gurion who taught us a great deal about what comradeship
is, what is the power of comradeship when all these demands, all the great plans
and the good will have no value”? She was furious that Ben-Gurion imposed deci-
sions on his colleagues without prior consultations and without allowing them
to remonstrate with him and try to thwart his impulsive decisions. She failed to
understand how he was able to hurt the unity of the Zionist Movement and the
Yishuv in this time of dire emergency. She, who adhered to politics of consen-
sus, could not understand that Ben-Gurion rejected his colleagues’ appeal and
insisted on resigning.” Soon he relented and took it back. But the entire affair
left a bitter residue among his colleagues because they now lived under the con-
stant threat of a resignation by Ben-Gurion and could never predict his moods.
Yet they also realized they had no other leader of his stature and strength. They
never knew at any given time what mood possessed Ben-Gurion, what he would
do next, how he would react and what factors would determine his decisions.
Golda would learn this and many other lessons over the years until Ben-Gurion’s
final retirement from politics in 1970, exhausted by struggles, alone, bitter and
obsessed. He accused Golda and others of abandonment.

By 1944, it was evident that the war was entering its decisive final stages. The
Allies were deep in consultations on the nature of the post-war arrangements, as
were the Yishuv heads. Ben-Gurion invested much time and effort in planning
the Yishuv’s organization in order to face the new challenges once the war would
be over. The Zionist Movement decided that they were going to present precise

35 For the testimony of Golda Meir see Tamir, ed., Golda, pp. 120-124.
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Eretz Israel, Tel Aviv, 1976, pp. 154-155; Golda’s speech in full pp. 227-231.



100 —— 6 War and Holocaust (1939-1945)

demands to the Allies in general and the British Government in particular. After
what had befallen the Jewish People, there was no going back to the White Paper
policy, to closed gates in Palestine and the continuation of banning land sale to
Jews in most of the country, just at the time when there was need to prepare to
absorb the Holocaust survivors. An opportunity for the Histadrut and the Yishuv
to present their case occurred when the British Trade Union Congress, headed
by Ernest Bevin and Herbert Morrison, invited the Histadrut in February 1944 to
send a delegation to an international conference of trade unions. On February 23,
1944, there was a discussion on the makeup of the delegation and what points
they would present. Ben-Gurion explained the demands of the Jewish People and
stated that they would focus on the Biltmore Plan. Golda’s words are important
to illustrate her thinking on the Holocaust and what would be, much later, her
policies as foreign minister and prime minister of Israel:

We have come to realize that there is no friend in the world who will look after our needs
without us...I think there is no other way to attain that which unites us all, mass-immigration
and large-scale Jewish settlement. Those things without such authority will not be given to
us by this or that Mandate. What happened in the world in recent years did not increase in
me the belief that some international agency, some sort of a League of Nations that will arise
tomorrow, will protect us and help us more than the forces in whose hands the matter of
rescuing Jews lay and who did not do so. Those very forces that tomorrow will be the deci-
sive ones in the new world and in the new League of Nations. Why am I expected to believe
that those who did not rescue millions of Jews from death will enter into a quarrel with the
Arabs tomorrow because of us? Perhaps there will be need to quarrel. What happened in
those years did not intensify in me the trust in an international mandate.”

The conference never took place and the delegation stayed home. The Mapai
leaders then focused their attention on the internal crisis that eventually split
the party. During the war, there were many signs of unrest in various sections
of the party, between those who demanded a far greater activist policy against
the British and the Arabs, and the majority who wanted to continue the policy of
self-restraint. The minority also claimed that when it came to social and economic
policies, the Mapai leadership was too much absorbed in national issues relating
to the establishment of the future Jewish State and ignored issues closer to the
worker. They argued that there was very close cooperation between employers
and the Histadrut and especially with the Tel Aviv Workers Council. They accused
Mapai’s leadership in the Histadrut of preferring to preserve their own interests
rather than help the workers attain a higher standard of living and enjoy the
benefits of the economic prosperity that the country experienced during the war.

37 Secretariat of the Va’ad Hapoel, 23 February 1944, pp. 151-152.
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Among the minority leaders were Yitzhak Tabenkin, Yisrael Galili and even the
future Palmach commander Yigal Allon. They became known as faction B.

Among their targets were Golda Meir and Levi Eshkol, both of whom headed
the Tel Aviv Workers Council. In 1943, Golda’s responsibilities as Head of the His-
tadrut’s Political Department included looking after the Tel Aviv Workers Council.
She, at Ben-Gurion’s request, brought about the appointment of Levi Eshkol, a
rising young Mapai leader, as Secretary of the Council. This Council looked after
the interests of some 40,000 Histadrut members, two thirds of whom voted for
Mapai. Golda and Eshkol worked closely together in this body until 1945.

The split in Mapai occurred in the summer of 1944 but did not endanger the
standing of Mapai in the Yishuv or the Histadrut. On August 6, 1944, elections
were held among Histadrut members for the forthcoming Histadrut Convention.
Mapai won 53.6 % of the votes. Faction B received 18 % while the left-wing parties
such as Hashomer Ha’tsair won 20.7 %. Mapai survived, but its total hegemony
among the workers was somewhat dented. The party was dealt another terrible
blow when Berl Katznelson, the light and spiritual guide of the party, died sud-
denly in August 1944. Two days before he died he told Golda: “They are distanc-
ing the youth away from me”.*® The entire Yishuv mourned. From now until the
early 1960’s, the dominant leader would be Ben-Gurion. He would put the stamp
of his personality and ideology on the future of the Yishuv and the State.

Mapai also preserved its power in the National Institutions. On August 1,
1944, elections were held for the Elected Assembly, the Parliament of the Yishuv.
Mapai won 37 % of the votes. Golda was elected to the Assembly and on Sep-
tember 12 was elected member of the National Council Executive. This body was
headed by Golda’s mentor David Remez.* He yielded his position as Secretary
General of the Histadrut to Yossef Sprinzak. Eshkol and Golda remained the dom-
inant powers in the Tel Aviv Workers Council. This arrangement was not always
harmonious. According to the testimony of Aharon Becker, future Secretary
General of the Histadrut, “one evening Eshkol came to my kitchen and poured
out his heart. Golda was meddling in everything. It’s impossible to determine
who is responsible for what”.*° But another testimony rejects this. The Histadrut
leader Yitzhak Eilam wrote: “Eshkol was tasked to be the Secretary of the Tel Aviv
Workers Council. He conditioned his agreement on having someone else to help
him since he was not sure he could do the job properly. Golda rose, and as was her
wont, volunteered to serve as his assistant...this situation lasted for six months

38 Shapira, Berl, pp. 705-706.

39 Erez, Remez, p. 414.

40 Aharon Becker, With the Times and our Generation, Tel Aviv, 1982, pp. 776—777. See also
Arnon Lammfromm, Levi Eshkol, Political Biography 1944-1969, Jerusalem, 2015.
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until Ben-Gurion preferred that she concentrate on political work and demanded
that she be released from the Tel Aviv Workers Council”.” Eshkol’s biographer
also ascribes to Golda a central role in the council and claims that she was the
one who, with Ben-Gurion’s approval, brought Eshkol to the job as Secretary of
the very important and influential Tel Aviv Workers Council. Whatever the case,
she did not deem this part of her life as central or meaningful, and it is not even
mentioned in her memoirs.

The war ended in May 1945. Only then did the Yishuv and the Jewish People
begun to fathom the dimension and meaning of the Holocaust. The leaders were
beset by guilty feelings. Had they done everything they could to prevent the exter-
mination of a third of the Jewish People? The only one among them who could
be proud of a concrete achievement was Moshe Sharett. He had won the British
Government’s approval to establish the Jewish Fighting Brigade at the end of
1944. This brigade consisted of three battalions of Palestinian Jews commanded
by Jewish and British officers. They managed to participate in the fighting on the
Italian front in the closing months of the war and to establish contact with the
survivors. In the War of Independence, the soldiers and officers who had served
in the brigade would play central roles in the future IDF, alongside men from
the Palmach and Hagannah who had remained in Palestine at the orders of the
Jewish Agency.

The war inured the Yishuv leadership. Its standing rose in the country and
abroad. But now the leaders acquired a new syndrome—the Holocaust Syndrome.
They were all determined that this would never happen again. If another Holo-
caust was to happen, the Jewish People would disappear from the face of the
earth. From now on, the efforts were concentrated towards the achievement of
two goals: first, was to bring as many survivors as possible to the shores of Pal-
estine. The second was to create a political infrastructure for the future Jewish
State. Few ever dreamed that the second goal would be attained in less than three
years of vicious struggle against the British. In achieving both, Golda now played
a central role. There were no longer any doubts over her central and dominant
position in the Histadrut, Mapai and the Yishuv. She reached the top ranks with
some help from her mentors, but mostly due to much patience, hard work, long
hours, involvement in many jobs and willingness to shoulder responsibilities.
She had also demonstrated that she was made of the stuff of leaders.

41 Eilam, Close to Golda, pp. 28-29.
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The Yishuv did not participate in the celebrations that erupted among the Allied
nations when Germany finally surrendered on May 8, 1945. There were few fami-
lies of European origin who did not lose parents, sisters, brothers and even chil-
dren in the Holocaust. It was clear to the Yishuv’s leadership that the national
struggle was entering its final and most critical phase. It would initially be against
the British Mandatory regime and later, perhaps, against the local Arabs and the
neighboring countries. The immediate task was to prepare the Yishuv, mainly its
military power, and that required a larger population. The British realized even
before the war that the only way to throttle the Zionist enterprise in Palestine
would be to cut off immigration and ban settlement activities through the preven-
tion of sale of land to Jews. This was the gist of the May 1939 White Paper whose
regulations remained in force even after the war ended. Now the Zionists felt that
the world owed the Holocaust survivors a homeland of their own. The Yishuy,
which contributed some 27,500 men and women for service in the British army,
now demanded an adequate reward. Henceforth the struggle focused on efforts
to have the 1939 White Paper rescinded. Many hopes were pinned on the British
Labor Party, which supported Zionism and in its 1944 platform even mentioned
the possibility of transferring some Palestinian Arabs to neighboring countries if
and when a Jewish state would arise.

No wonder there was genuine satisfaction in the Yishuv when the British
Labor Party won the national elections on July 26, 1945, and a new cabinet was
formed, headed by Clement Attlee. The veteran trade union leader Ernest Bevin
was appointed foreign secretary. Within a few weeks the hopes were rudely
shattered when the new Labor government issued a statement on Palestine on
November 11, 1945. The White Paper would remain in force, but Britain now called
for the creation of a joint Anglo-American Committee of Inquiry that would proceed
to Europe for talks with Jewish Displaced Persons (meaning Holocaust survivors)
who found themselves still in European refugee camps, some even in former Nazi
concentration camps such as Dachau. The Committee would later visit Palestine
to experience the situation firsthand and make policy recommendations to the
British and American governments. The United States became deeply involved in
the fate of European Jewry when President Harry S. Truman asked Prime Minister
Clement Attlee in October 1945, to admit immediately 100,000 Holocaust survi-
vors to Palestine. Britain rejected the plea citing the need to retain Arab goodwill
in the face of the emerging Cold War and the strategic importance for the West of
the Arab oil fields, the Suez Canal and naval and air bases.

The policy statement stunned the Yishuv. When its leaders recovered from
the shock, they decided on two policy options. The first was to intensify the
DOI10.1515/9783110492507-007, © 2008 Yediot Aharonot: Sifrehemed, published by
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immigration effort, named Aliyah B (or illegal immigration), to increase the number
of Jews in the country in order to broaden the military and economic infrastructure of
the Yishuv which would perhaps at some point in the future create a Jewish major-
ity in Palestine. The second avenue was to launch an armed struggle, in fact to
engage in anti-British terrorist acts. This would be done by the three underground
organizations operating together for the first time. In September 1945, Ben-Gurion
had already approved the creation of the “Resistance Movement”, consisting of
the Hagannah, Irgun and Lechi, called derisively by the British the Stern Gang
so named after their slain leader Yair Stern who was Kkilled by the British police
in 1942. The fighters would undertake military operations against the British
army, police and civil administration. The movement would be led by a unified
command that would obtain authorization for its acts from the Jewish Agency. At
this stage, the aim was not to drive the British out of the country, but to create a sit-
uation that would persuade the British Government to reverse its policy and return
to the policy of establishing a national Jewish homeland in Palestine under British
patronage. Some Yishuv leaders were terrified that if the British decided to unilat-
erally abandon the mandate, they could abandon 600,000 Jews to the mercy of the
Arabs who would attempt to throw them into the sea. Therefore, if the British even-
tually left, the Jewish leadership hoped it would be done gradually, giving them
time to prepare the Yishuv’s military force. In July 1945, Ben-Gurion summoned a
number of wealthy American Jews to a meeting in New York and demanded they
help the Hagannah to acquire air planes, tanks, heavy artillery and warships. They
thought he had gone mad. They did agree to help procure machines for the pro-
duction of light arms and ammunition. These machines arrived in Palestine in late
1945, disguised as agricultural equipment, and helped lay the foundations for an
arms industry. Some of them were still in use in the 1990’s.

While the Yishuv leadership was prepared to consider the possibility of
a Jewish state in a smaller part of Palestine in informal talks, outwardly they
demanded the implementation of the Balfour Declaration, which meant that the
Jewish state would consist of the entire country. By now they realized the need
to garner international, mainly American support for the struggle against the
British. A third avenue pursued was the continuation and expansion of Jewish
settlement of the land. Between 1945 and 1948, some 50 new settlements were
established—35 kibbutzim and 15 moshavim, so that when the time came, those
parts of the country settled by Jews would be included in the territory of the
Jewish state. These courses of action required maximum restraint, vision, faith
and ability to persuade the Yishuv, mainly the youth thirsting for direct action,
of the justice of the combined struggle. The younger generation was prepared to
declare war on the British Empire. This was one of the reasons the Irgun and the
Stern Group were able to recruit a growing number of young men and women.
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They fervently advocated an immediate armed struggle, but they were not respon-
sible to the Yishuv’s elected leaders and could call for radical measures.

Golda Meyerson was among the Yishuv’s leaders who together with Eliezer
Kaplan, Dov Yossef, Yitzhak Ben-Zvi, Israel Rokach (Tel Aviv’s mayor), and Rabbi
Maimon (leader of the Mizrachi Religious Party and Ada’s brother), were invited
to Government House in Jerusalem to hear the Chief Secretary read to them the
statement made by the British Government in Parliament. At the conclusion of
the meeting they went back to the Jewish Agency building and issued a statement
rejecting the new British policy. A day later, on November 14, she addressed the
Secretariat of the Executive Council of the Histadrut and said:

The document handed to us by a Socialist minister in England is one that the Zionist move-
ment, whose path was never easy, had never received. For the first time there is an attempt
to eradicate the continuation of Zionism and the connection of the Jewish People to the
Land of Israel. Generally, the British spoke only of the Jews who remained in Europe. The
Balfour Declaration was not mentioned. No previous commitments (were cited)....

Jewish life is a very expensive commodity in our time. But Jewish life under slavery is not
worth it, not only because any human being wants to be free, but because we have learned
that Jewish life under slavery is no life, eventually it ends in extermination in the Dias-
pora and in Israel. We know that two unequal forces are facing each other. But we know
that during the war Britain, standing alone, chose war and not slavery, and then too the
forces were not equal. We have no navy, army and airforce, the secret of the Atomic bomb is
unknown to us. We only have Jewish victims and hungry and dying Jews in the camps. But
we have millions of Jews who remained alive and they will not accept this. Above all, we
have a 600,000 strong Yishuv in this country with all its weaknesses, but with its might. We
shall not purchase Jewish life here by abandoning Jewish life in the Diaspora by acquiesc-
ing with this terrible document. And there shall not be quiet.'

In this meeting, Golda was elected to the “Situation Committee” of the Executive
Council created to deal with the new emergency. She proposed cancelling the
identity cards issued by the Mandatory government to residents of the country to
help illegal immigrants who arrived or were on their way to the beaches to blend
into the population. She also suggested violating the nightly curfew imposed
often by the British, if need be. Two days later, the Secretariat of the Executive
Committee once again heard her credo. Speaking in elliptical and indirect terms,
she stated:

1 Secretariat of the Va’ad Hapoel, 14 November 1945, pp. 45-48; for this period in the life of
Golda Meir see Ilana Koffman, “Political Activities on Behalf of the National Institutions”, in
Avizohar, ed., Golda, pp. 189-249; see also Yehoshua Freundlich and Nana Sagi, eds., Political
Documents of the Jewish Agency, Vols. I and II, 1945-1947, Jerusalem, 1996-1998; see also David
Ben-Gurion, Towards the End of the Mandate—Memoirs from the Legacy, Tel Aviv, 1993.
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We shall have to embark on a new way, because we have no other and no exit...our plight
derives from the fact that we have no power—the question is whether after such a document
we should appear declaring our weakness to the rest of the world, to show ourselves weaker
than we are, or should we appear with all our strength, that little strength that we possess.
I do not see much of a choice, and I have come to this conclusion because I see no other
alternative. I say, however, common sense, prudence and common destiny, and not rushing
towards anything that could make some noise, some shooting and some fight...

I think that in the struggle of the Jewish people for its existence all avenues are permitted.
There is no immoral way, and I do not know any thing more moral than the goal that the few
survivors will remain alive. If I opposed the Irgun and Stern...it was because I saw their way
causing destruction and havoc to Zionism, and in order to prevent this destruction, I was
prepared to fight them to the end...

I therefore say: with reason, with logic, with prudence, weighing everything a hundred
times prior to doing it. But we have no alternative, we must pursue this road...I am not sure
it will succeed.

Finally, one sentence regarding the other groups: if there shall be some coordination
between us and them—I shall accept it for one reason—so as not to allow them to do things
that we fear will harm us.

As long as they exist, I do not want to them to act freely on their own. If someone will prove
to me that we have the strength to curb them later on, let them do only what we consider
necessary—I shall agree to cooperate with them, so that once we embark on this dangerous
road, at least we shall know that there will be no forces in some corner that will come to
undermine us.

3 2

She concluded by saying that she supported Aliyah B, “but that alone—no”.
The anti-British actions during the year the “Resistance Movement” existed were
approved by a secret committee called Committee X. It included Yisrael Galili and
Moshe Sneh who represented the Hagannah. Occasionally they were joined by
Shaul Avigur and Golda Meyerson. Menachem Begin and Chaim Landau repre-
sented the Irgun, and Nathan Yellin-Mor and Israel Eldad the Lechi.? This was
the first time Golda participated in decisions that could cost lives. Most of the
operations were aimed at British army and police installations and included
police stations, radar stations helping to spot illegal immigrant ships, vehicles
and railway lines, bridges and army bases. Special care was taken to prevent the
loss of British lives so as not to give the British an excuse to carry out massive
retaliatory acts against the Yishuv, confiscate weapons, arrest leaders and hurt
the preparations for a future war against the Arabs. Another aim was to create a

2 Ibid.
3 Elchanan Oren, Settlement in the Years of Struggle, Jerusalem 1978, p. 148; Menachem Begin,
The Revolt, Tel Aviv, 1950, p. 965.
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friendly and supportive public opinion in Britian and the United States. An effort
was launched to instill in Diaspora Jews the feeling that the Yishuv was fighting
for them as well and in this way help raise funds and bring American Jews to
pressure their government to in turn pressure the British to change their policy.

At this stage the Mandatory Government decided to warn the Jewish lead-
ership not to embark on violence. On November 23, 1945, the new High Com-
missioner, General Sir Alan Cunningham, invited the Yishuv’s leaders to get to
know them. Golda went with Ben-Gurion, Kaplan, Yoseph, Rokach and Maimon.
The High Commissioner explicitly demanded there be no violence. Ben-Gurion
demanded that Britain rescind the White Paper. The meeting was not cordial.
Meanwhile, the Anglo-American Committee of Inquiry heard testimonies in
Washington and later in London, and in early 1946 in Displaced Persons camps
in Germany. The message of the survivors was simple—they wanted to go to Pal-
estine as they saw no future in Europe. The truth was that many of them would
gladly have gone to America, had the gates of that country been open. But they
were still closed to Jewish survivors, although they were open to emigrants from
the Baltic States, Romania, the Ukraine and Hungary, and some of the emigrants
were, alas, Nazi war criminals and collaborators.

Organized American Jewry continued to press Truman on the matter of the
100,000 survivors. But they were stonewalled by State Department officials,
mainly those of the Near East Section, who insisted on prior coordination with
Britain before any move would be made in Palestine. This was done to minimize
American involvement in the Middle East. Many were influenced by the oil lobby,
others by commercial, church and even academic groups with special interests
in the region that dictated rapprochement with the Arabs. The armed forces and
even the Office of Strategic Services (later the CIA) also favored a pro-Arab policy
for strategic reasons in view of the heating Cold War. The Zionist diplomatic effort
was led by the Political Department of the Jewish Agency in Jerusalem and also
included its representatives in London, New York, Washington and Paris. The
policy was determined by a small group of leaders that included Ben-Gurion,
Sharett, Kaplan (Jewish Agency Executive), Remez (National Council) and Golda
representing the Histadrut also in her capacity as a senior Mapai leader. In this
group Ben-Gurion and Golda supported an activist policy, while Sharett, Kaplan
and Remez called for greater caution and moderation. From London, the aging
and sick leader Chaim Weizmann asked for maximal caution, fearing that Jewish
violence would bring about the collapse of the entire edifice that had been built
in Palestine for decades and that his own personal work would be eradicated.
The man who cemented the close ties between the Zionist movement and the
British leaders since World War I was now too old and ill to confront the new
British Government led by ministers who came from the trade unions and the
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labor movement with whom Weizmann had no common language. Weizmann
could only voice the hope that moderation and understanding would restore the
ties between Britain and the Yishuv. Ben-Gurion and Golda were made of differ-
ent stuff that enabled them to confront Bevin and his colleagues.

Shortly before the arrival of the Anglo-American Committee, Golda was
involved in an unpleasant incident with the Chief Secretary John Shaw. The Hista-
drut discovered that German prisoners of war were going to be used to construct
military bases in Palestine and complained to Shaw. He confessed that this was
indeed the case but that the Germans would not work north of Gaza, besides, he
added, there was shortage of labor. Perhaps, Golda suggested icily, he could turn
to the Histadrut to locate workers. His answer was that Jewish workers are unre-
liable and that “things they build tend to blow up.” Her cynical reply was: “Nazis
are more reliable.”* The project was abandoned when the British realized there
was a limit to provocation. Golda’s faith in the wisdom of the Mandatory regime
was now completely eroded. How could they ignore the Yishuv’s sensitivities?

At the end of February 1946, the Elected Assembly met in Jerusalem to discuss
whether the Yishuv’s representatives should appear before the Anglo-American
Committee. The Jewish Agency Executive had already decided to appear but
sought broader support. Golda spoke in favor of appearing, saying there was no
need to quarrel with the United States that unlike Britain had no colonial past.’
On February 27 the Jewish Agency Executive decided that the Jewish witnesses to
present the political aspects would be Weizmann, Ben-Gurion and Sharett, the
economic experts would be Kaplan, Horowitz and Schmorak, and Golda would
testify on behalf of the Histadrut.®

The Committee settled in the “King David” hotel and heard testimonies
across the street in the YMCA building. In her testimony Golda decided not to
limit herself solely to Histadrut matters, but spoke of the urgent need to find a
solution to the Palestine problem. Her appearance on March 25 evoked much
interest. The next day the “Palestine Post” wrote: “With her direct approach to
the essence of the Jewish problem, her assumption that it was understandable
and human, and in her clear unevasive replies, Mrs. Golda Meyerson, the only
woman to testify before the Inquiry Committee...dispelled the uncomfortable
court-room atmosphere, the irritation and boredom that had laterly prevailed.””

4 Secretariat of the Va’ad Hapoel, 18 February 1946, p. 117.

5 Yossef Heller, “The Anglo-American Commission of Inquiry”, in Shalem, 3, 1981, pp. 213-294;
see also protocols of the discussion in the Fourth Elected Assembly, Fourth Session, 11-12
February 1946 in the Central Zionist Archives file J1/7223.

6 Heller, “Anglo-American Commission”, p. 253.

7 Palestine Post, 26 March 1946.
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Reading from a prepared text, Golda explained the background of the Histadrut’s
founders against the backdrop of “persecution, slaughter, insecurity and help-
lessness”. She quoted Bialik’s poem “On the Slaughter”:

I grieve for you, my children, my heart is sad for you,
Your dead are vainly dead and neither I nor you
Know why you died or wherefore, nor for whom,

Even as your life—so senseless was your doom.

Explaining the aims of Zionism and the Histadrut, she stated that her generation
was the one that decided to put an end to meaningless Jewish lives or deaths. She
thought that the Committee members understood the elementary foundation of
Zionism—rejection of the old Jewish way of life. “The pioneers came to Palestine
because they believed the only solution for the senselessness of Jewish life and
Jewish death lay in the creation of an independent Jewish life in the Jewish home-
land. The pioneers also came to create a new society built on the bases of equal-
ity, justice and cooperation”... She spoke at length about the futile efforts of the
Histadrut to attain a working relationship with the Palestinian Arabs. She then
declared that she was “authorized on behalf of close to 160,000 members of our
federation, the Histadrut, to state here in the clearest terms that there is nothing
that Jewish labor is not prepared to do in this country in order to receive large
masses of Jewish immigration, with no limitations and no conditions whatsoev-
er...This, indeed, was the goal for which we came here, otherwise there is no sense
to our life here.” The next point impressed her interlocutors the most, because as
usual, she succeeded in presenting the issue in clear and simple terms. Speaking
with no prepared text, she said:

I don’t know, gentlemen, whether you, who have the good fortune to belong to the two
greatest democratic nations, the British and the American, can, with the best will and inten-
tions, realize what it means to be a member of the people whose very right to exist is con-
stantly being questioned: our right to be Jews such as we are, no better, but no worse than
others in this world, with our own language, our culture and the right of self-determination
and with a readiness to dwell in friendship and cooperation with those near us and those far
away....We want only that which is given naturally to all peoples of the world, to be masters
of our own fate—only of our fate, not of the destiny of others...to live as of right and not on
sufferance...

The questions that followed her presentation dealt with Arab-Jewish labor
relations, the role of the Histadrut in the economic development of the country,
social security, wages and working conditions and more. At the conclusion,
the American Chairman Justice Hutcheson of Texas said: “I have no further
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questions, but out of curiosity to your fluent English, I shall ask—where did you
learn English? I come from Milwaukee, Wisconsin,” answered Golda.® Hutche-
son obviouly had not done his homework. Golda rose and was followed in the
witness chair by Ahmad Shuqairi, representing the Arab Higher Committee. Eigh-
teen years later he would be the first chairman of the Palestine Liberation Orga-
nization (PLO).

During the Committee’s stay, Golda established close ties to three members:
Bartley Crum, a San Francisco lawyer, James McDonald (whom she met in Evian
in 1938) and Richard Crossman, a Labor Member of the House of Commons, who
to Bevin’s great dismay became an ardent Zionist. But these three were unable
to prevent the majority from in effect not deciding on the future of the country,
leaving the British administration responsible for the running of Palestine for
the time being and looking towards a bi-national state. They did recommend the
admission of 100,000 survivors within three years. The ball was back in the hands
of the British, who did not regard the Zionist Movement as a national liberation
movement fighting an oppressive colonial regime, the way they viewed the strug-
gle in India and later in Africa. If the British ever thought in terms of a national
liberation struggle, they tended to ascribe it to the Arabs. The Zionist leadership
was very careful not to use such terms as an “anti-imperialist struggle” (used by
the Irgun and the Stern group). The Zionist leaders still clung to the hope that an
understanding could be reached with the British that would postpone the inevi-
table struggle against the Palestinian Arabs and the neighbouring countries, until
the Yishuv had become stronger.’

The British interpreted the Committee’s recommendations as green light to
undertake military measures against the Yishuv, mainly against the Hagannah,
which they rightly saw as a highly disciplined, well-organized militia, armed
with light weapons. The British estimated their number at some 100,000 men
and women, twice its actual strength. Before dealing with the Hagannah, they
tightened the naval blockade on the country’s coast to prevent illegal immigrant
boats from approaching. British agents swarmed in Italian and French ports to
prevent their sailing. On April 1, 1946, an Italian ship called “Fede” was about to
sail from the Italian port of La Spezzia with 1,014 illegal immigrants on board. The
Italian authorities caved in to British demands and delayed the ship’s sailing. A
week later the immigrants declared a hunger strike. Mapai’s Secretariat met and
decided by a majority of 7 to 5 to join the hunger strike. Two days later the National

8 Azriel Karlebach, ed. The Anglo-American Commission of Inquiry on Palestine, Tel Aviv, 1946,
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Council Executive also decided to join the strike. It started on April 13 when
ten Yishuv leaders, headed by Golda and Remez, sat on the steps of the National
Institutions building in Jerusalem and refused to eat. The international echoes
were enough to break the British stance, and they let the immigrants sail on
two ships, the “Fede”, which was renamed “Dov Hoz”, and the former “Fenice”,
now renamed “Eliyahu Golomb”, after the two Hagannah leaders who died
prematurely.’

The hunger strike taught the Yishuv’s leadership a number of lessons. Pres-
sure yields results, especially if accompanied by the creation of sympathetic
public opinion abroad. They also realized that the British miscalculated in assess-
ing international, mainly American, public opinion and the Yishuv’s adamant
and determined position when it came to immigration. The British Government
did not yet attach much weight to a growing number of voices in England that
called for reconsideration of British policy in Palestine. Golda now became a
highly sought-after spokesperson among the growing foreign press corps in
Jerusalem. Her impressive appearance before the Anglo-American Committee
and her role in the hunger strike made her a central political figure. Her English,
her availability, and her ability to make headlines—all this made her a first-class
propaganda asset.

Before the British Government decided how to react to the Committee’s rec-
ommendation to admit 100,000 refugees, they announced that they would allow
this only if the Hagannah disarmed. The Yishuv could never agree to this idea. No
one wanted to abandon the Yishuv to the mercy of the British and the Arabs. Thirty
years of British rule had taught the Jews an invaluable lesson—it must rely only
on itself when it came to its defense. It was then that the British decided to break
the Yishuv’s military backbone, arrest and, if necessary, deport its heads. It came
after a series of highly impressive and effective operations undertaken mainly
by the Hagannah, culminating on June 19 with the “night of the bridges”, in the
course of which most of the bridges connecting Palestine with the neighbouring
countries were blown up. The British came to the conclusion that the Yishuv was
now led by a group of radicals and they would have to seek more “moderate”
leaders who would agree to stop the armed resistance. Golda and other leaders
began to hear reports from Jewish policemen serving in the Mandatory police that
the British were planning an operation, code-named “Agatha”, calling for massive
arrests of the heads of the Yishuv and the Hagannah, and extensive search for
weapons. The blow fell on Saturday, June 29. In the early hours of the morning,
most of the Jewish Agency Executive members were arrested and imprisoned in

10 History of the Hagannah, Vol. III, part 2, Tel Aviv 1976, pp. 1123-1130.
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the Latroun internment camp. Among them were Moshe Sharett, Dov Yossef,
David Remez, Rabbi Fishman, Yitzhak Greunbaum, David Hacohen and others.
Ben-Gurion was in Paris at the time, and the commander of the Hagannah, Moshe
Sneh, succeeded in making his way to Haifa from where he sailed to France on
July 22, 1946.

Golda was not arrested, probably intentionally. That morning she heard
steps near her home in Tel Aviv, but no one came to detain her. Among those who
phoned to find out if she was at home was Paula Ben-Gurion. Golda assumed that
Paula wanted to determine Golda’s importance to the British. Perhaps the British
feared that by arresting a woman they would create adverse public opinion.
Maybe they thought of her as a “moderate”. If they did, they were very much mis-
taken. Another view ascribes her staying out of prison to the High Commissioner
himself. Sir Alan Cunningham had a number of conversations with her and was
quite impressed, enough to save her the pleasure of sitting in a detention camp.

“Operation Agatha” catapulted Golda to a top leadership position. Ben-
Gurion was in France, Weizmann was recovering from an eye operation at his
home in Rehovoth and Sharett was detained in Latroun. Sharett hoped that
Kaplan would take over and asked that no immediate decision be made about his
replacement. He knew that Golda followed Ben-Gurion’s activist policy with few
questions asked. He may also have doubted her intellectual ability to fill his place.
But the Mapai party leadership, with Ben-Gurion’s approval and later Sharett’s
as well, decided to ask Golda to replace Sharett as head of the Jewish Agency
Political Department. She arrived in the Jewish Agency building even before
her appointment was formally approved by the party, Histadrut and the Jewish
Agency Executive. There were still a number of British policemen sifting through
thousands of documents in an effort to prove the link between the Hagannah
and the Jewish Agency, thus smearing the latter and justifying the British action
against the Yishuv.

Golda’s appointment was seen in the Yishuv as a natural development.
She was by now a highly known and respected national figure. Only “Hatsofe”,
the Mizrachi religious party newspaper, decided Sharett’s replacement was not
respectable: “With all due respect to this wise and energetic woman, she cannot
be placed at the head of one of the central instruments of the Jewish people. There
is a natural law...it is the eternal Jewish law, there are limits, and each gender must
know its limitations”." The majority treated this aside with bemused tolerance,
and Golda took over the top post of running the affairs of the Yishuv. Formally,
the highest authority was Ben-Gurion whom she had to consult on every major

11 Hatsofe, 4 July 1946.
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move, but in his absence she made most of the day-to-day decisions. Soon ways
were found to establish contact with the leaders interrned in Latroun. Sharett
started sending instructions to the Political Department staff, and this eased the
burden on Golda. She sent another detainee, David Remez, “small notes, very
feminine, folded at the edges, signed ‘Ruth’.” Years later, Golda Meir, then prime
minister of Israel, requested the notes back from Aaron Remez, David’s son. He
complied.”

The Yishuv now expected retaliation for “Operation Agatha”, even a demon-
strative one in view of the fact that some 3,000 Hagannah commanders and men
were arrested (including the rising young Palmach officer Yitzhak Rabin) and
large quantities of weapons had been lost. On June 30 members of the National
Council and Histadrut leadership met in Jerusalem and decided on a policy of
noncooperation with the Mandatory regime. Weizmann and Kaplan were totally
opposed to this policy and Golda fumed. She was convinced that the only way
to express the Yishuv’s anger was to boycott the Palestine administration. She
hinted that those opposed might have economic and personal motives, an unkind
and untrue comment. She also recommended that the Yishuv cease paying taxes
and that Jews resign from various governmental committees and suspend their
ties with the local authorities. Her proposal was rejected.” Four days later she
toned down her views, partly because of Weizmann and Eshkol. On July 3 she
addressed the Histadrut Council and said:

I have no doubt that there are possibilities, means and ways, to bring about civil disobedi-
ence, noncooperation in many areas...but I know the difficulty, I know the day we embark
on this route will be different from the previous day...Something happened in this coun-
try...Among us there were many who thought: They will not dare do this to us: In Ireland, in
India, in Indonesia, yes, in other places—yes, but not here, not against Jews, not after the
annihilation of the six millions, another rude and brutal disappointment.™

The British were on the verge of deporting the Yishuv’s leaders but recoiled in
view of a wave of protests mainly in America. In the final analysis, “Operation
Agatha” failed. The British did not evaluate the situation properly. They failed
to understand the Yishuv’s solidarity. They misunderstood the spirit and ethos
of the Jewish community as expressed in its media, theater and poetry. They did

12 Interview with Aharon Remez in Ma’ariv, 26 February 1988. For details of her letters to Remez
see Nechama Douek, “The Secret Love of Golda Meir”, Yediot Achronot, 25 April 2008.

13 Michael Cohen, Palestine and the Great Powers, Princeton, 1982, p. 140.

14 History of the Hagannah, Vol. III, p. 1754; see Moshe Braslavsky, The History of the Israel
Labor Movement, Tel Aviv, 1959, p. 386; see also Rina and Yaacov Sharett, eds., Arrest with Pencil
and Paper, Tel Aviv, 2000.
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not understand that apart from the elected leadership, the Yishuv had no other
leaders. They could have broken the military might of the Yishuv, but at a very
heavy price which would mean arresting half the Jewish population and combing
the country for weapons. For this they were not prepared. They lacked the will and
the resources. In some cases British soldiers had serious misgivings about arrest-
ing Jews who a year earlier had fought alongside them against Nazi Germany.
Cunningham himself had to admit that the solution to the Palestine problem was
political and not military, and made recommendations to London in this spirit.

In early July, Golda was busy encouraging the detainees in a camp near Raffa
on the Palestine-Egypt border. This was the second time she visited an intern-
ment camp. The first was in 1943 when she went to see the Hagannah prisoner
Syrkin. Now she traveled on behalf of the Jewish Agency, the Histadrut’s Exec-
utive and the entire Yishuv to plead with the thousands interned to cease the
hunger strike they had declared. She had barely warmed her seat in the Politi-
cal Department when the Irgun blew up the southern wing of the “King David”
hotel in Jerusalem. This operation was planned together with the Hagannah in
the framework of the Resistance Movement. The object selected housed the Chief
Secretariat and the British military headquarters. The decision was to attack the
building in the afternoon, when it would be virtually empty. Instructions in this
vein were given to Begin. A few days before the attack, the Hagannah asked for
postponement and then backed out of the operation. The Irgun decided to act
independently and around midday. On July 22, its people phoned the French Con-
sulate, newspaper and news agencies offices in Jerusalem and even the office
of the Chief Secretary, to warn about a bomb that was placed in the building.
The Chief Secretary decided to ignore the warning—“the Jews will not dictate our
moves”, he said. At 12:23 the building collapsed. From the Jewish Agency’s build-
ing balcony, key members of the Political Department watched with horror. They
had known of the earlier planning. When the smoke evaporated and the victims
were removed, 91 people had died and scores had been wounded. Some were
Mandatory officials, Jews and Arabs as well as British, many of them innocent
people. The Yishuv was thunderstruck. Begin could not understand why there
were so many casualties—the British had been warned. Curfew was proclaimed
and the heads of the Jewish Agency issued a blistering condemnation.” On that
day the Resistance Movement came to an end. From then on, until the British left
Palestine, the Hagannah focused its attention on three goals—continuation of the
illegal immigration, large-scale settlement in various parts of the country and

15 Nicholas Bethel, The Palestine Triangle, Jerusalem, 1979, pp. 203-214.
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preparing the force for an inevitable war against the Arabs. The Irgun and Stern
continued to attack British personnel and installations.

The attack on the “King David” hotel strengthened those in Britain who
demanded an early decision on the future of the country. In a last-ditch effort
to hang on to Palestine, the Foreign Office turned to the US State Department
and sought once again to coordinate policy on Palestine. Many State Depart-
ment officials, mostly anti-Zionist, were prepared to cooperate with Britain to
demonstrate a united front against the Zionists. But they were not prepared to
commit the United States to any action that would involve the use of American
soldiers or financial expenditure. The result was a new plan called the Morri-
son-Grady Plan, named after the British Deputy Prime Minister Herbert Morrison
and the American diplomat Henry Grady. Palestine was to be divided into four
separate cantons: a Jewish canton to include Galilee and the valleys; a Jerusalem-
Bethlehem canton; the Negev and the fourth and largest would be an Arab
canton. The High Commissioner would continue to run defense, foreign affairs,
finances and the Jerusalem-Bethlehem and Negev cantons. The Arab canton
would be closed to Jewish settlement. The plan was rejected by Arabs and Jews
alike. But it was obvious that the time had come for the Zionist Movement to make
up its mind and seek a realistic solution, at least one that would win the support
of President Truman, now eroded because of the impact of the attack on the “King
David” hotel. The decision to change the political direction was taken in a special
session of the expanded Jewish Agency Executive held in Paris in early August
that included delegates from Palestine, Britain and the United States."

The Paris meeting was the turning point in the Zionist political struggle.
From Palestine came Rabbi Fishman-Maimon (released from Latroun), Eliezer
Schmorak, Kaplan, Eliyahu Dobkin and Golda. Ben-Gurion and Moshe Sneh also
attended. They were all under the heavy impact of “Operation Agatha” and the
attack on the “King David” hotel, fearing that Britain could now gravely harm
the Hagannah and the Yishuv. America’s support for the Zionist cause was tepid,
the Russians could not be relied upon and Britain was now openly an enemy.
There was also much concern for the fate of hundreds of thousands of Jewish
refugees in Displaced Persons camps in Germany and Austria who might despair
and return to their countries of origin or try to make their way to the United States.
Above all there hovered the threat of a major clash between the weakened Yishuv

16 On the discussions in Paris see Yossef Heller, “From Black Saturday to Partition”, in Zion, 43,
1978, 3-4, Tel Aviv, pp. 314-361; see also Cohen, Palestine and the Great Powers, pp. 143-146; The
Paris Conference in the Central Zionist Archives; see also Nahum Goldmann, The Autobiography
of Nahum Goldmann, New York, 1969, and Meir Avizohar ed. Ben-Gurion, Towards the End of
the Mandate, pp. 98-152.
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and the militarily superior British government. Golda described to her colleagues
the situation in the country and compared the searches for weapons to pogroms.
She claimed that the behavior of some British soldiers was akin to Nazi behavior
and stated that in Degania a Jewish child was beaten by a British soldier wield-
ing a bayonet. When told that the child was a Holocaust survivor, the soldier
responded: “Had Hitler completed the job,  would not have to do it.” Golda agreed
with Weizmann when she said the British army wanted an outright confrontation
and was somewhat disappointed by the passive resistance of the Yishuv. She sup-
ported the continuation of the armed resistance while Weizmann was adamantly
opposed. He feared this would bring the Yishuv to another Massada reference
to the fall of the last center of resistance to the Romans in 74 AD and the suicide
of virtually all the defenders. Golda argued that continued resistance might dis-
suade the British from imposing the Morrison-Grady cantons plan. But a decision
had to be made. The veteran Zionist leader Nahum Goldmann arrived from Wash-
ington and informed his colleagues that the United States wanted to know what
exactly the Zionists wanted and thought that the United States would be prepared
to support partition if proposed by the Zionist Executive. Ben-Gurion stated the
obvious when he said that while he was opposed to partition, the Zionists must
now propose a plan as a basis for negotiations, and was prepared to consider
partition on the basis of the 1937 Peel Commission plan with the Negev added.
Golda’s initial reaction to the partition idea was now, as in 1937, negative. She was
afraid that the territorial basis of the Jewish state would be the Morrison-Grady
plan. She felt the world would understand that the Zionists could not accept a
tiny province as a basis for negotiations, only an independent state. However, she
felt they should not present Truman with ultimatums, and added:

The question is what is our starting point? Kaplan wants a state, but starts by asking for a
province. There is danger that all his proposals would be accepted except for the last cardi-
nal point. Truman could say: If you agree to a province, then start with it and do you really
believe that the British Government will, in a couple of years time, change its view in our
favor and agree to a state...If Truman favors a Jewish state, then we can ask it of him now...

The majority of those present in Paris voted to authorize the Jewish Agency
Executive member Nahum Goldmann to proceed to Washington and propose
to the Truman administration the creation of a Jewish state in a viable part of
the country, the immediate admission of 100,000 refugees and granting auton-
omy to the Jewish Agency to run that part of the country that would become the
Jewish state, including immigration. Golda supported Ben-Gurion’s stance that
Goldmann must tell the Americans the Morrison-Grady plan was unacceptible,
to discuss in principle the idea of a Jewish state but without entering into terri-
torial details. She and Ben-Gurion were in the minority. Goldmann traveled to
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Washington on August 5 and returned to Paris ten days later. He informed his
colleagues that the initial State Department reaction to the partition plan was
lukewarm but they felt that at least the Zionists had come up with a plan the
Americans could support. The Zionists in effect gave up the idea of a Jewish state
in the entire country. The Executive agreed that the final decision would be made
in the forthcoming 22™ Zionist Congress due to be held in Basel in December 1946.
Meanwhile Goldmann would continue the contacts with the American adminis-
tration to win greater support, and indeed, on the eve of Yom Kippur, in October
1946, Truman issued a tepid statement saying that his administration was pre-
pared to support partition.

Another sticky issue in Paris was how to respond to a British Government
invitation for talks in London based on the Morrison-Grady plan. Weizmann
supported such participation, Ben-Gurion and Golda were vehemently opposed.
This, too, would be discussed at the Congress.

Upon her return to Palestine, Golda’s task was now to win acceptance for
partition within the Mapai party. The decisions that would be adopted by
Mapai’s supreme body would in effect be those that committed the entire Yishuv.
From Paris, Ben-Gurion demanded the continuation of the combined military-
diplomatic struggle. Weizmann, Remez, Kaplan and Sharett (from Latroun)
opposed its continuation and called for cease-fire. They prevailed and the Jewish
Agency Executive decided to suspend the armed struggle. This led to the resigna-
tion of the Hagannah’s commander Moshe Sneh. Ben-Gurion realized that under
the prevailing circumstances, this was the correct decision. Golda supported
Ben-Gurion’s position and undertook to steer a resolution in this spirit in the
Mapai Convention held in September 1946. In her speech, she had to use code
language to explain what led to the new policy for which she sought approval.

Ours was a classic movement of construction and creation. This has been, and this remains
the basis of our strength. On this we educated generations of youths and pioneers...we
pursued this road assured that it was the only course to bring us to our goal...the work
of the Labor Movement was based on the knowledge that the fate of the Jewish People’s
renaissance in its land was linked with Britain that rules the country, and I dare say to you
even in these bitter times, that this can still be so. Rarely has the Zionist movement rejected
negotiations...we have always clung to any hint of a possibility that we can reach some sort
of an agreement, an arrangement that will enable us to continue our work...

Speaking on the main issues that divided her movement from the Revisionists,
she said:

More than that: the Labor Movement never wanted to proclaim the final goal of the Zionist
Movement. Such a declaration was alien to its spirit, which sees actions and not talk as the
main thing. We were compelled to do so only after Britain proclaimed one goal opposed to
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Zionist aims...We were not the first to raise the final goal before the entire world, we fought
against it..we did not see in this—stating he final goal—a Zionist victory. We considered a
Zionist victory an addition to the goal...

And now she turned to the issue of the armed struggle:

Why force? When we despaired of the Labor Government, when we realized that its guiding
policy line in the Middle East is its need for quiet in this part of the world, which is why they
assumed that the Arabs ought to be appeased because they can cause greater trouble than
the Jews; when they realized that the world does not appreciate a force that only creates,
but also discovered it can bring about a resolution—we concluded that creation, construc-
tion and public relations is not enough...and I want to stress, not instead, but decidedly in
addition. When we chose the route of the armed resistance in addition to other avenues, we
knew that the physical warlike force will not be the only one that will win. For that our force
is insufficient. But we said: using this force can also make us a factor that has to be taken
into account. This road achieved its goal...we now need a truce, not to entirely end the strug-
gle...we have absorbed blows and paid a heavy price, and this must be the clear awareness:
if we continue on this road, we shall take beatings and pay a price, there is no other way.
In other words, there will be need to act through the armed struggle—but in a controlled
way...The political leadership must decide when force is to be used, not the military factor.

She then turned to the Hagannah and asked that this wonderful “camp...must...
accept with love even this thing, if there is consideration not to act for a while,
we don’t act, and impatience, inability to sit and wait...this must never appear as
an argument”.” When the convention ended, she cabled Ben-Gurion that of the
463 delegates, 340 voted for his policy, 10 against and 21 abstained. “The resolu-
tions are in your spirit,” she informed him."

Meanwhile, the British authorities changed their strategy. When they failed
to break the spirit of the organized Yishuv and to locate a “moderate” leadership,
they sought new ways which demonstrated their failure to stem the illegal immi-
gration. Since 1945 they tried to prevent the sailing of the rickety boats bearing
Holocaust survivors. Aliyah B was a heroic effort organized by the Hagannah,
funded by American Jews with the active support and participation of Italian cap-
tains and French harbor masters. The British knew that if they stopped the ships
on the high seas, they would be violating the law of the seas. The solution was to
follow them until they entered Palestinian territorial waters, tow them by force to
Haifa port, remove the immigrants and detain them in various detention camps
around the country. They failed to prevent their sailings from France and Italy

17 Mapai Convention, 6 September 1946; see also Ben-Gurion, Towards the End of the Mandate,
pp. 153-188.
18 Bar-Zohar, Ben-Gurion, Vol. I, p. 557.
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because the memories of the Holocaust accompanied by growing feelings of guilt
were still very fresh in Europe.

In August 1946 they embarked on a new policy—to transfer the immigrants
to detention camps in Cyprus. This policy was applied from August 12. Hardly a
week went by without heart-wrenching scenes in Haifa port as British soldiers
removed women and children from the “shadow fleet” by force and transferred
them to floating cages that would take this human cargo to Cyprus. In 1946
24 ships, with 15,000 people on board, arrived. In 1947, the number was 25 ships
bearing 35,000 immigrants. In the first two months of 1948, 17 additional ships
came with 24,000 people on board. The illegal immigration never stopped, even
when it was evident that sooner or later, the immigrants would end up in Cyprus.
Hagannah attacks on radar installations and deportation ships achieved little.

Concurrently the Hagannah was involved in another operation. Following
anti-Jewish pogroms in the Polish city of Kielce on July 4, 1946 in the course of
which 42 Jews were slaughtered, the Hagannah began to organize the flight of
tens of thousands of Jews from Eastern European countries—Poland, Romania,
Hungary and Czechoslovakia. Their aim was to bring them to the Displaced
Persons camps in the American zones of occupation in Germany and Austria.
From there, some would be taken by truck, train and even on foot across the Alps
to ports of exit in Italy.

The British failed to understand that the Jews were determined to bring to
Palestine as many Jews as possible. The Arabs were quick to grasp the implica-
tions of the Zionist immigration policy, especially when they realized that in 1946
there were already some 620,000 Jews in the country, as compared to 1,200,000
Arabs. The Hagannah began to provide military training to young Jews in the
camps in Germany and Cyprus. Soon it became evident that on the crucial issue
of illegal immigration, the British lost the battle. This action united the Yishuv
with the rest of world Jewry. It was a humanitarian deed with vast moral impli-
cations. It was documented by scores of mainly American writers and journalists
who accompanied the ships and reported the dramas they witnessed.

The third route undertaken by the Yishuv in those days was in the sphere
of settling the land. Golda was lucky to be among those who approved, on
September 30, 1946, in her capacity of Acting Head of the Political Department,
the establishment of 11 new settlements in the Negev. The decision was adopted
on September 24 as a reaction to the Morrison-Grady plan, whose intent had
partly been to remove the Jews completely from the Negev. The Jewish Agency was
determined to demonstrate that the country could not be parcelled into cantons.
This time, Golda did not inform the Mandatory Government prior to the deed. The
operation took place at the end of Yom Kippur, October 6, 1946, and implemented
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with military precision.” The next day, the British authorities and the Arab neigh-
bours watched with disbelief the new settlements, but they were powerless to
do anything against the new facts on the ground that were legal, even by the
1939 White Paper standards. This was a major moral victory for the Yishuv. A year
later, it became evident how important this operation was—the northern Negev
was to be included in the area of the Jewish state under the UN partition plan.
These settlements also played a key role in stopping the invasion of the Egyptian
army that began a day after Israel declared its independence.

In the fall of 1946, the British realized there was no point in further detaining
the heads of the Jewish Agency in Latroun. Having invited the Agency to partici-
pate in talks in London on the basis of the Morrison-Grady plan, it was obvious the
Yishuv would not accept any invitation prior to the release of its leaders, and they
were let free on November 3. Participation in the London talks was a major bone
of contention. In a heated discussion in Mapai’s Political Committee, Golda spoke
vehemently against Jewish participation. But she found herself in the minority.
Her position was supported by 8, 16 voted against her. Luckily, this vote had no
significance. By now the Yishuv was preparing for the coming Zionist Congress
in Basel, and major decisions were to be deferred until that event. Meanwhile, on
the eve of the Congress Golda requested the Stern Group and the Irgun to suspend
attacks on the British until the conclusion of the Congress and for two additional
months if there were to be talks with the British Government. Her argument
was that such attacks would only give the British an excuse to reject all Zionist
demands claiming that first the Yishuv must repress all terrorist activities.

When Sharett returned to his post in Jerusalem, Golda went back to hers in
the Histadrut in Tel Aviv. Her baptism of fire in Zionist diplomacy was highly suc-
cessful.

It was, indeed, a very intense period in the course of which certain fateful
decisions were adopted, the key one the decision to give up claims to all of Pal-
estine (the Biltmore Plan) and accept partition. Golda was now a familiar figure
in the country and overseas. Her name began to appear in British and Ameri-
can diplomatic documents and the international media. She also learned how
to work with the staff of the Political Department that was the core of the future
Israel Foreign Ministry. The way she fulfilled her tasks was marked by simplicity,
charm and tact. But it must be recalled that the policy was determined by others,

19 Oren, Settlement in Years of Struggle, p. 175; Yossef Weitz, Diary, p. 117.
20 History of the Hagannah, p. 912; for the response of Lechi, see Central Zionist Archives,
S/25/5677.
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chiefly by Ben-Gurion, and partially by Weizmann. Sharett was also sending
daily instructions from Latroun for his colleagues to implement, sometimes even
without telling Golda, nominally their superior. She found herself locked unwill-
ingly in the struggle between the two senior leaders of the movement, old and
sick Weizmann and sprightly and determined Ben-Gurion, whose line she sup-
ported as one of his most loyal retainers. She continued to admire Weizmann for
his past achievements, wisdom and humanism and enjoyed her conversations
with the grand old man conducted mainly in Yiddish, a language of which Weiz-
mann was a master.

She had climbed another rung in the ladder of positions and responsibilities.
She was now an integral part of the national leadership, almost on the same level
as Remez, Kaplan, Sharett and the rest of the members of the Zionist Executive.
Her ascension was natural and did not elicit much opposition (apart from the ultra
-Orthodox). The four months during which she replaced Sharett only confirmed
her senior position and to her colleagues in the Histadrut leadership it became
evident that her days in that body were numbered and that soon she would be
called upon to fulfill senior posts in the state about to be born. Their admiration
and respect for her only grew. They admired her ability to convince others and to
listen to their case, although she made up her mind in advance. They saw how
she prepared herself for discussions, marshalling facts, figures, and arguments.
Few claimed that Golda grew intellectually. Neither did she offer major strategic
policy changes. Ben-Gurion decided the policy, and she looked after popularizing
his ideas and convincing opponents. She excelled in public relations. Since the
harnessing of friendly international public opinion now became a major task,
Golda played a central role. It was natural, therefore, that her voice would carry
weight in the coming Zionist Congress.

The Congress had to decide on a number of key issues: participation in the
London talks; resumption of the armed struggle as one way of fighting the British
and the re-election of Dr. Chaim Weizmann as President of the World Zionist Orga-
nization. On the eve of the Congress’s opening, Golda addressed the World Union
of Poalei Zion delegates. By then it was starkly evident what the Holocaust had
wrought to the Jewish People and the Zionist Movement. From conversations with
survivors in Basel, the delegates from Palestine realized that Eastern European
Jewry, the strongest base of the Labor Movement, had been totally destroyed. The
Labor Movement did not have solid foundation in the United States, as Golda
knew well. The outstanding American Jewish leaders, Rabbis Stephen Wise and
Abba Hillel Silver, did not come from this camp and Labor feared they were hostile
to it. Golda thought that Silver was more dangerous than Jabotinsky because he
controlled the money that funded the operations of the Agency and the Hagan-
nah. The Mapai leaders knew they must ensure the re-election of Ben-Gurion
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as Chairman of the Jewish Agency Executive and prevent the American leaders
from pushing for the re-election of Weizmann and adopting his line, which called
for reaching an understanding with Britain at all costs. In the meeting with the
Poalei Zion delegates Golda was brief and terse: the attempts to reach an under-
standing with Britain by diplomacy had been exhausted, the time had now come
to use force, lest the British think that the Zionists have acquiesced to their policy.
Armed struggle is a political tool, part of the negotiating process. Another reason
for the armed struggle was to show that the Yishuv leadership was not passively
leaving the field to the Irgun and Lechi. This would add to the strength of these
two secessionist organizations. They would increase their strength if the others
remained passive, she said. The Yishuv should no longer absorb British acts of
brutality. Golda added that if you asked any member of the Yishuv whether he
agreed to acts of terror, he would say yes, at least Irgun and Lechi were doing
something. The Labor movement must do the same, it was both necessary and
moral. She cited the establishment of the 11 Negev settlements as an example
of the struggle and felt that in the absence of armed struggle there might come a
time when the British would not permit the establishment of new settlements.”
Her speech showed a change in her attitude to the two dissident groups. If,
at one time, she agreed to cooperate with them, it was under the assumption
that their acts could be controlled or at least supervised. Now that the Resistance
Movement no longer existed, she and her colleagues feared that the dissidents
would be able to recruit a growing number of young people craving action and
would inculcate them with their right-wing, nationalist, anti-Labor ideology. At
some point they could endanger the Labor Movement’s hegemony in the Yishuv,
and this had to be resisted. This was not the first time the organized Yishuv fought
against the secessionists. In late 1944 and in 1945, an era known as the “season”,
the Hagannah handed over Irgun and Lechi fighters to the Mandatory authorities.
Now, after a year of the Resistance Movement, it would be harder if not impossible
to repeat the “season”. Golda also feared that major terrorist acts by any organiza-
tion, be it the Hagannah, Irgun or Lechi, might lead to the physical destruction of
the Yishuv and the end of the Zionist dream. The moderates therefore called for
accepting the invitation to the London talks. In any case, they argued, the Arabs
would reject the Morrison-Grady plan, so why should the Jews appear as obstruc-
tionists. The struggle should go on, but by “constructive means”, to ensure the
entrenchment of the Yishuv’s infrastructure under British protection.

21 Golda Meir speech to the World Union faction on 5 December 1946; see also Gorny, Partner-
ship and Conflict, pp. 177-178.



7 Towards Independence (1945-1948) = 123

On December 11 Golda addressed the Congress plenary. Speaking in Yiddish,
she heaped praise on the new wonderful and great Sabra generation that carried
new immigrants to the shores of Palestine as though they were members of their
own families. A blistering attack on the British who stood between the Palestine
Jews and the millions of Jews lost in Europe followed. She also attacked the seces-
sionists for causing dissension in the Zionist movement. The bulk of her speech
was devoted to the question

why are we seeking the establishment of a Jewish state now. When did it become evident
that we must assume total control over our lives, of immigration, that it must be in the
hands of Jews not as a distant goal but as a matter of supreme urgency:

It became evident right after the war, and the actions of the Yishuv focused in the spheres
of immigration. It is impossible for us to go on in this manner and acquiesce to the fact that
our desire to rescue, to build and to bring Jews to Palestine should be entirely dependent
on others. And it became obvious to us that a state was a necessity for us, not as a last
resort but as an immediate instrument to rescuing Jews and building the country. In spite
of what seemed our weakness, we decided to muster all our ability and do two things at the
same time. The first was to ceaselessly continue the building of Palestine and the second to
persuade England that the Yishuv will fight any attempt to submit the issue of us settling
the land to the will of another people, one that will not allow us to bring Jews to Palestine
according to the needs of the Jews and the absorptive capacity of the country. We shall not
accept any dictate that will throttle our growth.”

After describing the events of June 29, 1946 “Operation Agatha”, that became
known as “Black Saturday”, she thought the British policy had failed. “Maybe
there were disagreements in the Yishuv regarding tactics, but a healthy Jewish
sense dictated that when a hand is lifted against our independence, the Jews
must close ranks...as for the future, these blows only strengthened our determi-
nation to demand full political independence that can be achieved only by the
establishment of a Jewish State”.”

The Congress was replete with political and personal crises. Ben-Gurion
threatened to quit the Congress charging the moderate majority bolstered by
the Americans with the “betrayal of Zionism”. When matters came to a head,
the Ben-Gurion activist line won. Weizmann was not elected to the post of Pres-
ident of the Zionist Movement, a terrible blow to the aging, frail and half blind
leader and the moderate line he represented. On the key matter—participation
in the London talks, which in effect meant whether the Yishuv would suspend

22 Protocols of the 25" Zionist Congress, Jerusalem, 1947, pp. 90-96; see also Ben-Gurion,
Towards the End of the Mandate, pp. 232-301.
23 Abba Eban, An Autobiography (English Version), New York, 1977, p. 69.
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cooperation with the Mandatory regime or try to reach an understanding with
it, the decision was postponed. Golda chaired the key session on this issue that
lasted a whole night. Being a good tactician and realizing around 1 a.m. that there
was a majority for participation in the London talks, she proposed that the matter
be deferred until after the election of a new Jewish Agency Executive. This was
rejected by 167 against 158. She then proposed a resolution saying the Congress
noted the resolutions adopted by the Executive in Paris in August 1946 regard-
ing the London talks. The Congress thus confirmed the Executive’s refusal to
enter into talks on the basis of the original or any other version of the Morrison-
Grady plan. The Congress authorized the Executive to decide on participating in
the London talks and determined that if the decision was positive, the Executive
would be authorized to negotiate only on the basis of the immediate rescinding of
the 1939 White Paper, assuring free immigration and extensive settlement and the
true implementation of the Mandate as long as it remained in force, and to ensure
the establishment of a Jewish state. This was approved by a majority of 171. The
tactic paid off. The decision would now be in the hands of a small body controlled
by Ben-Gurion instead of in the hands of a large body. Golda also neutralized the
influence of the American Zionists. The next Executive would be mainly made
up of Yishuv leaders. The Congress also witnessed a strange coalition between
American Zionists and the majority of the Poalei Zion delegates who were mod-
erates. The Yishuv’s almost total dependence on American Jewish funds was also
clear, and Ben-Gurion and his colleagues were careful in their speeches not to
attack the Americans.

Few were happy with the Congress’s decisions. Weizmann, deeply offended,
returned to London. Ben-Gurion knew his policy did not have an impressive
majority. But this was not the time for philosophical meditations on the next
moves in the struggle. In addition to serving as the Chairman of the Executive,
Ben-Gurion assumed the defense portfolio. On December 28, 1946, Sharett pro-
posed that Mrs. Golda Meyerson be elected as a full-fledged member of the Zionist
Executive and co-head of the Political Department of the Jewish Agency. The other
co-head, Sharett, would go to America and take over responsibility for Zionist
diplomacy there, while Golda would remain in Jerusalem and maintain the ties
with the Mandatory regime while dealing with other daily matters. She now
moved to a spacious apartment rented from a wealthy Jerusalem businessman,
across the street from the Jewish Agency building. A car and chauffeur were at her
disposal as well as a monthly expense account of 25 Palestine pounds. While she
spent weekends in Tel Aviv, Jerusalem would be the arena of her work for the next
fateful year. Jerusalem, where she had known poverty and much unhappiness
twenty years earlier, smiled on her in spite of being carved up in security zones in
which the British officials and soldiers tried to carry on their work. These areas,
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surrounded by barbed wire, became known as “Bevingrads”. Nightly curfew was
a way of life mainly in the Jewish parts of town. But life continued, cinemas func-
tioned, restaurants were busy and theaters and even the Philharmonic Orchestra
performed in Jerusalem at least once a month. The campus of the Hebrew Univer-
sity on Mount Scopus was full of life. But virtually every night there was noise of
shooting and explosions, sirens wailing, police cars chasing attackers, most of
them Jews.

Jerusalem became the central arena for the dissident organizations, while
the Hagannah refrained from any action in the capital. Hardly a day passed
without some action. The Irgun and Stern were determined to prevent any rap-
prochement between the organized Yishuv and the British authorities. The Jewish
Agency Executive decided to enter into talks in London. On January 7, 1947, Golda
met with the Chief Secretary and informed him of the Congress’s decisions. He
asked for the Agency’s cooperation in the prevention of terror lest it be accused
of encouraging it. Golda wondered aloud if the British were not seeking excuses
to hurt the Yishuv.* The actions of the secessionists provided them with ample
excuses. When an Irgun fighter, Dov Gruner, captured in an Irgun attack on a
police station in Ramat Gan, was sentenced to hang, the Irgun kidnapped a
British judge and a senior official and threatened to execute them if Gruner was
to be hanged. Fuming with anger, the High Commissioner summoned Golda,
Kaplan and Rokach and demanded the return of the hostages within 48 hours,
else he would declare martial law and suspend whatever remained of civil lib-
erties in the country. Golda realized that the consequences could be disastrous
and many years would pass before the Yishuv could recover from the blows that
would be rained on it. The Agency ordered the Hagannah to find the hostages and
the Irgun released them.” Gruner’s execution was temporarily stayed. Now Golda
was furious with the secessionists who could have risked the Yishuv’s future. She
understood that the British acted out of despair. The more casualties they suf-
fered the more their prestige in the eyes of the Arabs, let alone the Jews, dwin-
dled. In those days Britain was busy completing negotiations with the leaders
of the Indian sub-continent that would within eight months see the partition of
India into two countries divided on religious and ethnic lines.

The talks in London were held in February and March 1947. Ben-Gurion
headed the Jewish Agency’s delegation. The talks were informal. The Arabs
refused to negotiate directly with the Jews, and British diplomats moved between

24 History of the Hagannah, Vol. III, pp. 913-916; see also the Documents of the Jewish Agency
1945-1947.
25 History of the Hagannah, Vol. III, p. 920.
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the two delegations. The British offer was an improved version of the Morrison-
Grady plan. It was rejected by the Jews, while the Arabs demanded the immediate
granting of independence to Palestine with majority rule. Britain may have still
hoped that the Jews would ask for the continuation of the Mandate, and this was
what Ben-Gurion informally suggested to Bevin in a number of meetings, but this
was contingent on rescinding the White Paper and returning to the original aims
of the Mandate. Ben-Gurion was apparently terrified that Britain would just walk
away from Palestine before the Jews had a chance to prepare themselves for the
inevitable war against the Arabs.*

By then it was clear that Britain, irrevocably weakened by the World War,
came to the conclusion they will have to abandon Palestine, a country that had
spiralled out of their control. Their problem was when to do so, how, and to whom
to transfer power.

As early as 1944, the British Government realized the solution lay in partition-
ing the land along communal-religious lines. They knew that whatever happened,
there would be no dignified British exit and that once they left the Jews and Arabs
would start killing each other. Bevin realized that public opinion at home could
no longer bear the mounting number of casualties and costs and that continued
British presence in Palestine would serve no visible purpose. The need to main-
tain some 100,000 troops and policemen there was financially ruinous. Britain
could have used brute force to break the Yishuv, but that would have imperilled
their sense of legitimacy. Britain, deeply in debt, simply could not afford to hold
on to its increasingly volatile empire. One way of dealing with the problem was
to hand it over to the United Nations, the heir of the League of Nations that had
granted the Mandate to Britain. The Americans did not object to the matter of
the future government of Palestine being dealt with by the United Nations. Some
officials in the Foreign Office and State Department may even have hoped that
a renewed Mandate sanctioned by the United Nations would enable Britain to
disarm the Hagannah, smash the Irgun and Stern, deport the Jewish leadership
and in fact destroy the entire Zionist enterprise in Palestine. Those Jews who
remained would have to live under British protection. This view may have banked
on the Soviet Union’s traditional enmity to Zionism. In January 1947, the British
cabinet had already decided to turn over the issue to the United Nations. On April
2 it formally requested the Secretary General of the United Nations to convene
a special session of the General Assembly to discuss the future government of
Palestine.

26 Zvi Ganin, Truman, American Jewry and the Recognition of Israel, New York, 1979, p. 122.
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In Palestine the terror continued and on March 14 Golda reported to the
Jewish Agency’s Executive that the Yishuv was torn between acts of terror and
British acts of repression. In March British troops cordoned off Tel Aviv, arrested
scores of Hagannah men and searched for arms. The Yishuv was now gearing
itself for the coming UN discussion. In the course of a debate in the Histadrut’s
Executive Council on the future of the country, the left-wing Hashomer Ha’tsair
preferred a bi-national state. Golda stated her position plainly: “As long as there
is no other basis, the only internationally recognized basis is the Mandate...and
we shall have to seek ways to establish a Jewish state.” With all her ‘sympathy’
to the Mandate, “if someone were to come to us and say: leave aside the matter
of the final solution, let us continue with the Mandate, I think all of us, some
with less and some with greater heartache would have said yes, let us live under
it, maybe we have learned a little, maybe the surviving Jews will learn a little,
perhaps we shall build in this framework at a faster pace. We would have all gone
back to it...But since there is no great trust that this is possible, we have to seek
other ways”.”

But the Yishuv was already thinking ahead of the time towards indepen-
dence. In March 1947, the Political Department recruited some twenty young
men and women who would form the backbone of the future Israeli diplomatic
corps. They were trained in a Jerusalem suburb. Among the lecturers was Regi-
na’s husband Moshe, who taught history of political Zionism. But above all there
hovered great fear of the unknown, and the trauma that suddenly the Jews would
have to confront the Arabs with no British protection haunted the Yishuv lead-
ership. They knew the true state of the Hagannah and assumed that it would be
unable to stem a massive Arab invasion. They needed time. In those days Ben-
Gurion conducted a comprehensive study of the Hagannah’s structure, man-
power, arms and capabilities. One day, she wrote in her memoirs, Ben-Gurion
called her to his office, “I am telling you, he said, I have a feeling I am going mad,
what will happen to us”??® But the decision was no longer in the Yishuv’s hands.
In early April the Secretary General of the UN announced that a special session
of the General Assembly would convene in New York on April 28. The Palestine
question has now become an international issue. Sharett headed the Zionist dele-
gation and established close working relations with the Soviet delegation headed
by Andrei Gromyko.

On May 14, Gromyko dropped a bombshell when he announced in the
General Assembly that if all other plans failed, his government was now prepared

27 Secretariat of the Va’ad Hapoel, 26 March 1947, pp. 137-140.
28 Meir, My Life, p. 112.
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to consider partition and the establishment of a Jewish state in Palestine as a
serious and viable option. The gathering was stunned. This was the first time
since the beginning of the Cold War that the two superpowers agreed on a major
international issue. The British expectation of a renewed Mandate was shattered.
They had failed to take into account Soviet support for a Jewish state. The Arabs
were livid and the Yishuv celebrated. The General Assembly constituted a special
committee on Palestine (UNSCOP), headed by a Swedish Supreme Court judge,
Emil Sandstrum. Its 11 members represented small and medium-size nations.
The Arabs committed a fatal error when they announced they would boycott
UNSCOP, leaving the arena to the Jews. Sharett returned to Jerusalem and the
Political Department staff began to amass vast amounts of documents to be pre-
sented to the Commission, due to arrive in the second week of June. Golda was not
included among those due to testify, so in early June she flew to Zurich as head
of the Mapai delegation to the Socialist International congress. Here she proved
once again that when she let her emotions control her actions, the result was a
major blunder, as described by an observer:

The main struggle of the Mapai delegation headed by Golda Meir at that Conference was
to mobilize support in the confrontation with the policy of the British Labor Government.
But Golda Meir’s refusal to extend her hand to the anti-Nazi and former concentration
camp inmate (Kurt) Schumacher caused much displeasure among the (German) Social-
Democratic Party. This insult was not quickly forgotten. Golda Meir herself was for a long
time proud of the fact that she voted against the Germans in Zurich, in spite of requests
from the British, French and Belgians, and that her vote prevented the admission of the SPD
(German Social-Democratic Party). In her eyes at the time every German was a Nazi, and she
was angry that Schumacher sought to pass off his party members as righteous, and failed to
mention the murder of Jews. She simply could not understand that after all this he had the
nerve to approach and ask what we did to him.”

When she came home, the Political Department was in the midst of preparations
for the arrival of UNSCOP. The key witnesses were to be Weizmann (whose speech
was written by the rising young star Abba Eban), Ben-Gurion and Sharett. But
the real drama began to unfold away from the YMCA building in Jerusalem where
the hearings were held, in fact on the other side of the Mediterranean. On July 11,
1947, an old American ferry boat, called President Warfield, was purchased by the
Hagannah in Baltimore and set sail from the French port of Sette in the direction of
Haifa. It was renamed “Exodus 1947” and on board were some 4500 Jewish immi-
grants. British efforts to delay the sailing failed, and during the six days’ cross-
ing she was followed by British warships and planes. On the sixth day she was

29 Shafir, Extended Hands, pp. 38-39.
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captured and towed to Haifa. This time the British decided on an unusually cruel
measure—they would return the refugees to France and from there to Germany.
The High Commissioner opposed this inhuman act, but the Foreign Office con-
firmed the order. On the day of transferring the immigrants to the transport ships
due to return them to France, three members of UNSCOP visited Haifa port and
witnessed British soldiers dragging Holocaust survivors, men, women and chil-
dren, by their hair. This time the British went too far, Cyprus was bad enough, but
returning Holocaust survivors to France caused a major international scandal.

The Irgun then decided to act on its own, thereby damaging the impact of
the “Exodus” affair. On June 29, 1947, the British executed six Irgun members,
knowing full well that the Irgun was holding two British sergeants hostages. In
response, the Irgun executed the hostages and booby-trapped their bodies. The
Yishuv was horrified—this action overshadowed the events of the “Exodus”. On
July 31, Golda told the High Commissioner “we have never been so ashamed”. Sir
Alan Cunningham asked for the Hagannah’s cooperation in rooting out the Irgun
but she refused. He in turn said to her that he could not guarantee that British
soldiers would not commit acts of revenge. “You come from America. I think you
can assess what may happen in this country if the American army were here. How
long can I restrain the army?” he asked. She had no reply.*

A week later she vented her anger at the dissidents in a meeting of the
Histadrut Executive Committee. When one member asked how they should be
dealt with, she used very harsh language:

Perhaps Comrade Lulu would forgive me if I asked him to respect the primitive intelligence
of the people around this table more ...This is no longer bearable and more so when the
Yishuv is at war with an outside factor, and its hands are tied...All our action and reaction
to the Government’s deeds are shackled by them...we must engage in this grave war against
the dissidents, we want to undertake strenuous action against them. If the working class
will not do so, it will not be done...I am ready to assume that the workers will do so, and
that there will be circles in the Yishuv who will prattle about a civil war and the need to
maintain Jewish unity.”

In mid-August, the Hagannah headquarters issued orders to hunt the dissidents.
But external developments overshadowed all this. UNSCOP was now finalizing
its recommendations to be presented to the forthcoming regular session of the
General Assembly due to take place in mid-September. The impact of the Arab
economic boycott that had been in place since 1945, the “Exodus” affair, the

30 Report on a meeting with the High Commissioner, Central Zionist Archives S/25/25; History
of the Hagannah, Vol. I, p. 927. See also Aviva Halamish, Exodus—the True Story, Tel Aviv, 1990.
31 Secretariat of the Va’ad Hapoel, 6 August 1947, pp. 28-29.
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personal decision of Bevin to return the “Exodus” immigrants to Germany since
they refused to land in France, was seen as morally reprehensible and unjustifi-
able on any account. The experiences of some Committee members in Displaced
Persons camps in Europe, and much lobbying and persuasion by the Zionist
diplomats, all this led the majority to recommend the termination of the British
Mandate, the partitioning of Palestine into Jewish and Arab states and placing
Jerusalem under an international regime. The Zionists heaved a sigh of relief.
On the Assembly’s agenda was now a proposal calling for the establishment of a
Jewish state, although in truncated borders, but still—Jewish sovereignty over a
respectable part of the country.

Britain had lost the struggle. Public opinion in Britain now demanded that
that country must get out of Palestine even unilaterally, and the sooner the better.
The continuation of the Mandate meant huge financial expenditure and cost
unnecessary lives. Now that India and Pakistan had won their independence,
some in England thought the value of the Suez Canal diminished. They also real-
ized that the Arabs, perhaps more than the Jews at the time, were adamant in
their demand that Britain leave Palestine. Both the Jews and the Arabs wanted
to see them go. There was no longer any point in staying. The UNSCOP recom-
mendations now gave Britain an honorable way to terminate the Mandate. On
September 6, 1947, the Labor Cabinet adopted a secret decision calling for the end
of the Mandate and the evacuation of all British forces and civilians no later than
August 1948. Having just returned from London, the High Commissioner told
Ben-Gurion: “You think we shall not leave the country; I can tell you, I have just
been to England. The people will force the Government to evacuate Palestine. The
British people are bloody fed up with the whole mess.” A few days later, Golda
told the National Council Executive that in the anarchy that would ensue “all we
want is a unified camp, so that the British must know that the Yishuv continues
its resistance more than ever and there can be no other way but a real unity under
one command, one discipline and one way.”*

Even prior to the General Assembly meetings, Ben-Gurion determined that
an Arab invasion was likely within two years. The Hagannah Intelligence Service
thought otherwise. In a memorandum to Golda, one of its chiefs—Reuven
Shiloah—expressed his view that the Mufti could attack as early October 1947 and
certainly no later than the day of the adoption of the partition plan. In a press con-
ference he convened in early October, the High Commissioner announced Britain’s
decision to complete the evacuation of Palestine no later than August 1948.%

32 History of the Hagannah, Vol. III, p. 959; see also Central Zionist Archives 1/1/7267.
33 Yoav Galbar, Kernel for a Regular Army, Jerusalem, 1986, p. 58.



7 Towards Independence (1945-1948) =—— 131

The Jews were surprised—they had not expected such a tight schedule. In a
National Council Executive meeting Golda reacted: “There are some senior offi-
cials who intend to organize anarchy in this country. The slogan is: there is no
one to transfer things to, and when there is no one to hand things over to, it is
necessary that there will be nothing to transfer. They will leave the country in
such a state as the High Commissioner said: anarchy, no mail, no railways, no
land registry and no money.”*

The anxiety over the security situation was evident when Golda met with
representatives of Western Galilee settlements on October 16, 1947, who came to
ask for more weapons and funds for defense and preparedness. It was clear that
the settlements were not ready, and in the case of Galilee, the problem was far
more serious because the proposed partition plan placed Western Galilee in the
area allotted to the Arab state.® On October 21, the “Situation (Emergency) Com-
mittee”, created to prepare the Yishuv for the transition to statehood, discussed
the Yishuv’s state of preparedness. Ben-Gurion was under the impression that
the Hagannah was unable to handle the matter of recruitment and it ought to
be taken away from it. As he assessed that the Hagannah was unable to adapt
itself rapidly for mass mobilization as required by the situation, he decided to
create a new body under a broad public supervision with Golda at its head. The
body was named “The Center for Call Up for National Service” and was under
the jurisdiction of the Situation Committee. In that meeting Golda proposed a
call-up of 20,000 people. Kaplan wondered how the rights of those recruited
would be assured. Golda declared that they had to prepare for a general mobiliza-
tion without stating so publicly and recruit the required number of people. It was
decided to recruit the age group 17-25. In addition to her role as the chief liaison
with the Mandatory regime, Golda now became deeply involved with the Yishuv’s
defense preparations.®

On October 29, a month before the adoption of the partition resolution, Golda
spoke to the Histadrut’s Executive Committee and explained the measures already
adopted and what was in store for the Yishuv. She said that the Emergency Com-
mittee dealt with two critical issues: preparations for a more comprehensive Arab
attack, not only from within the country, but also from the neighboring countries,
and how to prepare for the possibility that the British would leave amidst chaos.
She related that plans were prepared for both possibilities: either the British

34 History of the Hagannah, Vol. III, p. 1195.

35 Central Zionist Archives, S/25/7721.

36 Yoav Galbar, Why was the Palmach Dismantled? Tel Aviv, 1986; see also Central Zionist Ar-
chives S/25/7414.
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would leave precipitously without an orderly transfer of power or there would be
an orderly transfer of power. She assumed that the Mufti wanted to provoke the
Jews, thereby giving him an excuse to ask the neighboring Arab countries to inter-
vene. “We have to prepare with all our might to indicate to the Mulfti that the Jews
are responding and it would be impossible to harm them. However, all this has to
be done with without much entanglement. The British announcement that they
were leaving may have been designed to have the Jews, Arabs and maybe even
the Americans ask them to remain. But this did not happen”. She assumed the
British would not leave at once, they had too many interests there, and unorderly
departure could endanger them and result in huge losses. She also announced a
call-up of 40,000 men and women.”

In an effort to bring additional forces to the beleaguered country, the Jewish
Agency Executive decided to try and speed up the immigration of babies born to
the Jewish internees in Cyprus with their parents. Cunningham did not object.
The problem was how to convince refugees who were in Cyprus more than ten
months to give up their place in favor of those with babies. Golda undertook the
mission of persuading them and flew to Cyprus on November 10. The camp com-
mander was not sure about her identity, but upon receiving orders from Jerusa-
lem that included the warning that Mrs. Meyerson had to be treated carefully as
she was a tough lady, he opened the gates of the camps. To her consternation,
she was “greeted by a violent demonstration, with shouts and threats. She barely
escaped with the help of the Hagannah people there.” But her mission was suc-
cessful and in January 1948 scores of couples came to the country legally. The
fathers were immediately mobilized.*®

Upon her return to Jerusalem, she began to prepare for another crucial meet-
ing—with the Jordanian monarch. Ben-Gurion and his advisers on Arab affairs
had long ago reached the conclusion that a deal would have to be struck with
King Abdullah once the partition plan was adopted. Two weeks before the con-
clusion of the UN discussions, the “Arabists” of the Political Department thought
the time had come to talk directly with the king. Some of them, Sharett, Sasson
and Danin, had met the king on numerous occasions, either in Amman or in
Jerusalem. They assumed that Abdullah was the only Arab leader who was pre-
pared to consider co-existence with the future Jewish State, as he would see it
as an ally against the Mufti of Jerusalem. Abdullah had long ago dreamed of the
creation of a greater Palestine that would include Trans-Jordan, Syria, Lebanon,

37 Secretariat of the Va’ad Hapoel, 29 October 1947, pp. 134-139.
38 David Sha’ari, Expulsion to Cyprus, 1946-1949, Tel Aviv, 1981, p. 152; History of the Hagan-
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and of course Palestine. Abdullah was also aware of Syrian plans to create Greater
Syria to include Syria, Lebanon, Trans-Jordan and Palestine. The only ones who
had no territorial demands of the king were the Zionist leaders, apart from the
Revisionists. They were ready to accept a Jewish state in a large part of Western
Palestine. Abdullah’s strategy was to bring all of Palestine under his rule and give
the Jews autonomy in areas where they lived. He even entertained dreams of a
vast Arab empire, including Syria and extending all the way to Iraq. The contacts
between Abdullah and the Yishuv’s leaders intensified after 1945. Some of them
even attended his crowning as king of Jordan in Amman in May 1946. The time
had now come to divine his intentions and hear from him what he and other Arab
leaders had in mind.

Ben-Gurion requested Avraham Ruttenberg, the head of the Electric Company,
to arrange a meeting. Ruttenberg knew the king well and the request was not seen
as odd. As he was leaving for England, he asked the head of the power station
in Naharayim, on the Palestine-Jordan border, Avraham Daskal, to organize the
meeting. Daskal was a regular visitor at the king’s palace in Amman and was
often used by the Agency for various purposes. The problem was: would the king
be willing to meet a woman. Daskal persuaded the king to accept the following
scenario: Mrs. Ruttenberg would host Golda, Sasson and Danin for lunch at the
home of Daskal. At the same time the king and his Privy Councillor Muhammed
Zbaiti would have lunch in a nearby home belonging to Zbaiti. After lunch the
king would complain of a headache and would retire to rest in the Electric Com-
pany’s guest house where he would meet the Jewish representative. He was not
told it would be Golda. He expected Sharett.”

She was tense ahead of the meeting. She knew the king expected Sharett and
only that morning was he told that Sharett was in New York and he would meet
her. On November 17 the scenario was played out and each actor fulfilled his role
as expected. The meeting lasted for 50 minutes and notes were taken by Danin.
The king opened by saying he was pleased with the meeting although somewhat
surprised by her presence. He was told that in view of the importance the Jews
ascribed to the meeting, they had asked their “highest authority” to represent
them. The king said he deeply appreciated the fact that someone came instead
of Sharett and invited Golda to pay him an official visit in Amman. The king then
said he was thinking aloud. As partition was being discussed he wanted to hear
the Jewish position. From his contacts with Arab heads of state he was convinced
he was the strongest and his army the best. All agreed that the Palestine problem
took first priority, but he had not yet given up on the idea of Greater Syria. He told

39 Interview with Hannah Daskal on Israel Television, 20 October 1982.
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Golda that there had never been an Arab-Jewish conflict but a conflict between
the Arabs and the British who brought the Jews, and between the Jews and the
British because the latter did not fulfill their promises to the Jews.

I'am now convinced that the British are leaving and that we and you will remain face to face,
any clash will be detrimental to both...At the time we discussed partition. I agree to partition
that will not shame us before the Arab world when I appear to defend it. I want to throw in
an idea for a future thought of a Hebrew independent republic in parts of Palestine within
the Trans Jordanian state that will comprise both parts of Trans-Jordan headed by myself
and in it the economy, the army and the legislatures will be joint.

He stressed that the Jews would not live under Jordanian rule but be part of
the Jordanian monarchy. He did not press for an answer but said that in such a
state he would be able to extend its borders to include Greater Syria and maybe
even Saudi Arabia. Golda and her associates explained that the matter was now
being discussed in the UN and if there was a decision to create two states in
Palestine they wanted to discuss an agreement based on the partition plan.
The king agreed and proposed a meeting to discuss ways of cooperation once
a decision was adopted. The critical question that he posed was what would
be the attitude of the Jews to his attempt to seize the Arab parts of Palestine.
Golda said the Jews would view this with favor, especially “if he will not inter-
fere with the establishment of our state and will not cause a clash between us
and his forces and especially if this will be done through a declaration—they
will succeed in creating a government in that part.” The king said he did not
want the creation of another Arab state that would interfere with his plans, but
wanted that part of Palestine for himself. He refused the Jewish idea of a refer-
endum in the heavily populated Arab parts of the country where he had certain
influence.

The king then raised the question of who would implement the UN resolu-
tions in view of Britain’s determination to leave the country without lending a
hand to implementing partition. Golda said that since the Jews demanded British
withdrawal, they would be forced to ask for the stationing of an international
force. If the British showed goodwill, the Jews would not object to them sincerely
and truly implementing the UN resolutions. Abdullah said the British told him
they no longer had any interest in the country. He preferred that Britain would
implement the partition and an international force be constituted as second best.
He hoped that an international force would guard the Palestine borders with
Syria and Lebanon and not the Arab-Jewish frontiers in the country. He assumed
that the Syrians and Lebanese would not attack an international force. He was
prepared to guard the Arab-Jewish borders from attacks, mainly by the Mufti’s
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men. As for the Mufti, “there is need for him that he will leave this world”. Abdul-
lah informed Golda that he advised the Iraqis that he would not permit their army
to cross into his country on their way to Palestine and he would not participate
in any military action if things were not centered in Jordan for the purposes of
keeping law and order and finding common language with Jews. He thanked the
Jews for advising him of new Mufti provocations. The report of the meeting con-
cluded with the following words:

Unlike previous discussions—he looked encouraged and tough. He became stronger as
though he is in control of the situation. He did not attach much weight to talks of an inva-
sion by Arab states as well as the Mufti’s designs. When we asked at the end of the conver-
sation if we could find common ground, like political, economic, and security and whether
he was willing to sign a written agreement- he responded positively and asked for a draft.
He emphasised that certain matters could be discussed only after the UN decision and said
we shall meet at once after that.

He asked us to restrict media pressure on him and that we prevent as much as possible visits
to him by foreign correspondents. He specially requested that the “Jerusalem Post” reduce
somewhat its widespread interest in him...and noted we should not pay much attention to
his sarcastic declarations, they were the result of compulsion and not of free will.*’

From this report the Hagannah could assume that the Jordanian Legion would not
be a central element in a possible invasion after they installed themselves in the
West Bank. Golda may have been impressed with the king, but nothing he said
changed her view that the Yishuv must continue its preparations for statehood,
whether the king liked it or not. The meeting cannot be termed as negotiations.
It was rather an exchange of views. There were no maps or position papers on
the table, nor an agenda. The conversation ranged over many issues, but Golda
emerged with the feeling that it was a basis for an understanding between the
king and the Jewish Agency and that in return for Jewish acquiescence with his
taking over the West Bank, perhaps even including Lod and Ramle, he would not
interfere with the establishment of a Jewish state.

In the final two weeks before the UN was due to vote on the partition reso-
lution, tension mounted. Would the Jewish Agency delegation be able to muster
the two-thirds majority required for the adoption of the resolution? In New York,
Weizmann, specially recruited to come to New York to help with his contacts,
and Sharett made frantic last-minute efforts to secure the necessary votes. Wash-
ington was asked to persuade most of the Latin American nations and others to

40 Central Zionist Archives 25/4004, 20 November 1947.
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support partition in return for an internationalized Jerusalem which the Jews
accepted with a heavy heart.

Golda was not involved in the diplomatic struggle in New York. This was bril-
liantly orchestrated and conducted by Moshe Sharett and his team. There was
in fact not much she could do from Jerusalem and she was content to leave the
matter in their capable hands. Her mind was focused on more mundane matters
what would happen the day after partition. As early as mid-November, she held a
press conference which attracted many Arab journalists, Palestinians as well as
some from neighboring Arab countries in addition to local and foreign correspon-
dents. She sought to make the following points:

Q: Are the Jews ready to establish governmental institutions if partition is approved?

A: There would be no shortage of potential members of a Jewish Government. In the first
stage, institutions would be created under a provisional government. Elections would then
be held for the new state’s institutions and a permanent government created.

Q: Would Arabs inside the Jewish State be granted civil rights?

A: Yes. All the inhabitants would have equal rights. The Arabs will have the right to vote and
be elected. Women will have the right to vote. Arabic would be the second language.

Q: What will happen if the inhabitants of Nablus will want to move to Tel Aviv? Will you
prevent them from doing so?

A: And what will happen if the residents of Tel Aviv will want to move to Nablus? There will
be no special laws for certain sections of the population.

Q: Are you expecting bloodshed in the wake of the partition resolution to establish a Jewish
state?

A: We never expect bloodshed but we are prepared for it.
Q: What will you call the state—Palestine?

A:1don’t know yet. There are several suggestions.

Q: Where will the capital be?

A: That will become clear after the resolution has been adopted. Members of the Executive
have several views. Jerusalem has not been ruled out.

Q: What will you do if there is no two-thirds majority in the UN for partition? Is the Jewish
Agency preparing an alternative proposal?

A: No. There is no alternative to the simple and just claim to independence for Jews in their
own country. We hope and believe that the resolution will be adopted. It is too early to think
what will happen if it is not.”

41 Yonah Cohen, The Siege of Jerusalem, Los Angeles, 1982, pp. 34-37.
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In the late afternoon of November 29, the General Assembly meeting in Flushing
Meadows in New York began the final vote, having rejected last-minute attempts
by Arab delegations to postpone the vote. No one slept in Palestine that night.
Like the rest of the population, Golda sat at home in Jerusalem, glued to the
radio, marking by pencil as the voting progressed, ticking off names of countries
that appeared in the list she had before her. She was alone. Her daughter was in
Revivim, her son studying music in New York. Tension rose. No one was certain
how the vote would turn out. The moment France voted for partition, it was
becoming evident that the resolution would be adopted, and when the President
of the Assembly announced the results—33 for, 13 against, 10 abstentions and one
absent—the Yishuv poured into the streets of the big cities in a mass celebration.
The Zionist struggle won an international recognition for the right of Jews to their
own homeland. The Jews danced in the streets. In the Arab sections, the Arabs
huddled in their homes. Their UN delegates openly stated that the resolution was
unacceptable, illegal, undemocratic, did not bind them and they would use force
to prevent its implementation. Britain announced it would leave Palestine and
would not be party to implementing partition.

Ben-Gurion followed the vote in his hotel room in Kalya, on the shores of
the Dead Sea. He was not a party to the general excitement. Golda did not sleep
a wink that night knowing the implications of the resolution. The next morning,
she addressed jubilant crowds gathered in the Jewish Agency compound in
Jerusalem. “We are delighted. We are ready for the future. Our hands are extended
to our neighbors. The two states can live side by side in peace and cooperation
for the benefit of all. Long live the People of Israel”. She knew well these were
idle words. The struggle would be determined by a show of force. The crowd sang
Hatikvah. Shortly afterwards, Hagannah soldiers asked the crowds to disperse
quietly. Golda went back to her office. On her desk were congratulatory telegrams
from all over the world, including one from Sharett in New York. The diplomatic
struggle was enormously successful. It was now clear that the fate of the Jewish
state would be determined by a contest of arms.”

What were the reasons for the re-emergence of the Jewish State? Who defeated
the British? Historians have been grappling with this question since 1948 and
have not yet found a comprehensive answer. The answer is highly complex,
but it is evident that a small group of Zionists-Socialists, imbued with vision
and faith, organizational skills mixed with intellectual acuity and pragmatism,
intelligently navigated the struggle. They knew that in order to build an inde-
pendent Jewish society, they must first create an economic-institutional-moral

42 Thid., p. 39.
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infrastructure based on Socialist principles. Ben-Gurion and his associates
understood that the basis of political power rests in the economy. They knew that
without Jewish economy there would be no Jewish state. From the Bolsheviks
they learned that there can be no political control without control of the economy
and that the key to success is a highly disciplined well-organized political party
that would lead the labor movement. This movement, headed by Mapai, was the
instrument that ensured control of the Yishuv through the control of its various
institutions, ranging from the Elected Assembly to the World Zionist Organiza-
tion. The party’s organization somewhat resembled a Soviet “apparat” in which
the party members were rewarded for their support with material benefits in the
spheres of employment, housing, education, loans, health services, welfare,
sports and culture. The party’s members felt they belonged to an elite pioneering
group whose concerns encompassed not only social and economic benefits, but
national goals as well. A student of the Israel Labor Movement wrote:

The spiritual hegemony of Mapai was based on certain basic tenets, which it succeeded in
inculcating in the Palestinian society as a whole. The first was the national principle in its
Zionist version. The national ideology preferred the collective interest of the nation over
the desires of the individual. The end of private property and the preference for the coop-
erative economy is an expression of the Socialist-Collectivist ideology. Mapai succeeded in
combining the national-Zionist view with the Socialist-Collectivist one. In the Palestinian
reality this meant that in the settlements, kibbutzim, moshavim and the Histadrut, the
Zionist-Socialist ideology came into expression. According to this view, the party of the pio-
neers, Mapai, which ruled these organizations, would eventually achieve the Zionist idea
and create a Jewish state.

Even the democratic idea was accepted in the Yishuv in its collectivist version as interpreted
by the socialist leaders of Mapai—meaning, free elections that ensure majority rule. This is
the collectivist version of democracy. The liberal-individualistic aspect of democratic ide-
ology that stresses the rights of the individual and of the minority against the majority’s
will, were pushed aside. The basic value of the new society was the formal or procedural
democracy and not the liberal democracy.”

Mapai and the Histadrut were led by a highly centralized bureaucracy headed by
the Yishuv’s leadership. This group was comprised mainly of those who came in
the Second Aliyah, but opened its gates to those who came in the Third Aliyah
and became active in these frameworks. Their aim was to strengthen the Yishuv,
the Movement, the Histadrut and the party. In addition to these high ideals, they
had other, less lofty hopes of improving their own standard of living, higher sala-
ries, expense accounts and promotion. Promotion came as a result of loyalty to the
party leaders who believed that the people required guidance and must not be left

43 Yonatan Shapira, Elite without Successors, Tel Aviv, 1984, pp. 25-26.
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to their own devices. They feared that politics of the street would result in anarchy.
This was the main cause for fighting Revisionism. The Revisionists, they claimed,
appealed to the masses and sought at times to create anarchy. Mapai’s heads
thought in terms of a guided democracy, individual rights counted little. What
counted was the collective, the Movement and the Yishuv. They were democratic,
but their approach to elections was not basically democratic. There was a need to
hold elections, but these had to be carefully prepared to ensure majority rule. For
that purpose they planted suitable people in the central institutions and selected
the right candidates through a body known as the Appointments or Nominating
Committee. This was classical “smoke-filled room” politics in the American style.
During the thirty years of the British Mandate, Mapai’s heads succeeded in
winning the support of other factors in the Yishuv, such as the religious Mizrachi
Movement and the party called New Aliyah, comprising mostly of immigrants
who came from Germany, Austria and Czechoslovakia. In this way Mapai created
a coalition that ensured the unity of the Yishuv around key issues: the need for
a Jewish State, free immigration, religious tolerance, a democratic system and
subjecting the armed forces to the elected civilian authority. The Yishuv slowly
built its governing institutions and its defense force. It was able to obtain the
needed resources voluntarily and allowed its leaders to gather experience in par-
liamentary frameworks and administering large bureaucratic systems as well as
in diplomacy and foreign policy. The Mandate era was crucial for the Yishuv, as it
enabled it to focus on building and development under the central and dominant
factor—Mapai. Mapai’s dominance can be ascribed to its ability to penetrate

all social strata in the Yishuv and the inability of other parties to organize around them
a meaningful social layer. Even the cultural establishment—writers and poets—many of
whom were linked abroad with centrist Zionist parties, accepted in the Yishuv the spiritual
dominance of the Labor Movement and Mapai. They were also convinced that the right path
to national renaissance of the Jewish people, culturally and politically, was the way of Labor
and its leaders. Mapai’s dominance was expressed in its ability to win more votes in elec-
tions than other parties among all age groups, social classes, ethnic groups and profession-
als...The dominant power of the party in the political arena helped the party organization to
link it with a large number of economic and social organizations in return for material and
ideological benefits. The linkage with these organizations ensured its continued electoral
dominance.*

This was the social-political environment in which Golda Meir operated, where
she obtained her experience and honed her political skills. She became one of

44 Yonatan Shapira, Democracy in Israel, Ramat Gan, 1977, p. 120; see also Shmuel Eisenstadt,
Israeli Society, London 1967; Dan Horowitz and Moshe Lissak, From Yishuv to Statehood—The
Jews in Palestine during the Mandate as a Political Commonwealth, Tel Aviv, 1977.
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the pillars of the system she helped to create. Her ideological development, her
years in the American Poalei Zion under the influence of her elder sister, and
later Merhaviah and the Histadrut, were the best school for her. She became a
staunchly loyal member of the Histadrut and the Mapai party bureaucracy. She
became a figure on whose responsible shoulders important missions could be
entrusted, be it selling stock for a shipping company, dealing with unemploy-
ment or recruiting soldiers, culminating in a high-level meeting with King Abdul-
lah. She was never a threat to the veteran leadership and willingly accepted their
authority and views with virtually no objection. Rare were the times when she
went her own way—the 1937 Peel Commission partition plan was one of them.
Very early she tied her political future to Ben-Gurion and was loyal to the man
and his policies for decades, even when he belittled her. She never created her
own faction in the Histadrut or party and was always considered a loyal member
of the Ben-Gurion faction, the central stream in Mapai. As she developed and
rose in the ladder of positions and responsibilities, her self-confidence grew and
Mapai leaders realized that she was a serious—not superficial as her husband
claimed—personality. Her views should be taken seriously and her support
required before major decisions could be made. In those days such decisions
were made in informal gatherings with no written record or protocols, in order
to ensure consensus before submitting the issues for a vote in larger bodies. This
was the basis for her future “kitchen cabinet” when she became prime minister.
In those years she developed her own style of personal persuasion that
usually worked wonders. She was at her best in small meetings, behind closed
doors. There she stated her opinion in simple language. She always found
examples taken from her own life and experience or that of her interlocutor’s
to strengthen her case. She politely rejected opposition to her views and made
sure that every meeting resulted in a decision to act. She never sought to impress
people with being overly clever. She was not averse to using slogans like the
Jewish People, the Land of Israel and the Labor Movement and socialism in her
arguments. When she met with non-Jews, the fate of the Jewish People was her
main theme. She did not engage in long monologues and allowed exchange of
views. She learned details of the people she would meet in advance: what was
their background, what influenced them, what were their desires and aspira-
tions. If it was a party issue, she could hint of promotion, participation in over-
seas delegation and greater responsibility. If the case involved the attitude of a
foreign government, she tried to show how shameful its position was and how
wrong. A visit to her office was usually an intimate affair, over a good cup of
black coffee, with cigarettes—all to make the visitor feel at home. On occasion she
seemed to behave in an affective manner, to express much surprise that govern-
ments or people could behave in a certain way. While she was at her best in small
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gatherings, she began to address large meetings. As long as she was not tied to
a prepared text and looked her audience straight in the eye, it was easy, because
then she could be warm, cold, cynical, sarcastic, motherly and sentimental.

Golda Meir had no doubt that it was the Labor Movement that brought the
Yishuv to the threshold of establishing the state. This group had to be allowed
to continue and lead in the critical years ahead. When the War of Independence
erupted, she was ready for any job entrusted to her and hoped to be included
among those who would serve in the first government of the Jewish State. She
had every reason to believe that her place at the top was assured. Until then she
would do, as she always did, her best. Her best qualities were now required as the
Yishuv faced its most difficult test.
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The outburst of joy that engulfed the Yishuv after partition was adopted lasted
barely twenty-four hours and was shattered when three Jews were killed by Arabs
on a bus near Lod airport and Arabs set fire to the Jerusalem business district.
Ben-Gurion rushed to Jerusalem and hurried consultations were held in his office,
seeking ways to deal with the new situation. The Yishuv realized that this time it
was entering into a major struggle not only with the Palestinian Arabs, but also
with the Mandatory regime, who at the tail end of its existence was determined
not to help the Jews assume governmental responsibility, but to make the transi-
tion as difficult as possible. They would maintain their attitude that the Hagan-
nah was an illegal armed organization whose weapons must be confiscated and
members arrested. The British policy was that as long as they were in the country,
they should be responsible for law and order. This was both positive and nega-
tive. Positive because it meant that for the time being there would be no invasion
from the neighboring Arab states. Negative because the Hagannah would remain
an illegal underground organization and could not bring to bear its power.

During the first ten days after November 29, the Jewish Agency ordered the
Hagannah to refrain from any large-scale military initiatives. Even the dissidents
held their fire. But when Jewish casualties in the Arab instigated riots mounted,
the Agency decided to enter a phase of active defense. This would be the back-
ground to Golda Meir’s activities in Jerusalem for the next month as Sharett
remained in New York to ensure that the UN would not cave into pressures
already building in London, Washington and the Arab capitals to reconsider the
partition resolution. It was already obvious at that early date that without British
cooperation, that resolution could not and would not be implemented peacefully.

On December 1 Golda attended a meeting in Ben-Gurion’s office in the Jewish
Agency building in Jerusalem to coordinate the Yishuv’s reaction to the general
strike proclaimed by the Arab Higher Committee to protest against partition.
On that day, Ben-Gurion met the High Commissioner and asked for an orderly
transfer of power to the hands of the future Jewish government. He also sought
clarifications about what the general intentions of the British and their immedi-
ate plans were. Ben-Gurion sought to assure food and fuel supplies to the Jews,
permission to operate a Jewish radio station and allowing Hagannah personnel
to bear arms in self-defense.!

1 David Ben-Gurion, War Diary, Tel Aviv, 1982, p. 12 (henceforth referred to as War Diary); see
also State of Israel, Political and Diplomatic Documents, Jerusalem 1980, pp. 15-17 (henceforth
referred to as Political Documents).
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A day later, as rioting in Jerusalem worsened, Ben-Gurion ordered the Hagan-
nah to post a bodyguard to Golda, an idea she was not thrilled about but had
to abide with.” On December 3 she met the Chief Secretary and posed certain
demands, among them British withdrawal from Tel Aviv port and the transfer of
Sarona (a British enclave in Tel Aviv) to Jewish hands. She also asked for British
military or police protection to convoys traveling along the Jerusalem-Tel Aviv
highway and permission to establish a Jewish militia in Jerusalem. The Chief Sec-
retary responded that he had been assured the strike would be short-lived and it
only echoed the Arab’s feelings over partition, as against the Jewish joy which
he thought was organized by “irresponsible elements”. Her demand to allow the
Jews to bear arms was rejected. She sarcastically cabled Sharett that the conver-
sation was on the “whole polite.”

By December 9 31 Jews had been killed. The Hagannah’s reputation as a
deterrent force dwindled. British, American and Arab representatives in the
UN used the growing number of casualties to show that partition was unwork-
able and must be replaced by another, more practical solution. From New York
Sharett cabled Golda that it was vital she advise Jewish communities throughout
the country that the Jews were capable of withstanding the Arab onslaught. He
was afraid that panic was spreading among Jews and “our standing in the media
was deteriorating. Growing number of casualties compared with the Arabs has a
special depressing influence.”*

On December 9 Ben-Gurion moved to Tel Aviv, from where he would conduct
the war, leaving Golda in Jerusalem as the senior liaison officer with the Man-
datory authorities.’ At this point the policy of the Yishuv towards Jerusalem was
formulated: it would not be the capital city of the Jewish State, but a spiritual,
cultural, scientific and educational center, the seat of the Zionist Movement,
focus for world Jewry. On December 3 Ben-Gurion rejected a proposal that the
Hagannah occupy Jerusalem. He termed it irresponsible, saying it would anger
the rest of the world, mainly America and other Christian nations whose support
was vital. But the Hagannah had to prevent the Arabs from seizing the Jewish
sections of Jerusalem and to make sure that the Tel-Aviv—Jerusalem highway stay
open. The Hagannah was ordered not to initiate military acts unless they were
sanctioned by the highest Jewish authority in town—Golda Meyerson.

In addition to ensuring the safety of the 100,000 inhabitants of Jewish
Jerusalem, Golda was coopted to Committee B, a body that began to make

2 War Diary, p. 20; see also David Ben-Gurion, The State of Israel Renewed, Tel Aviv, 1969, p. 109.
3 Political Documents, p. 31.

4 Ibid., p. 42.

5 History of the Hagannah, Vol. III, p. 1470.
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preparations for the establishment of a future Jewish government. This com-
mittee focused on harbors, railways, postal services, public works, police and
prisons, public transportation, town planning and keeping law and order in
Jerusalem. At the end of January she could claim that “at this stage the plans
dealing with certain necessary departments were almost completed. We are also
concerned with housing these departments and with governance”.® In one dis-
cussion on the future permanent seat of the Jewish government in view of the
projected internationalization of Jerusalem, Ben-Gurion, already then enam-
oured with the Negev, proposed Kurnub. Golda suggested building a new town
on Mount Carmel near Haifa, a sort of a federal city like Washington.” But it was
too early for such thoughts. Meanwhile they had to concentrate on how to protect
the Jewish part of the city. Golda’s mood was expressed in a cable to Sharett after
ameeting with the American Consul in Jerusalem: “Have seen Macatee, informed
him various instances which to our mind there is a united front of Arabs and Gov-
ernment against us. Impressed upon him how we convinced as ever Hagannah
sufficiently strong to fight Arab battle. We have been following policy of restraint
which we will not be able to continue much longer and the Hagannah can hurt
Arabs much more than they can hurt us”.® On December 17 she once again met
High Commissioner Cunningham and demanded weapons and convoy protection
and complained of searches of Hagannah personnel by British troops. A few days
later she reported to Ben-Gurion that a senior British official had told her the
British civilian administration might be terminated earlier than planned and she
was afraid that Palestine would be handed over to the British army who in turn
would hand the country over to Arab soldiers already in Palestine as part of the
Arab (Jordanian) Legion commanded by British officers. To Sharett she wrote that
British evacuation could be sudden.’ The Yishuv was deluged by rumors, many
of them spread by British and Arabs to sow demoralization and fear among the
Jews. She understood this tactic but nevertheless had to report what she heard.
On December 26 she advised Sharett: “Informed by serious source administration
to cease by February 15. Then the Arabs will start their attack. Have arranged
leakage to Herald Tribune”.'® The matter of leakages was highly sensitive. There
were misgivings that if the growing number of Jewish victims was publicized,

6 War Diary, p. 42.

7 Meron Benvenisti, Facing the Closed Wall, Jerusalem, 1973, p. 43; Zeev Sherf, Three Days, Tel
Aviv, 1959, p. 125.

8 Political Documents, pp. 74-75; Foreign Relations of the United States (FRUS), Washington,
1947, Vol. 8, p. 1314.

9 Political Documents, p. 92.

10 Ibid., p. 110.
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this would strengthen the hands of those in London and Washington who were
already claiming that the Jews were incapable of setting up their state unless they
could obtain American military help. There was some talk in New York over the
creation of an international force to help implement partition. But it was clear that
the only ones who were ready to participate in such an international force were
the Russians. This of course was anathema to American eyes. The last thing they
needed at the height of the Cold War was Russian soldiers in Palestine helping
the Jews implement partition.

Soon Golda herself experienced the unbearable security situation. On Decem-
ber 26 a convoy in which she and other members of the Jewish Agency Executive
were traveling to Tel Aviv was attacked by Arab snipers. Four people were killed
and some wounded. Golda was slightly hurt when she opened the door of her
car to admit an injured person." A week later, a convoy in which she traveled
was stopped by British troops who arrested a young Hagannah girl bearing arms.
Golda followed the British troops to Majdal and succeeded in getting her released.
In a meeting with the Chief Secretary she expressed her fury at British policy and
when Sir Henry Gurney asked her to speak frankly, she did just that:” She related
her experiences in the convoy and suggested that the Chief Secretary should not
rely too much on Arab promises: after all they said the strike would last only three
days. He said that he did not trust the Arab Higher Committee but he did believe
in the Islamic Council. She said the Hagannah would not shoot unless attacked
and asked him whatever happened to British promises to maintain law and order
in the country.”

It was clear to her that this dialogue of the deaf was a waste of time. The
British, having made up their mind to leave, were in the midst of evacuating their
troops and civilians and their aim was to get out as fast as they could at minimal
cost and with a minimum number of casualties. If the Jews got hurt in the pro-
cess—too bad. This would be a small price for the humiliation the Hagannah and
the dissidents heaped on them since 1944. Golda was helpless in her attempts to
convince the British of their responsibility as long as they were in Palestine but
realized she must maintain an open line to them until the last minute. Her argu-
ments showed her at her best: she did not beg for mercy and attacked the British
where they were vulnerable—their inability or unwillingness to keep the country
in a state of peace and quiet. However, if she thought she could take responsibil-
ity for all Hagannah actions, she was soon mistaken.

11 Aryeh Yitzhaki, Latroun—The Battle for the Road to Jerusalem, Vol. I, Tel Aviv, 1982, p. 26.
12 History of the Hagannah, Vol. III, p. 1443; War Diary, p. 92.
13 Political Documents, pp. 116-121.
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On the night of January 4-5, 1948, the Hagannah blew up the “Semiramis”, a
small hotel in the Christain-Arab Katamon section of Jerusalem. It was assumed
that it housed the headquarters of Arab gangs that attacked Jewish sections of the
city. 14 people were killed that night, including the Vice Consul of Spain. Golda
was neither consulted nor asked to approve the attack. Angrily she reprimanded
the commander of the Hagannah. He was soon removed from Jerusalem." Her
anger was compounded because two days later a cable arrived from Washing-
ton signed by Eilat and Eban. They reported the conversations they had with
State Department officials and felt the Americans thought most of the attacks
that caused many Arab casualties were the result of Jewish initiative. Eilat later
added that public esteem for the Hagannah was reduced because of these tactics
of retaliation and punishment.”

Golda saw Gurney again on January 12, ostensibly to discuss current affairs,
but the conversation soon deteriorated to a shouting match. Gurney accused the
Jewish Agency of lies and deceits, chauvinism and being suspicious of everything
and everybody and thought there was a direct connection between the Agency
and the actions of the dissidents. While denying all this, she understood there
was not much point in arguing with Gurney, a colonial official who represented
an empire in rapid decline. Her job was to keep the channels to the British open
and to maintain Jewish presence in Jerusalem, already under mounting attacks.'
Unexpecdetly, all this was to change the next day.

In the course of a discussion in Ben-Gurion’s home in Tel Aviv on January 3,
she had already realized the fragility of the Yishuv’s economic situation. Kaplan
had just returned from America and reported that American Jews were becom-
ing tired of contributing to what they termed “overseas needs”. They preferred
that their contributions go to local needs—to strengthen their own communities.
Kaplan estimated that at best seven million dollars could be raised for the Hagan-
nah. Ben-Gurion thought that many American Jews would be ready to contribute
directly to the Hagannah, but there was no way that they would get tax exemp-
tions like the ones given for contributions to charitable purposes. The Hagan-
nah could hardly be considered a charitable organization.” On January 12, in a
further discussion on how to pay for the war, Ben-Gurion realized the growing
needs and the meager funds available and noted in his diary: “Perhaps we can
mobilize in the country 3 million—in loans, campaigns and goods, we must raise
7 million abroad, mainly in America, and it is imperative that the two of us must

14 History of the Hagannah, Vol. III, pp. 1395-1393; War Diary, p. 118.
15 Political Documents, p. 138.

16 Ibid., p. 154.

17 War Diary, p. 107.
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go to America for that purpose. I shall raise these questions tomorrow in the Exec-
utive meeting”.” When he said “the two of us”, he meant Kaplan and himself.
Golda was totally opposed: “You are vital here and no one can replace you”.
She had serious doubts about Kaplan’s ability to raise funds. He was a somber,
cold-mannered man, not a figure to arouse excitement and emotions needed for
people to open their wallets. He was better suited for meetings of small groups
of businessmen and professionals. She suggested that she travel to America for
that purpose. It was hard to argue over her qualifications. She may have reached
the conclusion that her usefulness in staying in Jerusalem was insignificant com-
pared to her ability to raise the desperately needed funds. In her order of prior-
ities, money for arms was far more important than stale arguments with British
officials. She was not sure how she would operate in America as she has not been
there for ten years. But her self-confidence impressed Ben-Gurion and he decided
to bring the matter to a vote in the Jewish Agency Executive, a formality, but not a
routine matter. Usually these things were decided in advance in an informal small
gathering. Ben-Gurion may have asked for a vote to save Kaplan from embarrass-
ment. In the Executive meeting at his home Ben-Gurion explained the security
needs and later noted in his diary that “it was decided that Golda will travel
to America”.” In her memoirs she wrote that she set out for New York at once
without returning to Jerusalem to take winter clothing.”

Other sources do not bear out this simple description. On January 19 she was
still in Jerusalem, attending a Jewish Agency Executive meeting in which she
spoke with much passion, according to Ben-Gurion’s War Diary, of the need to
defend the Negev and called for greater educational work to lift up the Yishuv’s
morale. The Negev was obviously close to her heart as well. On January 21, on
the eve of her trip to New York, she met Ben-Gurion who gave her instructions
for Yehuda Arazi, the senior Hagannah arms buyer: “Obtain jeeps, rockets, fast
motor boats, corvettes, inform me weekly what was obtained and what his plans
were and see if an aircraft carrier could be purchased”. The last idea was raised
by Arazi who thought that the arms acquired in America would be loaded on the
carrier that would arrive in Palestine a day after the Mandate lapsed.”

She left the country on January 22 and arrived in New York in the midst of
a blinding snowstorm. Menachem, then studying music in New York, was the
only one to meet her at LaGuardia airport and they proceeded to the “Sulgrave”
hotel in Manhattan. She immediately embarked on her mission. On January

18 Ibid., p. 139.

19 Ibid., p. 143.

20 Meir, My Life, p. 71.

21 War Diary, pp. 164 and 168.
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26 she discussed the military-political situation with the American branch of
the Jewish Agency Executive. She informed them that military considerations
required the creation of a Jewish force numbering at least 20,000, in addi-
tion to the 10,000 already mobilized. 3,000 more were required to defend the
Negev, assuming this would be the first major area the British evacuated. There
was a dire need for tents and blankets for this force, in all some 5.5 million
Palestine pounds (or 20 million dollars) were required. It was also imperative
to raise additional 50 million dollars mostly for arms. From there she headed
for a meeting with the heads of the United Jewish Appeal, where a surprise
awaited her.”

Since she had not been to America since 1938, she discovered a “new Jewish
world”. In the past she had mainly addressed circles of Histadrut and Poalei
Zion supporters, who like herself were Eastern European Jews. She addressed
them in Yiddish and was happy to raise 100 or 200 dollars for the Histadrut cam-
paign. Now she set herself the astronomic target of 25 million dollars, the sum
Kaplan estimated would be enough to see the Yishuv through until August 1948.
She knew well that the money raised would determine the Hagannah’s ability to
defend the Yishuv and its forthcoming War of Independence. How would she get
the money? This time she would have to turn to a new breed of American Jews, as
described by her son:

Not Socialist, not back-to-the soil, live-on the-land Zionists, not immigrants, nor even in
many cases the children of immigrants and not primarily of Russian but also of German
Jewish descent. They were well-established, in some cases fabulously wealthy, hard-work-
ing, hard-headed American Jewish industrialists, some ten to fifteen years younger than
Golda...”

Millions of them were deeply influenced by their experience in the American
army in Europe, especially during the last year of the war. Many had seen for
themselves the horrors as they entered the death camps replete with corpses
and skeletons. Some were guilt-ridden over the passive role played by American
Jewish leaders when the greatest massacre of Jews was taking place in Europe.
Some felt the gust of the “wings of history” and wanted to be part of the greatest
historic event about to unfold in Palestine—the resumption of Jewish sovereignty
in their ancient homeland. They all wanted to identify with the struggle against
the British and the Arabs and for them Golda symbolized the Yishuv struggling
for its life. She also appeared to them like their mothers and grandmothers,

22 Eliyahu Eilat, The Struggle for Statehood, Vol. II, Tel Aviv, 1982, pp. 518-519.
23 Meir, My Mother Golda Meir, p. 114.
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a trait that would be her trademark for years. Several hundred young American
Jews had already volunteered for service in the Hagannah and left for Palestine,
others became involved in arms purchasing, then illegal, an operation headed
by a rising young Jewish Agency Political Department official named Teddy
Kollek.

It became evident to her that she would have to use the regular channels,
meaning raising funds through the United Jewish Appeal so that the contribu-
tions would be tax exempt. A major problem remained—how would the dona-
tions be divided. How much would remain in America for local needs, how much
was to go to the JDC (Joint Distribution Committee) for work among the survivors
in Europe and needy Jewish communities in other parts of the world and how
much would go to fund the work of the Jewish Agency, meaning the Hagannah.
Golda had no doubts—the bulk must reach the Hagannah. If need be, the UJA
should even take out bank loans to be paid by income from the 1949 campaign.
Opposition to using funds for the Hagannah arose from the non-Zionist camp and
also from some of the federations and UJA professionals who feared for their own
position and influence as fewer amounts would be available to their communi-
ties. Golda disliked many of the federation professionals from her experiences in
the 1930’s when they refused to have Yishuv emissaries come to America to help
raise funds. She thought they failed to understand the historic moment and there-
fore her task was to reach the donors directly and bypass the professionals. She
sought ways to break the opposition of many professionals to her very presence
and her demands that the Hagannah be the largest recipient of the funds.

Among the top professionals, and in a key position, was Henry Montor,
the Executive Vice President of the United Jewish Appeal. A Canadian by birth,
then 42, he helped Ben-Gurion arrange the meeting with the Jewish industrialists
in July 1945. He understood how right Ben-Gurion was then. Now there was need
to buy the airplanes, tanks and artillery that Ben-Gurion had spoken of. Montor
was deeply impressed by Golda and decided on the strategy of how to best use
her presence. She must first be exposed to American Jews through the media
and then through the professionals. She must be packaged as an exotic Jewish
“Mother Courage”.

OnJanuary 24 a briefing for UN correspondents was arranged for her in the UN
headquarters in Lake Success. Her words—simple, with no pathos—sounded very
convincing. After attacking British policy for its bias and prejudice, the searches
for weapons and arrests, deportation of immigrants and preference for the Arab
side, she told the journalists: “I have been in Palestine for 27 years. I have seen
our Yishuv at various times of difficulty and strife. I have always admired the
spirit of our Yishuv. Never have I seen the Yishuv in such a light as I have seen
it during these last two months. Our people have no illusions. We know that we
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have a very difficult time in front of us. It may last for quite a while. We know all
the hardships connected with it”.

She refused to be drawn into stale discussion over resolutions, committees
and legal matters. Toward the end of her remarks she sounded somewhat more
optimistic: “Now we know that at the end of these riots, not only will there be a
cessation of hostilities and the sniping at Jews, but we know that at the end of
these riots and maybe before the end of these riots (maybe riots and shooting will
go on), we know that before the end of a very short period, there shall be inde-
pendence and a Jewish State in Palestine. This is something that gives us more
hope and more possibilities to go on in the face of great difficulties”. She called
on the UN to implement the partition resolution and claimed that if the Arabs
wanted, there could be peace in Palestine “in five minutes”. It is unlikely that she
believed this last remark, but the press conference achieved its goal. The briefing
was widely reported mainly in the Jewish press (and also in the ever important
“New York Times”).*

She was now ready for the next move. Montor had planned to bring her to
Chicago for an appearance before the General Assembly of the Council of Jewish
Federations at the end of January. This meeting was, and still is, the most impor-
tant annual event in the Jewish calender in America. She was furious to discover
that the issue of Palestine was not even included on the agenda: “They have time
to talk about inter-religious relations, Jewish education but not on the greatest
event in modern Jewish history—the establishment of a Jewish state”, she fumed.
This only confirmed her suspicions of those professionals who organized the
agenda—they lacked the sense of history she felt. She was certain that given an
opportunity to address the Assembly, she would be able to convince the hun-
dreds of delegates. Montor had to work hard to get Palestine and Golda on the
agenda. She was briefed: make a short speech, to the point, don’t be emotional,
don’t make demands, don’t disturb the mood of those present and don’t annoy
the professionals. Chicago was covered under deep snow. She made her way to
the conference by train and finally by car and cab.

Those who attended that plenary session remembered her electrifying
appearance. Dressed in a simple black dress, she looked to some like an American
frontier’s woman from the Wild West. To many she looked like a figure out of
the Bible. She spoke quietly, almost melancholically, but armed with her best
weapon—her ability to persuade people by simple words spoken from the heart.
She had no prepared text. Looking straight at her audience, each had the feeling
she was addressing him personally.

24 For the transcript of the press conference see Christman, ed., This is Our Strength, pp. 37-47
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I wanted to say to you friends that the Jewish community in Palestine is going to fight to the
very end. If we have arms to fight with, we will fight with those, and if not, we will fight with
stones in our hands. I want you to believe me when I say that I came on a special mission
to the United States today not to save 700,000 Jews. During the last few years the Jewish
People lost six million Jews and it would be an audacity on our part to worry the Jewish
people throughout the world because a few hundred thousand Jews were in danger.

This is not the issue. The issue is that if these 700,000 Jews in Palestine can remain alive,
then the Jewish people as such is alive and Jewish independence is assured. If these
700,000 people are killed off, then for many centuries, we are through with this dream of a
Jewish people and a Jewish homeland.

My friends, we are at war. There is no Jew in Palestine who does not believe that finally we
will be victorious. This is the spirit of the country. We have known Arab riots since 1921 and
29 and ‘36. We know what happened to the Jews of Europe during this last war. And every
Jew in the country also knows that within a few months a Jewish state in Palestine will be
established. We knew that the price we would have to pay would be the best of our people.
There are over 300 Jews killed by now. But there is also no doubt that the spirit of our young
people is such that no matter how many Arabs invade the country, their spirit will not falter.
However, this valiant spirit alone cannot face rifles and machine guns. Rifles and machine
guns without spirit are not worth very much, but spirit without arms can in time be broken
with the body.

Our problem is time...the question is what we can get immediately. And when I say imme-
diately, this does not mean next month. It does not mean two months from now. It means
now...

I have come here to try to impress Jews in the United States with the fact that within a very
short period, a couple of weeks, we must have between 25 and 30 million dollars in cash. In
the next two or three weeks we can establish ourselves. Of that we are convinced, and you
must have faith. We are sure that we can carry on.

The Egyptian government can vote a budget to aid our antagonists. The Syrian government
can do the same. We have no governments. But we have millions of Jews in the Diaspora,
and exactly as we have faith in our youngsters in Palestine, I have faith in the Jews in the
United States. I believe that they will realize the peril of our situation and will do what they
have to do.

I know that what we are asking is not easy. I myself have sometimes been active in various
campaigns and fund collections, and I know that collecting a sum such as we I ask at once
is not simple. But I have seen our people at home. I have seen them come from their offices
to the clinics when we called the community to donate blood for a blood bank to treat the
wounded. I have seen them lined up for hours, waiting so that some of their blood can be
added to this bank. It is blood plus money that is being given in Palestine...

We are not a better breed, we are not the best Jews of the Jewish people. It so happens that
we are there and you are here. I am certain that if you were in Palestine and we were in the
United States, you would be doing what we are doing there and you would ask us here to do
what you will have to do.
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I want to close with paraphrasing one of the greatest speeches that was made during the
Second World War—the words of Churchill. I am not exaggerating when I say that the Yishuv
in Palestine will fight in the Negev and will fight in the Galilee and will fight on the outskirts
of Jerusalem until the very end. You cannot decide whether we should fight or not. We will.
The Jewish community in Palestine will raise no white flag for the Mufti. That decision is
taken. Nobody can change it. You can only decide one thing: whether we shall be victorious
in this fight or whether the Mufti will be victorious. That decision American Jews can make.
It has to be made quickly, within hours, within days. I beg of you—don’t be too late. Don’t
be bitterly sorry three months from now for what you failed to do today. The time is now...

I want to thank you again for having given me the opportunity at the conference that I am
certain has a full agenda to say these words to you. I leave the platform without any doubt in
my mind or my heart that the decision that will be taken by American Jewry will be the same
as that which was taken by the Jewish community in Palestine, so that within a few months
from now we will all be able to participate not only in the joy of resolving to establish a
Jewish state, but in the joy of laying the cornerstone of the Jewish state.”

A leader present on that occasion sent the following report to the heads of the
United Jewish Appeal:

Every man and woman who was present in Chicago on that Sunday afternoon, January 25,
at the Sheraton Hotel, will remember as a momentous event...for thirty-five minutes she
spoke. Many were tense as her remarks drove home. Others wept. Not a word did she speak
of politics, of ideology, of far-off things. Without emotion, never raising her voice, she told
calmly the story of the defense of Jews in Palestine, of their homes and families...Few per-
sonalities have ever received the ovation that greeted this woman of valor when she con-
cluded .*

The impact of her speech was magnetic. American Jews suddenly began to grasp
the new reality, the import of the time and the urgency. She made them identify
with the embattled Yishuv. She made them understand the cruel reality of war,
of young men and women freezing in remote outposts. It was not a heroic speech
in a Churchillian sense, but an anguished call from a mother desparately worried
over her children.

From now on Golda was no longer an unknown entity, but the uncrowned
queen of American Jews, the woman who harnessed them to action, who found
ways to their hearts and pockets. For the next thirty years they followed her
almost blindly. In the future very few would dare question her wisdom, challenge
her premises and policies. American Jews became one of her the most effective
weapons in future confrontations with various American administrations.

25 Syrkin, Golda Meir Speaks Out, pp. 73-79; Meir, My Life, pp. 73-79.
26 Central Zionist Archives S.2.2.1948/53/1430/
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Montor was right. Chicago was the turning point. The doors swung open
and invitations to her to address federation meetings poured in. The profes-
sionals were convinced that she was a first-rate fundraiser and persuaded their
federation heads to ask for Golda instead of the local politician, film star, other
celebrity, writer or rabbi. Henry Morgenthau Jr., who served as secretary of the
treasury in the four Roosevelt administrations and was now national chairman
of the UJA, traveled with her to various cities. His appearance alongside Golda
lent even greater weight to her presence. He left center stage to her. The pace
was murderous. In each major community she spoke four—five times to various
gatherings, held a press conference and was interviewed on radio and television.
In one city she almost broke down. At a dinner in Palm Beach, she looked at
men dressed in tuxedoes and women with the finest jewellery, she thought of the
Hagannah boys and girls freezing in the Jerusalem winter. She was convinced
that these people did not want to hear about the war. She was wrong: at the con-
clusion of the event the audience pledged a million and a half dollars, enough,
she calculated, to buy warm overcoats for each soldier on the frontline.

The results were stunning. On February 3 she cabled Ben-Gurion that the UJA
called on the major federations to take out bank loans worth 50 million dollars.
The JDC gave its full support. Until February 1 any income up to 50 million dollars
would be equally divided irrespective of the source of the funds. She told Ben-
Gurion she still had 12 communities to visit.” On February 11 Ben-Gurion noted
in his War Diary that Golda advised that to date 15 million were assured, and
was hoping that by the end of the month she would have at least 20 million.?®
This information reached Ben-Gurion after he had written her a very bleak and
pessimistic letter. After writing that the Yishuv required more vehicles (6 million
dollars), naval equipment (4 million dollars) and airplanes (2 million dollars), he
added:

After your departure the situation has worsened. There is no longer any doubt that the fight-
ing is now out of the hands of the Palestinian Arabs and is now entirely in the hands of the
neighboring countries, their soldiers and officers, who are better equipped (and they are
careful not to become a burden on the peasants) with weapons, good weapons—far better
than what we have, are well-trained, and I think have an effective strategic plan. I did not
make light of this a year ago, and I must say that I view the situation now as far more critical...

In the near future we must view the Yishuv under siege, and we must realize that within the
besieged Yishuv there will be especially besieged and isolated enclaves, it is not unlikely
that the Negev will be cut off, so will Upper Galilee and Jerusalem...

27 War Diary, p. 204.
28 Ibid., p. 232.



154 — 8 My Friends, We Are at War (1947-1948)

Apart from that please arrange urgently 1,500,000 dollars for the purchase of a vessel to
take the cargo. Be strong.”

Golda used a courier traveling to Palestine to inform Ben-Gurion she had raised
16 million dollars and by the end of the month there would be 20. Part of the
money was from the 1947 campaign, part from advance on the 1948 campaign
and the rest loans secured by the 1948 campaign income. All this was coordi-
nated with Montor and the Joint Distribution Committee. Golda also announced
her intention to return in early March and reported there were several American-
Jewish pilots available of whom 20 were ready to leave at very short notice, and
she suggested that 15 be invited to do so.*®

Glowing cables describing her work began to arrive from many sources.
Sharett cabled Kaplan: “Golda’s trip has so far netted 10 million. Transfers are
arriving daily”. A day later Sharett cabled the Keren Hayesod Executive in Jerusa-
lem: “Four hundred donors participated in the opening dinner in Montreal. In an
emotional speech Golda Meyerson described the Yishuv’s travails. 400,000 col-
lected”. Morgenthau soberly informed Kaplan: “Mrs Meyerson did an outstanding
job bringing to us the urgency of the situation and in acting to attain 50 million
dollars”. Much of the money raised was not sent to Palestine. It was used to
buy arms mostly in Europe and some in the United States. Prior to committing
themselves to any deal, the Hagannah arms buyers had to check with Golda if
the money was available. On February 25, a month after arriving in America, she
could report to Ben-Gurion that she was assured of 25 million dollars. A week later
Sharett cabled Ben-Gurion: “Golda’s ‘Iron Campaign’ so far 30 million in cash,
hope for 40 million”. These sums were above and beyond the wildest dreams of
both Golda and Ben-Gurion.” The grueling voyage in the American communities
was nearing its end. The achievements were highly significant. Ben-Gurion wrote
to both Golda and Sharett: “The only ray of light so far is Golda’s success. But this
does not change the gravity of the situation. Will the equipment reach us and in
time? That is the key question and on it everything hinges”.*

But in the midst of her triumphal trip, she suffered a heart-searing disap-
pointment and a major political setback at home, handed to her by none other
than her colleagues in the Mapai leadership. In early March the Jewish Agency
and National Council Executives decided to set up a governing council to be
called, in the finest Eastern European tradition, the People’s Administration,

29 Ibid.

30 Ibid., p. 238.

31 The cables are in the Central Zionist Archives; see also War Diary, p. 274.
32 Ibid., p. 276.



8 My Friends, We Are at War (1947-1948) = 155

in reality a provisional government numbering 13 members. They would be
drawn from a larger body called the People’s Council numbering 37, set up as
the top legislative body of the Yishuv designed to prepare it for independence.
Golda was included among the 37 as a Mapai representative, but Ben-Gurion
utterly failed at having her included in the Provisional Government. Mapai
was allotted 4 seats of the 13. Clearly the first seat would go to Ben-Gurion, the
second to Sharett, the third to Kaplan. The argument was over the fourth. On
March 3 members of Mapai’s Governmental Committee, including Perleson,
Isserrson and Aranne, suggested that the party’s representatives would be Ben-
Gurion, Sharett, Kaplan and Remez. Ben-Gurion stated that he “disputed Golda’s
absence. It is inconceivable that there shall be no adequate woman...it is a moral
and political necessity, for the Yishuv, the Jewish world and the Arab world. This
is a banner to the Near East. They did not agree with me and I shall bring it to the
Central Committee”.

The subject was discussed in four meetings of Mapai’s Central Committee. On
March 6 Ben-Gurion reiterated his position:

It is imperative that there will be one woman in the small cabinet, firstly because she is
suitable, but that is not enough because there are many suitable comrades...I do not know
if it’s too early to speak about it, that we select the government, we are creating a historic
fact. If we don’t have the strength, this government will not last long. But we want it to be
a historic act. We hope this will be the beginning of Jewish sovereignty in this country after
1800 years...it is inconceivable that half the Yishuv, half of the Jewish people will not be
represented in the first government we are trying to establish in the Land of Israel. Women
have held their place in immigration, construction, defense and literature, and each one of
us is grateful to his mother. I think this matter has enormous political value. It is important
for us especially here to stress and show the character of the Jewish Yishuv and the Jewish
state in the Middle East. I say that a woman in the first Jewish government is a banner for the
entire East...A woman in the Jewish government is a banner for the entire Arab world...and
we have a suitable woman who fits not only as a woman...I see a great privilege for our party
from whence this woman will come...”

At some point he even suggested that she take over his slot, but it was clearly
unrealistic and by March 6 Ben-Gurion concluded there was no chance of includ-
ing Golda in the future provisional government. There is no doubt that he sin-
cerely wanted her there. He had come to appreciate her abilities, character and
ceaseless energy. He knew she was loyal to his policies and could be relied upon
in any matter. Her achievements in America only strengthened his view that the
Yishuv now owed her, more than at any other time, a debt of honor. He may have
feared the inclusion of Remez, a very strong personality who could compete with

33 Mapai Central Committee, 3 March 1948; Political Documents, pp. 459—-462; War Diary, p. 282.
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him, especially because he rightly thought that Remez belonged to the camp of
the moderates who opposed Ben-Gurion’s activism and what Remez occasionally
considered Ben-Gurion’s dictatorial methods. Golda herself wrote in her mem-
ories: “I remember we sat on my balcony overlooking the sea one night early in
1948, talking about what the future might bring, and Remez said to me solemnly:
You and Ben-Gurion will smash the last hope of the Jewish People”.**

Undoubtedly, her absence from the cabinet table strengthened those who
could rein and restrain Ben-Gurion. Sharett and Kaplan were not strong enough
to challenge him. Remez was seen by the majority of Mapai’s leadership as suit-
able for this task. He was more senior than Golda in the Yishuv’s, Histadrut and
Mapai hierarchy and headed the National Council Executive. Few of those who
voted for Remez knew of her achievements in America and there is no certainty
it would have changed their views. The irony was that of the two leaders, the
one selected for a position she thought was due to her was Golda’s teacher and
mentor and intimate friend for almost a quarter of a century. She could derive
solace from Ben-Gurion’s wholehearted support. She may have been insulted and
annoyed that her friends did not have the courtesy of waiting for her to return
and lobby for the position before making the selection. The entire affair was not
mentioned in her autobiography and in most books written about her, including
two by her close friend Marie Syrkin. Many years later she said in an interview
she never dreamed of running against Remez. In 1948 there were no primaries in
Mapai (or in any other political party in the Yishuv). She chose not to react to this
setback publicly and bore her pain in silence.

Meanwhile Ben-Gurion instructed her to remain in America and take part in
the diplomatic struggle. He rightly thought that her presence in America was far
more important than conducting futile arguments with British officials in Jerusa-
lem. Following a meeting with the High Commissioner on March 8, Ben-Gurion
was convinced that the security situation was far more serious than he thought,
and it was now imperative that military equipment reach Palestine even with
the help of the UN. He feared that “the United States, wittingly or unwittingly,
will participate in the plot concocted by the British Foreign Office and the Arab
League to destroy the Yishuv”. He cabled Sharett instructing him to demand that
the United States ask the UN to limit the presence of the British army to certain
areas upon the termination of the Mandate and noninterference in internal
matters, and above all that they supply us with equipment, otherwise the Yishuv
is doomed to extinction.*

34 Meir, My Life, p. 113.
35 War Diary, p. 292.
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In New York Golda participated in some political work attending meetings of
the Jewish Agency’s mission to the United Nations and sat in on some Security
Council meetings next to Silver and Sharett. But she disliked this type of work. It
was hard for her to function as number two or three in a delegation, with no clear-
cut responsibility or role. Very soon she came to the conclusion that her place
was not in New York, but in the central arena—located in Tel Aviv. She returned
to Palestine on March 18, and the next day was plunged into discussions on the
military situation. In a meeting headed by Ben-Gurion, with the participation of
Yigael Yadin, Yigal Allon, Yisrael Galili, Zvi Ayalon, Yochanan Rattner, Yaacov
Dori, Yitzhak Sade, Levi Eshkol and Shaul Avigur, the highest echelon of the
Hagannabh, all the participants warned of the grave deterioration in the security,
economic and social situation.*

But it turned out that the situation on the diplomatic front was far worse. On
March 19 the United States abandoned partition, when its UN delegate Warren
Austin announced that his country wanted to delay the implementation of the
partition scheme since it could not be implemented peacefully, the United States
now called for the creation of a temporary trusteeship in Palestine upon the ter-
mination of the Mandate. The Americans asked for the convening of a special
session of the General Assembly to discuss trusteeship. The Truman administra-
tion formally caved in to combined Arab, British and also to State and Defense
Department pressures. The initial military setbacks of the Yishuv raised doubts
about its ability to defend itself by its own means. The Arabs were delighted. The
British announced that irrespective of what happens, the Mandate would come to
an end on May 15. The Yishuv rejected trusteeship out of hand. In a statement to
the press Ben-Gurion said simply:

We shall determine the future of the country. We have laid the foundations for a Jewish
state and we shall establish it. The main thing is that we know what we want and act with
no hesitation according to the historic will of our people. We shall not agree to any trustee-
ship, temporary or permanent, not even for the briefest time. We no longer accept foreign
rule—whatever type it may be. We shall insist on the quickest termination of the British rule
and its departure from the country with no further delays...The Jewish State exists and will
exist—if we shall know how to defend it.”

These events overshadowed Golda’s return to Palestine. There were no welcom-
ing receptions and she was not even asked to report in detail about her achieve-
ments in America. If she had any misgivings, she never vented them openly or
even privately.

36 Ibid., p. 312.
37 Ibid., p. 313.
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On March 20 she attended a Mapai Secretariat meeting and admitted that the
United States had dealt the Yishuv a bitter blow. She was not sure that American
Jews had much political clout and would be able to alter the new reality. She
was not happy that the Jews now enjoyed only Soviet support among the great
powers, saying that there was now a Red scare in America and Jews were fright-
ened to be identified with anything that was supported by Russia. Her conclusion
was simple: the Yishuv must announce within a day or two that it was setting
up a provisional government and continue preparations for independence. She
had promised American Jews that the Yishuv would proclaim independence and
asked them to contribute money to that end.

These events overshadowed her return to the country. Now there remained
55 days till the end of the Mandate and there was much work to be done. Golda
went back to besieged Jerusalem to once again lead the Jewish Agency’s Political
Department. The staff of this body was now in a state of advanced demoraliza-
tion. The absence of Golda and Sharett left them rudderless and they understood
well that the key decisions were made in Tel-Aviv by Ben-Gurion based on secu-
rity considerations alone. They thought he needed experienced diplomats next to
him. But they were ordered to remain in besieged Jerusalem to deal with the inter-
national media, to maintain tenuous ties with the remnants of the Mandatory offi-
cials and try to collect snippets of intelligence. This was the origin of the future
struggle between the Ministry of Foreign Affairs and the Ministry of Defense,
between two schools of thought in Israeli foreign policy which would have an
enormous impact on the future of Israel and the personal relations among its
leaders. The senior officials of the Political Department feared that in the absence
of any chance to defeat the entire Arab world by military power, “large parts of
the Yishuv could face annihilation and we cannot see how we shall overcome
even after protracted struggle. Political means have to be sought to prevent such
a situation”. They suspected that things were determined accidentally or under
the influence of changing moods”...how is it possible that the construction of
sovereignty will be advanced without the use of workers and departments left
in Jerusalem through inexplicable inertia and routine”, they asked. The senior
staffers thought they were acting merely as a branch of the Jerusalem Community
Council.*®

On March 28 the staff of the Political Department found itself in a state
verging on panic. In a top secret cable signed by Chaim Berman, Walter Eytan,
Leo Kohn and Eliyahu Sasson, they wrote to Sharett:

38 Political Documents, pp. 522-524.
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Feel duty-bound to inform you truth about present situation in Jerusalem. Supply and
equipment situation verging on catastrophic. After Ezion disaster, bulk of city’s armored
transport destroyed. Communications with Atarot, Hadassah, even Talpiot problematic.
Jerusalem Emergency Committee wholly unequal its task, unable arrange even distribution
of available fuel supplies. Large bread queues in all parts of the city. Public morale has
sunk to its lowest and dissidents energetically and understandably exploiting situation.
All local truce efforts failed owing adamant Arab opposition and international force more
than doubtful. We fear this may result citizens taking law into their hands and coming to
an arrangement with the British with a view their staying on. Authority of Jewish Agency all
but vanished. Urge you do everything possible expedite truce negotiations your end or other
settlement to relieve extreme danger threatening Jerusalem.”

It is unclear if Golda saw this cable prior to its dispatch or identified with its con-
tents. On March 27 she was still in Tel Aviv and arrived in Jerusalem the next day.
One of the reasons for her visit to Jerusalem was Gurney’s demand to discuss
either with her or with Kaplan the idea of Trusteeship. If the Jews accepted, he
said, fine, if they rejected the idea, the British would impose a naval blockade.
Ben-Gurion saw no point in entering into discussions with the British on Trustee-
ship. The problem for him was how to secure truce in Jerusalem. Meanwhile the
Hagannah completed its preparations for a major military operation designed to
open the road to Jerusalem and relieve the siege.

In Jerusalem Golda realized the gravity of the situation and cabled Ben-
Gurion an assessment almost similar to that of the heads of the Political Depart-
ment:

The situation in Jerusalem has become very serious. The defeat on the Ezion Road under-
mined public spirit...nervousness due to shortage of fuel and supplies caused panic...voices
being heard imperative to request the British to remain in Jerusalem or seek accommoda-
tion with the Arabs since armistice or international force are impossible...supreme effort
required to renew travel to Tel Aviv, concentration of food supply, consolidation of all
Hagannah forces and strong civil leadership in the city.*

In New York, Sharett was powerless to bolster the morale of his loyal staff. However
at the same time at Hagannah Headquarters in Tel Aviv plans were consolidated
to launch a major operation. Hagannah soldiers, equipped with newly arrived
weapons from Czechoslovakia, paid for by funds raised by Golda in America,
resulted in an operation code named “Nachshon”. In early April the Hagannah
opened the road to Jerusalem and brought to the city convoys loaded with food
and other supplies that enabled the city to hold on for a few more weeks. In other

39 Ibid., p. 526.
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lightning operations the Arab sections of the mixed cities of Haifa, Tiberias and
Safed were captured. These gains coming after months of searing setbacks raised
the Yishuv’s morale, but also created a major problem that would haunt Israel
ever since—the flight of large number of Palestinians who would become refu-
gees. Some fled because one runs away from battle zones, thinking they would
return to their homes at the end of the hostilities. This was the traditional way of
doing things in the Middle East. Others fled because they thought their leaders
told them to do so in order to clear the way to the coming Arab armies, still others
fled because they thought the Jews would do to them what they would have
done to the Jews had they won the war. On April 9 an Irgun-Stern operation in
the village of Deir Yassin, on the outskirts of Jerusalem, resulted in a huge loss
of Arab civilian lives, and intensified the flight of local Palestinians. The Jewish
Agency condemned that operation and sent word to King Abdullah that opera-
tions like this would not be repeated.

In early April Golda was back in Tel Aviv, this time to attend the sessions of the
Zionist General Council that met to support the Yishuv’s leaders in their determi-
nation to proclaim the Jewish state when the Mandate would lapse. This was the
highest governing body of the World Zionist Organization between Congresses. In
her absence, the Political Department was once again left without a leader. The
situation in Jerusalem, temporarily improved due to operation “Nachshon”, soon
deteriorated when the Jerusalem-Tel Aviv road was cut off again and Ben-Gurion
was deluged with cables from the National Council demanding that he accept
a cease-fire in Jerusalem as called for by the United Nations Security Council.
A month before the end of the Mandate, Golda discussed the future role of the
Political Department with Ben-Gurion. Since the Provisional Government was
due to take over the administration of the state from its seat in Tel Aviv, she won-
dered who would represent the Jewish state in Jerusalem, dealing with the foreign
consuls, the UN representatives and the contacts with the Jordanian monarch.
Ben-Gurion thought, as he noted in his diary, “Golda should be among the 13
(i. e. Provisional Government), she must run the Agency’s Political Department.
We don’t yet know the fate of the government, and we must maintain the Agen-
cy...she must also run the Jerusalem Department on behalf of the Agency’. This
was the first time Ben-Gurion explicitly wrote that Golda could replace him or
Sharett, a clue as to what would happen years later.” Meanwhile she remained in
Tel Aviv. On April 13 she was hospitalized because of chest pains. A heart attack
was suspected and she was ordered to rest. The pressures of the recent years and
especially the last three months took their toll on her. While she was in hospital,

41 War Diary, p. 351.
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Ben-Gurion met with the senior staff of the Political Department in Jerusalem.
He disliked most of them, calling them ‘strange people’. They advised him there
was not much point in them remaining in Jerusalem and proposed leaving Golda,
a private secretary for her and two officials to deal with the consuls and the Arabs.
The rest must go to Tel Aviv, they argued. Ben-Gurion doubted if the time had
come to move the Department to Tel Aviv. “Moshe is not yet here, Golda must
move here, there is nothing for a foreign ministry in Tel Aviv to do, but Jerusalem is
Jerusalem, from a Jewish and an international point of view, and may become the
capital of the state”. He may have feared that the departure of many officials and
their families from Jerusalem could have adverse effect on the morale of the pop-
ulation. He also did not want officials “wandering around in Tel Aviv poking their
noses in other matters”.*” A day later, the heads of the Department sent Golda a
cable asking her “to do the maximum effort while guarding your health and come
to Jerusalem, even briefly, to be the mother of this city and run the Department.
Request that you take over the administration of political and security matters on
behalf of the Jewish Agency Executive. Your words to 100,000 residents will be a
source of blessing and encouragement to all of us at this difficult time”.” They
despaired of Ben-Gurion and knew that Sharett, far away in New York, could do
nothing for them. Their only support was Golda. But she was torn: she under-
stood their plight, but did not think that Jerusalem had to be abandoned at this
point. She did not believe diplomacy alone would solve the Yishuv’s problems. Its
fate would be determined by military force. She knew well that the key decisions
would be made in Tel Aviv and wanted to be a party to them. She felt there was
not much for her to do in Jerusalem. The future of the Political Department was
not her or Ben-Gurion’s top priority.

Meanwhile the Hagannah occupied Haifa on April 22. Tens of thousands of
its Arab inhabitants began to flee, ignoring calls by Jewish leaders for them to
remain. On April 26 Ben-Gurion summoned Golda. He was under the impression
that “for some reason she feels slighted, ready to go to Jerusalem if required to do
so—in fact it was already so determined”.* The order to proceed to Jerusalem may
have compounded her feeling that she was being shunted to a secondary arena.
Jerusalem was important and its 100,000 inhabitants needed a leader, but she
realized that at best this would be a temporary job. Ben-Gurion asked that she
go to Haifa to regulate the ties between the Hagannah and the British army and
to coordinate action between the Hagannah and the Jewish civilian authorities.

42 Tbid., p. 363.
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To her colleagues in the Jewish Agency Executive she reported on May 6 that she
went to Haifa to look into basic questions, such as should the Jews make an effort
to bring the Arabs back to Haifa and if so, what could happen in other places.
“We must not behave badly towards the Arabs so that others will not return”, she
said. The visit to Haifa occupies a large space in her memoirs. There is one corrob-
orating testimony. Yossef Almogy, a Histadrut leader in Haifa, wrote in his own
memoirs that he accompanied Golda to the Arab section of Wadi Nisnas. Golda
stopped near a half-destroyed house from which an old Arab woman emerged
bearing the few belongings she was able to rescue from her home. When she
saw Golda, she burst into tears. So did Golda. She went back to Tel Aviv utterly
dejected. This was the first time she saw an Arab refugee fleeing her home.”

The next day she attended another very important discussion called by
Ben-Gurion, to decide on the organization of the future Jewish army’s General
Headquarters. He wanted to insure that the army would be subservient to civilian
authority (i. e. his own) and that there would be no armed militias in the future
State of Israel. Mapam’s leaders present, Galili, Bentov and Yitzhak Ben-Aharon,
whose influence on the Palmach was almost total, wanted an army based on
the pioneering spirit of the Palmach. Ben-Gurion wanted a professional one,
modeled on the British army. Golda supported his views, but the discussion was
inconclusive.*

In the last two weeks of the Mandate, tension rose steadily. Golda flew back
to Jerusalem to arrange a truce in the city while ensuring access to it by road,
access to the Jewish Quarter in the Old City and restrain the Arab Legion and
local Arab armed gangs. The second task was to arrange another meeting with
King Abdullah to glean his intentions, something that had now become crit-
ical. If the Jordanians stayed out of the planned Arab invasion, the Hagannah
would be able to concentrate its thinly stretched forces in the north and south.
If he decided otherwise, the Hagannah would have to allocate forces to defend
Jerusalem and the country’s heartland. The Arab Legion was stationed in Lod
International Aiport, barely 15 kilometers from Tel Aviv. The Political Department
Arab affairs specialists had kept in touch with the king’s retainers ever since the
November 17, 1947 meeting between the king and Golda. Golda thought that in
face-to-face conversation she might be able to persuade him to remain out of the
circle of the coming war. Ben-Gurion was hardly involved in the contacts with
Abdullah, leaving them to Sharett, Sasson and Yaacov Shimoni, a senior Jewish
Agency Arabist. When Ben-Gurion heard that Golda wanted to see the king, he
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approved and wrote on May 1: “Golda wants to meet the king. She imagines she
can influence him. I agreed to the attempt, although I have no great hopes, but it
is worth trying to prevent serious developments before or after May 15”." There
now remained the details of fixing the time and place for the meeting. It was clear
that the king would not come to Naharayim and Golda would have to travel to
Amman instead. Until these arrangements were made, she focused her efforts on
arranging a truce.

On May 6, she met Cunningham for the last time. Kaplan joined her. Under
a hail of bullets they made their way from Rehavia to Government House. The
central subject of discussion was assuring free passage to Jerusalem from the
coastal plain. The High Commissioner reported the Arabs were ready to guar-
antee access to the Jewish Quarter and the Western Wall, but refused to allow
convoys from Tel Aviv. Golda could not agree to a situation in which the Jews of
Jerusalem will be at the mercy of the Arabs for food and fuel supplies.*® Finally
the High Commissioner reiterated that the Mandate would end on May 15 and
requested the Jews not to attack in Jerusalem until after the British had departed.
The next day Golda sent the High Commissioner a memorandum stating the
Jewish Agency could not accept a cease-fire in the Old City unless the siege on the
Jewish Quarter was lifted. That was her last contact with the Mandatory regime.*
The next time she heard from Cunningham was in 1969, when the aging retired
general sent a letter advising Israel’s Prime Minister Golda Meir not to withdraw
from areas Israel captured in the Six Days War without proper guarantees.

In early May, Ben-Gurion telephoned Avraham Ruttenberg, head of the Elec-
tric Company, and asked him to once again arrange a meeting with the king. Golda
went, as there was no chance that Sharett would make it back to the country in
time for the meeting. Ruttenberg and Daskal traveled to Amman on May 7 to per-
suade the king to meet Golda. Ben-Gurion was by now convinced that the meeting
would have moral significance. The king would not be able to claim that he had
not been warned of the consequences of going to war. Abdullah told the two Elec-
tric Company heads that his hands were now tied, but agreed to meet Golda not in
his palace, but in the home of his chief retainer Zbaiti. Ben-Gurion ordered a plane
be sent to Jerusalem to fetch Golda. She packed her few belongings with the help
of her childhood friend Regina and Esther Herlitz, a Political Department staffer.
Before meeting the king, she and Ben-Gurion decided on the following position:

“An agreement based on the UN resolution; Mutual border rectification”.*
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On May 10, she traveled from Tel Aviv to Haifa with Ezra Danin. Sasson was
stranded in Jerusalem. In Haifa Ruttenberg’s wife provided her with an Arab
dress and head scarf. Danin put on a kolpak (policeman’s hat). The drill was that
they were to appear as a married couple. In the Middle East no one intrudes on a
wife in the company of her husband. They reached Naharayim at 5 pm and were
escorted to the border by Daskal. Waiting for Zbaiti, Golda asked Danin if he were
afraid. He replied that he had faced death many times and was not afraid. “But
why are you traveling?” he asked her. Her reply became her slogan: “If there is a
chance, even the slightest one, to save the life of one Jewish lad—I am going”.”
Zbaiti finally arrived and drove them to Amman, a two-hour journey through
many military checkpoints. En route they saw Jordanian troops moving west-
ward. The king appeared. “He met us in friendship”, she reported two days later
to members of the People’s Council—“but it was a different man, very troubled,
nervous and bothered”. Even before they reached Amman, Zbaiti informed them
of the king’s proposal:

A unified country, with autonomy for Jews in those areas mostly populated by them, i.e.
Tel Aviv. This arrangement will be valid for a year. After a year the country will be annexed
to Jordan. In the conversation with this man he mentioned something about a fifty-fifty
parliament, maybe even a fifty-fifty government. Later he said of the government: Maybe,
we shall see. Abdullah opened by asking if his plan was given to the Jews. Golda confirmed
this but added there was no way they will accept it, although they thought it important to
meet with him. Abdullah spoke of his desire for peace, not destruction—he pitied farms and
industry. The only way to avoid war was to accept his plan. Besides, what’s our rush?

In her reply Golda said the Jews waited for two thousand years and no one could
blame them of any rush. She now accused him of reneging on the promises he
gave in November. Her report to the People’s Council continued:

We had a word. We relied on that word. We trusted this friendship because for years we
have had mutual understanding and friendly ties with him. We also saw—TI told him—this
friendship based on another factor: common enemies. In the past five months we have done
something useful to him as well: we have succeeded in hitting these enemies. The Mulfti’s
strength in the country has been reduced thanks to our military achievements...We added
that in contrast to his plan we suggest that he returns to the plan that has always existed
over which there was mutual understanding and an agreement. He did not deny that was his
wish, but over time things happened in the land. There was the matter of Deir Yassin. Then
I was one, now [ am one among five and I cannot. I have no choice and I cannot otherwise.

We told him we knew there are five, but we have always seen you as one standing against all
the rest. We hinted that we also think there are not only five but England has done its utmost

51 Ezra Danin, A Zionist under all Conditions, Tel Aviv, 1986, pp. 191-198.
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to safeguard its position even if he loses. Now we have to take into account that partition is
a fact and England would be happy if it fails. Even if not—nothing will happen to England.
I also told him that our force now does not resemble what it was 3-5 months ago or even a
month ago. If it will be war, we shall fight with all our might. He said, naturally you have to
repel an attack...

At a certain moment the king realized that the die was cast and the Jews were
determined to reject his proposal. He tried a delaying tactic saying he heard that
Sharett was in France and perhaps he should meet with him. Golda understood
he wanted to gain time; maybe with Sharett he would find a common language
as they were old friends and spoke in Arabic and could even reach an agreement.
But she did not fall into the trap:

I told him that Shertok (Sharett) would be in France for a very short time, and would cer-
tainly be very happy to meet him. But on this matter there will certainly be no change. We
then told him we were ready to respect borders as long as there is peace. But in case of
war—we shall fight everywhere with what force we shall have. He repeated his warning, but
not in a threatening manner. The entire conversation was conducted with friendship, and
on his part from fatigue and depression. He was very sorry, he said, but he had no choice. He
wants us to reflect and if the answer is positive it must be given before May 15. He will invite
his Palestinians and the moderate Arabs, from us he wants the moderates and then the
entire matter can be resolved. He also said there should be no fear that in the government
there will be extremist Jew hating Arabs, only moderate Arabs. We said we did not want to
delude him and even a discussion on this proposal is unacceptable. Not only will no respon-
sible institution agree to it, but there will not be even ten Jews ready to support this plan,
and our reply is immediate—it’s out of the question. If he reneges on the agreement we had
with him and if he wants war—then we shall meet after the war...””

She noted that the king complained that Danin “did not help him, this time”. As
they parted, Abdullah’s last words were: “I am very sorry and it’s too bad about the
blood and destruction everywhere”. Golda’s words contained some bravado. But
there was nothing to lose. The attempt to persuade the king failed and as antici-
pated he decided to go to war. The Hagannah had to immediately revise its strat-
egy. She was determined to return to Tel Aviv at once to report to Ben-Gurion. Her
feeling towards Abdullah was “that he proceeded to this not happily and secured,
but as a man in a vise, who cannot escape from it”. She now realized that her
report could change the outcome of the first few days of the expected war, hence
the sense of urgency to get out of Amman. But Oriental customs were binding

52 On the Abdullah-Meir conversation see protocols of the People’s Executive, meeting of 12 May
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and she had to endure dinner in Zbaiti’s home so as not to insult him. They knew
they would require his services in the future. She barely tasted the food. Zbaiti
drove them back to Naharayim and left them in an open field, from where they
walked until a Hagannah agent helped them cross the border. In the early hours
of the morning of May 11 Golda and Danin reflected on what happened in Amman
and the price the war would exact. Danin estimated the Yishuv’s casualties could
reach tens of thousands. She was shocked but did not respond. From Naharayim
they drove directly to Tel Aviv and she entered the hall where the Mapai Central
Committee was meeting to hear Ben-Gurion’s report of the security situation and
to support the declaration of independence due to take place in three days’ time.

Not wanting to cause special attention to herself, she sent Ben-Gurion a note:
“We met in friendship. He is awfully worried and looks terrible. Did not deny that
we had a word and understanding on a desirable arrangement, meaning he will
take the Arab part. But now he is one of five and this is the plan he proposed—a
unified country with autonomy in the Jewish parts, a year later this unified
country will be under his rule”. Ben-Gurion understood at once the significance
of this message and rushed to the Hagannah headquarters, summoning Yadin,
Galili and Rattner, and demanded “to transform all our forces to mobile ones,
hasten the conquest of the road to Jerusalem and the Arab islands in the settle-
ments and plan a campaign against a comprehensive Arab invasion”.>

That evening Ben-Gurion held another crucial meeting at his home with
Golda, Eshkol, Galili and the Hagannah top commanders to prepare for the pos-
sibility of an Arab invasion, or rather when it would be launched and how best
to prepare for it. The subject of truce in Jerusalem aimed at releasing forces from
that city was also discussed. Golda asked if “it was desirable for us to fight in Jeru-
salem in front of the Christian world in opposition to Christianity?” The discus-
sion was inconclusive.* Later that evening Ben-Gurion cabled Eban in New York:
“Top secret. In course secret conversation Meyerson and Meir (code name for
Abdullah) last night he made it clear Arab invasion with his forces spearhead will
begin on termination mandate. Invasion expected Friday or Saturday”.”

Wednesday, May 12, was the day of decision. That afternoon the People’s
Executive met in the Jewish National Fund building in north Tel Aviv. Among
the members of the 13 were Ben-Gurion, Bernstein, Zisling, Kaplan, Rosenblitt,
Remez, Shitreet, Sharett and Shapira. Golda Meyerson, David Horowitz and Zeev
Sherf were also invited. When Golda reported on her talk with Abdullah, Danin
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and Sasson were also present. Following her report, Sharett reported on the sit-
uation in the United Nations and on his talks with Secretary of State George C.
Marshall. Acting Hagannah Chief of Staff Yadin provided a very sober assess-
ment. After surveying the balance of forces, he thought the Arabs had a numeri-
cal edge, but added:

there can be no pure military consideration of weapon against weapon and unit against
unit. We lack these arms and these armored cars. The consideration is to what extent our
people will overcome this force, with our morale and capability, with our plan and tactics.
It has been proven that in certain cases not the formation and numbers determine...if I want
to conclude and be careful, I would say that at this time the chances are fifty-fifty, to be more
candid, I would say their advantage is greater.

In the evening session Ben-Gurion stated simply: “We have to get closer to the
target and speak to the point. A: I propose that we shall reach a decision on the
matter of proclaiming the state. If we decide, the declaration has to be prepared
and certain known steps have to be taken. B: We have to decide on other matters
connected to defense”. They then discussed Jerusalem and since Golda was due
to fly to Jerusalem the next day, she asked for instructions: “I cannot go to Jeru-
salem without a clear decision on this matter: do we want an armistice...” Then
she added:

I want us to discuss if we want an armistice under the assumption that this is a good armi-
stice and not a cease-fire...They are now talking to us about an armistice and not a cease-fire,
and if we want an armistice we have to specify under which conditions. I think we should be
interested in removing Jerusalem from the burden of war, but not under any terms. I think
that if we could and they will agree to our terms, there will be no fighting in Jerusalem, and
the pressure on food supply to Jerusalem will be removed—I think this releases forces to
other places where the war will go on...

She recommended the acceptance of an armistice only if free access to the Old
City of Jerusalem be assured, as well as access to the Jerusalem road and protect-
ing entry points to the city, not status quo ante, but status quo. If they refused
these terms, there should be no armistice. She proposed that Atarot and Neve
Yaacov north of Jerusalem be included in the area of the armistice. It was decided
to try and propose armistice and that Golda would handle it.

The members of the Executive then moved to discuss a UN proposal for an
armistice which meant postponing the declaration of the state. The discussion
lasted until 2 am. Golda attended the entire meeting, although with no voting
rights. She spoke after Remez who asked to delay the proclamation and suggested
that the future Jewish government would be the successor of the United Nations
Implementation Committee which was appointed by the General Assembly in
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December 1947 to implement the partition resolution. The British never let it into
the country, but formally it still existed. Golda reacted simply:

I think this will not help us and we must go all the way. We cannot zigzag. Something should
have happened on April 1 and it did not. There should have been an Implementation Com-
mission and there was and is none. And we proclaim and are bound to proclaim the estab-
lishment of the state. And if we do so, it must be done with all the details. A state among
the nations has a government, and our state must have a government. But since there have
been no elections, it must be a provisional government. I do not propose to annul this body.
I accept Moshe’s (Sharett) words only in the esthetic sense: let’s call it the 37 or any other
name but not instead of a government. It is my opinion that with the proclamation of the
state it is inconceivable that we do not turn to the UN for recognition. To make one step and
then hesitate will not be useful to us. I think the world awaits it, and if there is a proclama-
tion it has to be done fully.*®

From faraway New York, Chaim Weizmann was pressing for a decision: “What
are these idiots waiting for” he wondered aloud. Ben-Gurion undertook the final
effort of convincing his colleagues to go ahead and proclaim independence two
days later on Friday. His words reflected the vision, faith, sobriety and cruel
realism of an experienced leader. He was prepared to run the risk of proclaim-
ing independence but failed to persuade two of his own colleagues. The final
count was six for—Ben-Gurion, Sharett (Mapai), Zisling and Bentov (Mapam),
Shapira (Mizrachi) and Bernstein (General Zionists). Four were against: Kaplan
and Remez (Mapai), Rosenblitt (The Progressives) and Shitreet (Sephardy Party).
Three members of the 13 were stranded in Jeusalem and did not vote. Golda,
not being a member of the 13, also did not vote. But her words may have per-
suaded some of those who supported independence. This was one of the most
crucial votes in the history of the Yishuv. At this critical moment she followed
Ben-Gurion. Remez did not even achieve a delay. It is not clear whether she and
Remez even had time to discuss this. She came back from Amman in the morning
hours of May 11, reported the results and attended the Mapai Central Committee
meeting. Their views were contradictory. Golda was resolute. She did not dwell on
philosophic, historic or legal issues. She simply wanted a decision. There were no
half steps, she said. Remez was sincerely terrified over the ability of the Yishuv to
survive an Arab attack that would result in huge number of casualties.

What role did Golda play at this critical juncture? In fact, since the beginning
of the war, her roles in Palestine were marginal, apart from the fundraising trip
to America which she dominated. Her roles in Jerusalem in December and early
January, and later in March, April and early May were not central and she resented

56 Protocols of the People’s Executive, 12 May 1948, pp. 80-110.
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this. In the last month prior to independence it seems that she was pushed aside,
since she was not even included in the provisional government. While she was
still the senior Jewish official in charge of Jerusalem, maintaining contact with
foreign consuls and British officials, she knew that Sharett would be the foreign
minister and that the staff of the Political Department would serve under him.
Although she never spoke of this publicly, she must have worried about what was
her immediate future. Formally she belonged to the People’s Council, but that
was a parliamentary and not an executive body. Her powers lay in running things
and not sitting on the sidelines giving advice. No wonder Ben-Gurion noted that
she felt deprived, but he could not be of much help. He was too busy with defense
and did not wish to enter into arguments with the Mapai leadership that clearly
preferred Remez to Golda. Her major contribution was raising funds to cover the
war expenses. In the future Ben-Gurion would say of her: “When history will be
written, it will be said that it was a Jewish woman who obtained the funds that
made the state possible”. This was said years later, when she needed support
and expressions of appreciation for what she had done. But in those days she
hardly won any praise, which sorely disappointed her. But she tried to forget
these slights and focus on the mission ahead: to return to Jerusalem and try and
arrange a cease-fire through those elements that were still around and had some
influence—the foreign consuls, the UN and the Red Cross. From early morning,
May 14, the High Commissioner would no longer be in charge. The mandate
would expire on Friday at midnight.

On Thursday, May 13, she found herself sitting dejected and gloomy next to
the pilot in a small “Piper Cub” plane that had just brought the Jerusalem Hagan-
nah commander David Shealtiel and Rabbi Maimon who came to Tel Aviv for the
ceremony of the declaration of independence. Golda took off from a small air-
strip in north Tel Aviv. She was miserable, as she was about to miss the great-
est historic event of the Jewish people in modern times. A few minutes out of
Tel Aviv, the pilot noticed the engine was malfunctioning. Instead of making an
emergency landing in Jerusalem, he decided to return to Tel Aviv. Golda never
regretted his decision. She had grave doubts about the cease-fire in Jerusalem,
and if she was destined not to be in a plane accident, then why not attend the
ceremony. She was among the 200 lucky ones invited to attend the ceremony due
to take place at the Tel Aviv Museum on Friday, May 14, at 4 pm. As a member of
the People’s Council, she was entitled to sign the declaration of independence.
As a product of the American school system, she knew well that her signature
on this historic document would forever enshrine her name in the annals of the
Jewish people. Back in Tel Aviv, she went at once to Ben-Gurion, who noted in
his diary: “The plane flew again to Jerusalem and took Golda. But she returned
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from Bab el Wad because of engine problem”.”” She managed to take part in the
discussions on the final formulation of the declaration of independence, some of
it devoted to matters verging on religion—how to address God in the document:
as the Rock of Israel, the Good Lord or another name to satisfy both the left-wing
quasi-atheistic Mapam and the orthodox Mizrachi party. They finally settled on
the Rock of Israel.

All that morning news poured into the Hagannah headquarters describing
the Arab preparations for invasion. The previous evening, Sharett had cabled
his people in New York: “demand an immediate, strongest effort secure imme-
diate, direct, sternest warning by President personally to King in view his desist-
ing from impending invasion and onslaught on Jewish population Palestine by
Arab Legion and Iraqi troops, now jointly under his command. Cables should be
addressed to Amman direct. Hours count”.”® Golda was among the few leaders
in the country who realized how fragile the military situation was. But she was
infected with Ben-Gurion’s unshakable faith that the Yishuv would overcome and
hold out against the Arabs.

Friday, May 14, was a pleasant spring day. In Jerusalem, the “Union Jack”
was lowered from its mast at Government House. General Cunningham reviewed
a guard of honor, bugles sounded, Scottish bagpipers played. The High Commis-
sioner then drove through Jerusalem, flew from Atarot to Haifa and boarded the
British warship “Eurylus”. She sailed at midnight. That morning the British Par-
liament adopted an act terminating the Mandate. The defenders of the Ezion Bloc
surrendered to the Arab Legion, scores were massacred, many taken prisoners
and driven to Jordan. The Hagannah captured Acre, Jaffa surrendered to the Jews.
Although the event was supposed to be secret, hundreds of Tel Avivians gathered
near the Museum, sensing something historic was about to unfold.

Golda went back to her room at the “Katie Dan” hotel on Hayarkon Street. She
washed her hair, put on a black dress and waited for the car that would take her to
the Museum. She arrived early and took her seat in the front row next to the dais.
At 4 pm Ben-Gurion rose and in his metallic, clear voice read the Declaration of
Independence. She then broke into tears. All the tensions of the recent months
erupted. She described the ceremony in very moving words:

All I recall about my actual signing of the proclamation is that I was crying openly, not
able even to wipe the tears from my face, and I remember that as Sharett held the scroll in
place for me, a man called David Zvi Pincus, who belonged to the religious Mizrachi Party,
came over to try and calm me. ‘Why do you weep so much Golda?’, he asked me. ‘Because it

57 War Diary, p. 414; Sherf, Three Days, pp. 174-175.
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breaks my heart to think of all those who should have been here today and are not’, I replied
but I still could not stop crying.”

She then signed with an assured hand “Golda Meyerson” and by this act entered
the national memory of the Jewish people.

The ceremony concluded with the singing of Hatikvah, accompanied by the
Philharmonic Orchestra which was seated on the second floor of the museum.
The public refused to disperse as though they wanted the moment to linger. On
that day Golda signed another document, a cable sent jointly by Ben-Gurion,
Sharett, Kaplan, Remez and herself to Chaim Weizmann in New York. “On the
occasion of the establishment of the Jewish State we send our greetings to you
who have done more than any man towards its creation. Your help and stand have
strengthened all of us. We look forward to the day when we shall see you at the
head of the State established in peace”.*® This time Weizmann broke into bitter
tears at the “Waldorf Astoria” hotel in New York. The struggle between the activ-
ists and the moderates was over. The former won. The museum began to empty
slowly. Ben-Gurion rushed to the Hagannah headquarters and from there to his
home. The leaders had no time to celebrate.

Golda decided to add a feminine touch to the events of the day. She
approached Mapai’s Secretary General Zeev On and said: “Zeev, let’s bring
flowers to Ben-Gurion and let’s take Shazar with us”. The three bought a large
bouquet in a flower shop on Allenby Street and drove to Ben-Gurion’s house.
Paula Ben-Gurion greeted them with excitement “He is upstairs, he is sitting with
the General Command”. She called him but he refused to come down. “Don’t
bother me”, he said sternly, I am busy”. Finally he descended the narrow stair-
case from the second floor. At the foot of the steps he saw his three colleagues.
Golda handed him the bouquet. He faced them, embarrassed, pale and subdued.
Then he said quietly: “You will forgive me, I must go back. I am sitting with the
General Command because the Arab attack has already begun”.® The three left
his home in silence. They knew that the fate of Israel was not only in the hands
of the young men and women who now faced the full brunt of the Arab inva-
sion, but also in the hands of this little and energetic man who brought about
the great miracle by his ability to reach brave decisions and convince others to
follow him.*

59 Meir, My Life, p. 167.
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They calmed down somewhat. Golda went back to her hotel. That night
she was alone once again. Sarah was in besieged Revivim, Menachem was in
New York, her sister and brother-in-law in Holon. Some tried to drag her to a
modest party in the hotel. But her mind was not on partying. The great day was
over. She would be awakened that night and told that Truman had recognized
Israel. All the plans for a trusteeship were now history. The Special Assembly of
the United Nations dispersed in disarray when word came of Truman’s recogni-
tion of Israel. In scores of cities all over the world Jews danced in the streets. That
midnight large Arab forces crossed the borders. The second phase of the War of
Independence began. Golda hardly slept that night. She was unable to digest the
flow of events. With the rest of the Yishuv she wondered what was in store for the
country and its people and what would be her own role in the future.



9 Interlude in Moscow (1948-1949)

Saturday, May 15, dawned sunny and warm. The tremendous excitement of the
previous day was still in the air, and so were Egyptian fighter planes that dropped
a few bombs on an airstrip in northern Tel Aviv. Israel was barely twenty hours
old, but it was a political reality, already recognized by the United States. But the
nascent state was also at war and mobilization was in full swing. From her hotel
room, Golda watched the first ships carrying arms and immigrants sail towards
the Tel Aviv harbor, not stopped by the British navy. Both arms and soldiers were
desperately needed as the neighboring Arab states made good their threat and
invaded Israel at midnight. Golda sat on the balcony reliving the dramatic events
of the past week and pondering her own future.

It seemed that every one in Israel knew what he had to do but Golda. Sud-
denly it dawned on her that she had neither a real job nor any administrative
responsibility, for the first time since 1928. In fact she had no office to go to. In the
past month she had not given it much thought. There were many other pressing
things to do and to plan. But now she realized that there had been a major shift
in the old institutional setup. The Political Department of the Jewish Agency had
overnight become the Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the Provisional Government
of (as some cynics said) the “Provisional” State of Israel. Her job in Jerusalem
lapsed as her functions there would be taken over by Dr. Dov Yossef, the newly
appointed Military Governor of Jerusalem on behalf of Israel, as the city was not
yet part of the territory of Israel. Golda was not included in the Provisional Gov-
ernment and apparently no one had the time or interest to consider what posi-
tion or responsibility to offer her. Perhaps it was assumed that she would be the
person in charge in Jerusalem. But that did not materialize. So, on that morning,
feeling the aftereffects of Independence Day, she sat there considering the future
of Israel and pondering her own role in the new state. She was among the very
few who knew how precarious the whole thing was, how fragile it was and how
much its existence depended on the few thousands young men and women who
were fighting for the survival of the Jewish State. But she did not have to wait
long before she found out what her next move would be. Cables arrived during
the night from the United Jewish Appeal: she must return at once to America and
continue the fundraising she started in February. Now that she was a signatory
of Israel’s Declaration of Independence, she would be even more effective. Henry
Montor claimed that if she came back at once they could raise at least an addi-
tional fifty million dollars. He had no doubt that the moment must be seized and
as the best professional in the field of fundraising, he was right. American Jews
were ecstatic, overwhelmed by Israel’s emergence and by the recognition their
President had granted it. They were ready to open their hearts and purses to save
DOI10.1515/9783110492507-009, © 2008 Yediot Aharonot: Sifrehemed, published by
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Israel and to ensure the dream of Jewish nationhood. They, of course, preferred
that Ben-Gurion come, but realized this was totally out of the question. The next
best candidate was Golda. Of all of Israel’s new leaders, she was also the only one
available to undertake this mission.

The next morning, on May 16, she participated in a meeting in the Kirya
office of Prime Minister and Defense Minister Ben-Gurion. Others present were
Sharett and Kaplan (who became finance minister). Sharett sought Ben-Gurion’s
approval to travel urgently to New York to meet the Soviet UN representative
Andrei Gromyko to request Soviet military aid to Israel, and then travel to Wash-
ington to discuss with members of the Truman administration the grave conse-
quences of the Arab invasion on regional and world peace. Ben-Gurion rejected
Sharett’s idea and approved instead Golda’s trip to America to raise funds. Her
trip was part of his immediate strategy. Israel needed precious time to absorb the
weapons and men now freely flowing to her shores mainly from Eastern Europe.
The Israeli army must hold on for at least two weeks before some sort of a cease-
fire could be arranged. Golda would raise the money for arms, food and the initial
costs of running the state. Ben-Gurion noted in his diary that “she was ready to
g0”.!' On that day Ben-Gurion advised the Provisional Government that

so far we have entered into arms contracts in Europe for 19 million dollars, of which
15 million were paid. We started these purchases after the meeting of the Zionist Executive
in Paris in August 1946. But we shall require far greater sums and there is need that Golda
Meyerson will go to America at once for this purpose. Our action in this sphere before the
proclamation of the state was successful. With the means obtained by Golda, we bought
rifles, light and heavy machine guns, artillery pieces are on their way. Now we need planes
and tanks. We are able to hold out until we get these weapons.’

Furthermore, and this he may not have thought of, the trip would give her some-
thing significant to do, would take her mind off her anxiety for the safety of
her daughter in kibbutz Revivim, not far from the route taken by the invading
Egyptian forces. It would also give Mapai’s leaders time to seriously ponder what
position she should eventually be offered.

The trip was hastily organized. There were many technical problems to be
resolved. She left most of her clothing in besieged Jerusalem and there was no
way to get them to Tel Aviv. She would travel light and buy clothing in New York.
There was need for a new Israeli passport. The Foreign Ministry provided her
with a diplomatic laissez-passer number 1, personally signed by Sharett, among
the first such official documents issued at the time. But to be on the safe side,

1 Ibid., p. 431.
2 Ben-Gurion, The State of Israel Renewed, Vol. I, p. 109.
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she would also keep her Palestinian passport on which she had an American visa.
The next problem was how to get her out of the country. Since the end of the
British mandate, all international airlines had ceased flying to the country and
the only international airport at Lod was occupied by the Jordanian Arab Legion.
There was a small airstrip in north Tel Aviv which was bombed by the Egyptians,
and another more secure airstrip in Haifa bay.

While waiting for travel arrangements to be made, Sharett came to see her
on May 17 with an interesting and original proposal. The Soviet Union had just
recognized Israel, being the third nation to do so after the U.S.A and Guatemala.
He needed an ambassador to Moscow and he came to sound her out if she would
be interested in going there as Israel’s first envoy to the Soviet Union, then con-
sidered a very strong supporter of Israel, the power which the left-wing Mapam
party even thought of as Israel’s foremost friend and ally since, unlike the United
States, the Soviet leaders did not impose an arms embargo on Israel and approved
the continuation of the various arms deals entered into with the Czech govern-
ment long before the Communist takeover of that country in February 1948. Her
initial reaction was great reluctance. She wondered if the idea had the blessing of
Ben-Gurion and was not aimed at removing her out of the country to a marginal
post. She knew little about the Soviet Union but enough to realize that Moscow
would be very far from where key decisions affecting the future of Israel would
be made. She argued that she spoke no Russian or even French, the language of
diplomacy. Sharett answered that there were interpreters for that. She told him
that by nature she was outspoken, of which Sharett was fully aware, she said she
was not suited for diplomatic niceties. Sharett did not ask for an immediate reply
and left the matter pending until her return from America.

The idea to send her to Moscow was, in retrospect, a poor one. She would have
been far more effective in America, a country she knew well, whose language she
spoke and where she was already becoming a well-known entity among Jews and
non-Jews alike. In America, a democratic country with free press, she could do
wonders in public relations. In a totalitarian regime like the Soviet Union, she
would have no access to the media, let alone to the Jewish community. Why was
she never even considered as ambassador to the United States? Formally, there
already was an envoy in Washington—Eliyahu Eilat, a close friend and colleague
of Sharett’s from Jewish Agency days. Eilat had been the Jewish Agency represen-
tative in Washington since 1945 and did a very good job. A modest scholarly man,
with much charm and dignity, Eilat was noted for his ability to make friends.
He was not considered an orator able to move people by words, he spoke good
English with a heavy Russian accent, but he did not awe people with his fluent
English or intellectual brilliance as his successor Abba Eban would do later on.
Eilat was a highly competent and reliable diplomat and Sharett, always loyal
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to his men, saw no reason to remove him from Washington, especially in view
of the key role he played in securing Truman’s immediate recognition of Israel.
This would be an act of betrayal of the highest order which Sharett would never
commit.

Obviously Golda would have been ideal for Washington. But there were
fears—was it proper to send an ex-American to Washington? The fact that she was
born in Czarist Russia did not bother Sharett when he offered her Moscow, most of
Israel’s leaders, including himself, were born there. Having a major Israeli leader
such as Golda in Washington would signal to the American government that she
was not an ordinary diplomat, but a member of the Israeli ruling elite, and this
would give her greater weight. She would speak there with far more authority
than Eilat. The fact that she had the ear of Ben-Gurion may have also worried
Sharett. Besides, she was even then a political rival. Her standing in the party’s
hierarchy was almost equal to his. She had replaced him in 1946 as head of the
Political Department and her “activist” views were known to him. He knew that
she was a devout and loyal follower of Ben-Gurion and may have feared that she
would by-pass him and deal directly with the prime minister. Sharett never had
much regard for Golda’s intellect, her limited command of Hebrew and English.
He knew she was at her best in Yiddish, alas not the language of diplomacy. Eight
years later, when Ben-Gurion replaced Sharett with Golda as foreign minister,
his true sentiments about Golda erupted in his diary. They were very far from
complimentary.

There is no evidence that anyone even considered the possibility of asking
Golda to represent Israel in Washington. She did resent Sharett for making the
Moscow offer. But now there was no time for such thoughts. The next day she set
off for New York. The ever-resourceful Teddy Kollek, in Tel Aviv to attend the dec-
laration of independence ceremony, heard that a small plane brought to Israel a
number of foreign correspondents to cover the war. The plane was about to return
empty to Athens. A seat was secured for Kollek, who returned to New York to
resume his position of heading the Hagannah arms purchasing mission. Another
passenger was Gideon Rafael, a Foreign Ministry senior official. The third was
Golda. They boarded the small Beechcraft in Haifa and flew to Athens via Cyprus.
Rafael later wrote: “We boarded the aircraft unescorted and silent, each of us
deep in his own thoughts on the future, but bound together by the feeling of joint
responsibility for the accomplishment of our tasks”.?

From Athens, Golda flew to New York. Her arrival there was vastly different
from the last one in January. This time she was representing the Government of

3 Gideon Rafael, Destination Peace, Three Decades of Israeli Foreign Policy, New York, 1981, p. 9.
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Israel, the first leader to come out of the beleaguered country, a formidable voice
speaking with assurance and authority. She settled into “Essex House” on Central
Park South, where her suite was soon filled with flowers and scores of excited
friends from the old days and reporters seeking interviews. Rumors began to cir-
culate that she was going to Moscow. This fact alone, in the midst of the Cold War,
was enough to make her a media celebrity. The idea that the school teacher from
Milwaukee would represent Israel in Stalin’s Russia sparked the imagination of
many. But for the time being, her main and urgent task was to raise funds and
instill in American Jewry the strong feeling that Israel would hold out.

The news from Israel was fundamentally bad. The Egyptian invading column
advanced towards Tel Aviv. Golda followed their progress with enormous trep-
idation. But they decided to by-pass her daughter’s kibbutz Revivim and it was
spared unlike others on the path of the Egyptian army. The Jordanian Legion was
closing in on the Jewish Quarter in the Old City of Jerusalem and shelling the
hungry, thirsty and besieged Jewish sections of West Jerusalem. The Syrian army
was barely stopped at the gates of Degania, the kibbutz where she made her polit-
ical debut in 1923. There was not much to be cheerful about. But Golda exuded
confidence and self-assurance which rubbed off on others. To her old friend Marie
Syrkin she kept repeating: “We have a state, imagine, we have a state”.*

For the next six weeks, as Israel fought for its very existence, she would be
involved with hectic and intensive fundraising interspersed with some diplo-
macy. On June 6, Kollek reported to Ben-Gurion that Golda was hoping to obtain
35 million dollars on the present trip. In fact, the exhausting tour netted much
more—closer to 50 million dollars.’ She also engaged in public relations. In each
city she visited, she gave radio and press interviews and also appeared on the new
media—television. Very quickly she learned how to master this instrument by her
dignified appearance, simple English and short answers. She met local dignitar-
ies and Jewish communal leaders and addressed as many meetings as she could
squeeze into an impossible schedule. Her message was simple and convincing:
After two thousand years the Jews regained their sovereignty and have their own
state. Israel must not be allowed to be destroyed for lack of means. Young men
and women of Israel were dying to ensure the state’s survival. American Jews
must shoulder their share of the burden for keeping the Jewish dream alive. As
always, speaking without notes, in plain English, she was able to convey the
simple, humane and sincere message to American Jews and they responded. The
contributions began to flow.

4 Syrkin, Woman with a Cause, p.210.
5 Political Documents, Vol. I, p. 316.
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In New York, she met regularly with the Israel Delegation to the United
Nations. This group was now headed by the rising young star Abba Eban, who,
at 33, began to make his own mark for his superb oratory and diplomatic skills.
On the agenda was a proposed truce to stop the fighting. Israel needed the truce
like oxygen, but was not happy with some of the conditions attached, such as pre-
venting men of military age from landing in Israel and an imposition of an arms
embargo. Eban sought Sharett’s approval to introduce Golda to Gromyko in view
of her impending appointment to Moscow. Sharett authorized the meeting and
Eban was able to write to Chaim Weizmann that he “introduced her to Gromyko
and they appear to get on well. In our relations with that part of the world all is
harmonious and serene”.®

This rosy assessment was somewhat exaggerated and premature. On June
9 Sharett cabled Eilat in Washington, instructing him to approach the Soviet
Embassy in the American capital to help facilitate a visit to Moscow by an Israeli
arms purchasing mission. But this move yielded no response.” The weapons
from Czechoslovakia continued to flow, oil came from Romania, and Yugoslavia
granted landing right to airplanes laden with the Czech arms. All this was paid
for by the dollars Golda raised in the United States. Above all it was imperative
to keep the gates of Eastern Europe apart from the Soviet Union open for Jewish
emigration. The Soviet satellites were the major source of immigration to Israel
at the time.

The first truce was proclaimed on June 11 and Sharett could finalize Israel’s
first diplomatic appointments. On June 25 he informed Golda that she would go
to Moscow as minister plenipotentiary and that the Russians gave their agree-
ment to her appointment as Israel’s first envoy. She joked that she could barely
pronounce this title. Sharett’s cable agitated her. A major decision affecting her
life and career was made without her full consent. She could no longer put off her
consent and her appointment was made public on July 7, 1948. Marie Syrkin noted
her reaction to this appointment, which was far from enthusiastic. “I remember
that all present when she made this disclosure (that she was going to Moscow),
myself included, shrieked ‘how wonderful’. Strangely enough, she was not
pleased at the offer. She could not be indifferent to the honor paid her, nor could
her imagination...remain unstirred at the notion of a diplomatic post in Soviet
Russia, but her reaction was negative. She said: ‘At last we have a state. I want to
be there. I don’t want to go thousands of miles away’. Then she added: ‘Why do I
always have to go away?”®

6 Ihid., Vol. I, p. 384.
7 Syrkin, Woman with a Cause, p. 211.
8 Ibid.
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She could not turn to Ben-Gurion to rescue her from this mission. He was
involved in a number of major crises.” The first had to do with the SS Altalena,
a ship laden with weapons and immigrants organized by the Irgun. Ben-Gurion
feared the weapons would be used by the Irgun to mount a military putsch or at
least be used by the Irgun forces in Jerusalem, then a separate military entity.
There were negotiations about the handing over of the weapons to the govern-
ment, but they failed and the ship sailed to Tel Aviv and ran aground on the Tel
Aviv beach. Ben-Gurion issued an order to the Palmach to sink the vessel. That
operation was commanded by Yitzhak Rabin who had been hastily recalled from
his honeymoon. The ship burned, men were killed and weapons lost. The Irgun
finally disbanded. There would be no separate armed militias in Israel, ruled
Ben-Gurion. He was also involved with a mutiny by some of his generals over the
appointments of senior officers in the newly created Israel Defense Forces. This
led to the firing of Yisrael Galili, the deputy defense minister and former head of
the Hagannah. As minister of defense, Ben-Gurion had to prepare the country for
the resumption of the war at the end of the thirty-day truce, all this while estab-
lishing the country’s governmental institutions. Golda could not burden him with
her personal problems.

On the eve of her return to Israel, once again with major fundraising achieve-
ments to her credit, she was involved in a car accident. A cab in which she was
riding in Brooklyn to visit friends collided with another car. Golda was thrown
from her seat and a ligament in her right leg was torn and the bone fractured.
She was rushed to the New York Hospital for Joint Diseases where her leg was
put in a cast. For the time being, her return to Israel was put off. But the dip-
lomatic implications were serious. The Soviet Government apparently refused
to believe that she was in hospital and could not travel. They wanted an Israeli
envoy in Moscow as soon as possible, fearing that her delayed arrival could mean
the delayed departure of their own minister to Tel Aviv, thus giving seniority to
the American minister, James McDonald, as dean of the diplomatic corps. These
fears were echoed by Mapam’s daily newspaper “Al Hamsihmar” claiming that
the Government of Israel was delaying the dispatch of an envoy to Russia as it
wished to pursue a pro-American line.”® Sharett was alarmed and flooded Golda
with cables wishing her speedy recovery, carefully asking when she could return.
Her doctors advised her to get extended rest, while Sharett wanted her in Moscow
as soon as possible. Once again she was torn between duty and her health, and

9 Official Gazette, 18. Other appointments published were those of Abba Eban to the United
Nations, Eliyahu Eilat to Washington and Ehud Avriel to Prague.

10 See Arthur Koestler, Promise and Fulfillment, New York, 1949; Syrkin, Woman with a Cause,
p.212.
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when she finally decided to return, it was a decision for which she would pay
dearly in later years when her leg consistently ached and was swollen. As Sharett
pressed her to return, she suggested that he find someone else for that post. He
strongly rejected the idea. Politically it would look bad.

Flying to Israel via Paris, she found herself sitting next to Moshe Medzini,
Regina’s husband, who covered the UN for Israel Radio and “Ha’aretz” daily
newspaper. He was asked to carry a diplomatic pouch to Tel Aviv. The new state
could not yet afford diplomatic couriers and used any reliable traveller to carry
the diplomatic mail. He later recalled that enroute she became curious what was
in the bag. They opened it and discovered that in addition to official documents
there were also some pairs of nylon stockings for the wife of an Israeli senior dip-
lomat. This caused her to make some snide remarks on Israeli diplomats using
official diplomatic mail to smuggle highly prized nylon hose.

Her return to Israel, on July 29, was noted briefly by Ben-Gurion in his diary:
“Golda arrived. Collected over $50 million, we will get 66 % out of $45 million”."
He was among the few who appreciated what she did in terms of fundraising
and the magnitude of her achievement in America. Since January 1948, she had
been instrumental in raising some 90 million dollars, an unheard-of sum. Had
she stayed, she could have easily exceeded the 100 million mark. The money was
well spent. Israel was a different country from the one she had left ten weeks
earlier. In a brief ten-day campaign, the IDF had captured Lod and Ramle, occu-
pied Nazareth, stemmed the Egyptian invasion and opened a new road to relieve
Jerusalem. The country was now more self-assured and the sense of immediate
doom was lifted, replaced by a growing sense of confidence.

Even prior to her return to Israel, the Foreign Ministry began to assemble the
staff for the Israel legation in Moscow. In an act Golda considered highly gener-
ous and caring, Sharett proposed that her daughter Sarah and future son in law
Zecharia Rechavi, released from military service for medical reasons, travel with
her to Moscow and serve as radio operator, a job Sarah did in the kibbutz. She
readily gave her consent from her sick bed in New York. This would give her a
chance to be with her daughter. Sharett thought this would help Golda relieve
the loneliness that she would experience in Moscow. He was right. In later years,
this could have been viewed as something verging on nepotism. In the future,
members of Golda’s family would sometime accompany her, at state expense, on
her official travels abroad. Yet in 1948, this was not seen as something unusual.
Israel did not yet possess a civil service code which forbade members of the same
family to serve in the same office. Being in Moscow with her daughter would lend

11 War Diary, p. 625.



9 Interlude in Moscow (1948-1949) — 181

the mission a more family-like atmosphere. Others in the legation were Aryeh
Levavi, who served for years in the Political Department of the Jewish Agency and
would later rise to become Director General of the Foreign Ministry. There was
Eiga Shapira who spoke Russian, English and French, a close friend who worked
with Regina in the Political Department of the Jewish Agency, who would look
after the administrative side. Lou Kadar, a vivacious French-born official, who
immigrated to Palestine in the 1930’s, was appointed interpreter and social secre-
tary. Lou and Golda would be together for the rest of Golda’s life, Lou becoming
her confidant, private secretary as well as appointments and social secretary and
general factotum. She accompanied Golda on many of her trips abroad as foreign
minister and prime minister and shared with her great and dramatic events as
well as times of anxiety and despair.

Golda’s deputy would be Mordechai Namir, a veteran Mapai politician, who
had already negotiated the purchase of oil from Romania. As military attache,
the IDF detached General Yochanan Rattner, former commander of the Hagan-
nah, an engineer and a highly respected and well-known public figure. He had
a falling-out with Ben-Gurion and it was thought that Rattner’s being posted to
Moscow would be good for both of them. The economic councilor was Moshe
Bejarano, scion of a well-known family who pioneered modern industry in the
Yishuv. There was also support staff, so there were altogether twenty Israelis,
including children. The large staff reflected the hope they would have much to
do. When this did not happen, the size of the staff was reduced.

In those days, the Foreign Ministry did not yet have country files and desig-
nated diplomats could not prepare themselves properly and systematically. There
was hardly any up-to-date information on the Soviet Union. Golda could read of
meetings with Soviet diplomats in the United Nations and Eastern European cap-
itals, where massive effort was undertaken to insure steady supply of weapons,
training of certain military units and immigration. An important source was Eban,
who often met with Gromyko to coordinate Israeli-Soviet positions in the Security
Council.” But Golda was not much of a reader. She preferred to glean her informa-
tion by talking to people. The problem was that no one had been to the Soviet Union
for at least twenty-five years. From Prague, where he was the first Israeli envoy to
present his credentials, Ehud Avriel cabled that the Soviets were becoming restive,
asking that Golda come early. Sharett showed this cable to Golda when she made
a last-ditch attempt to persuade him to find someone else for Moscow. He insisted,
saying they could not endanger the very delicate relationship between Israel and
the countries of the Soviet bloc merely because Golda wanted to remain in Israel.

12 Eban, Autobiography, pp. 119-128.
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On the eve of her departure to Moscow, her daughter Sarah was married in
Sheina’s home in Holon. The wedding was modest and only family and close
friends were invited. Regina came from besieged Jerusalem. Now that the couple
was duly married, they could travel to Moscow with a rabbinical blessing.

The last days, in the hot and muggy Tel Aviv summer, were devoted to final
preparations, farewell parties, and organizing a wardrobe. Eiga insisted that
Golda must have a fur coat. This item was bought in New York. The rest of the
wardrobe consisted of “Israeli” style dresses. In the last four weeks in Israel,
Golda crammed visits to army bases and long sessions with the Mapai leader-
ship. There were meetings with the Soviet Envoy Pavel Yershov and the American
Minister James McDonald, whom she had first met in the 1938 Evian conference.”
There was even time for the theater, concerts and various official and semi-
official events. Among the official events was a meeting of the Zionist General
Council in August 1948. At the top of the agenda was the issue of what would
be the standing of the World Zionist Organization and the Jewish Agency in the
new state. How would the Government of Israel work with the American Zionist
leadership, who would finance the immigration and absorption of the expected
hundreds of thousands of destitute Jews who would stream into Israel? A rift
developed between Ben-Gurion and the veteran American Zionist leader Rabbi
Abba Hillel Silver, and their relations were strained at best. While Ben-Gurion
called on American Jews to immigrate en masse to Israel, Silver felt that Israel
would have to depend on Diaspora Jewry for decades. Golda thought the time had
come to establish a new body in America to be called “Friends of Israel” to bypass
the Zionist Organization of America, Silver’s power base that was identified with
the centrist Israeli party called the General Zionists. The idea was impractical but
demonstrated that a growing gap was emerging between Israel and the Diaspora,
mainly the American Diaspora."

On August 18, Ben-Gurion appeared at one of Golda’s farewell parties,
a highly unusual gesture on his part and she was moved. He may have heard
some of the stories that circulated in Tel Aviv regarding her appointment. One
of them appeared in Arthur Koestler’s book “Promise and Fulfillment” relating
that Golda was named to the Moscow post after Israeli diplomats checked with
Russians diplomats in the UN who would be acceptable. The Russians answered:
“Send someone from the ruling party that has the full confidence of the prime
minister—that is our custom”. Koestler then added the following anecdote: “They
offered the position to Golda who said: I do not know a word of Russian, I never

13 McDonald reported this conversation to the Department of State, FRUS, Vol. V, 1948, p. 1314.
14 Melvin Urofsky, We Are One, New York, 1978, p. 281.
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read Pushkin, and know nothing about steel and rain and have completely for-
gotten what Stalin and Trotsky argued over”.” The story was quite amusing but
totally baseless. However, there are grounds to assume that Ben-Gurion hinted
to Golda that given the first opportunity, he would recall her back from Moscow
and appoint her to his cabinet. She never concealed from her family and friends
that she had no intention of becoming a career diplomat and that her mission to
Moscow would be, at best, very brief.

As the departure time drew near, the level of excitement among those travel-
ing rose. Golda was imbued with great expectations mixed with huge fears. Israel,
then in its third month of existence, needed help from any source ready to provide
it. The Soviet Union played a key role in the United Nations and influenced
directly the adoption of the partition resolution. It quickly recognized Israel and
allowed it to acquire weapons in Czechoslovakia. Golda knew the Soviets did all
this for purely national and strategic interests, wishing to see the British leave
Palestine, as they knew well that a civil war would ensue which the Jews would
win. They expected the Jews to turn to them for help and this could enable them
to influence the policies of the Israeli government and maybe even its makeup.
They also understood that the Arabs would not acquiesce with their defeat and
eventually would make their way to the Soviet Union in their quest for military
and political help against Israel. At this stage, Golda preferred not to think only
in negative terms and hoped that, perhaps because of the Holocaust, the Soviet
leaders might have changed their traditionally virulently anti-Zionist policy to
one of support for the Jewish state.

Above all, there was an air of uncertainty over the future of Soviet Jewry and
their present state. No one knew how many there were, how many retained their
Jewishness and what was their attitude to Israel. Also, how should the Israeli
diplomats deal with them, not wanting to be accused by the Soviet Government
of interfering in the internal affairs of the host country. It was evident that the
meeting point would be the Great Synagogue in Moscow and Golda insisted that
the men know how to recite the prayers in synagogue. Most of the staff spoke
Hebrew, Russian, Yiddish and English. Lou and Eiga also spoke French. The chil-
dren spoke only Hebrew.

The Mapai party was the last body to host a farewell gathering, where its
leaders vied with each other about who would praise her the most. On August 29,
the convoy made its way to the Haifa air strip, accompanied by Sharett. He felt that
he owed it to her. The traveling party came with scores of pieces of luggage, most
of which had to be left behind because of the small size of the Czech Airlines DC-3.

15 Koestler, ibid.
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They flew to Rome where they spent the night. According to tradition a meeting
was held with Israeli emissaries in the Italian capital, where Golda explained “the
situation.” The next morning they flew to Prague assuming the rest of the journey
to Moscow would be by rail. But Israel’s ambassador to Prague Avriel informed
them that the Soviet Embassy had advised him that a special plane would be put
at their disposal by the Soviet government (at Israel’s expense—124 dollars per
passenger). While waiting for the plane to arrive, Golda paid a courtesy call on
the Soviet ambassador in Prague, Cillin, for a chilly and very formal 20 minute
conversation. She also visited the Israel Legation and the offices of the Joint Dis-
tribution Committee as well as some tourist sites in Prague.'

The special plane arrived on September 2 and they flew to Moscow via Lvov.
The final leg of the journey lasted five hours and Golda sat pondering what had
happened since she had left Czarist Russia as an eight-year-old child, escaping
pogroms and poverty. Forty-two years later she was returning as Israel’s first dip-
lomatic envoy to that country. Meanwhile a revolution had toppled the Czarist
regime and replaced it by a Communist authoritarian dictatorship. The Jewish
people, including hundreds of thousands of Russian Jews, had undergone the
greatest disaster in their history—the Holocaust. But there was not much time for
ruminating. The plane landed at Vnukovo airfield and the party was met by the
Chief of Protocol Molochkov. After a brief reception ceremony they proceeded to
the city, a journey that lasted for hours as they arrived on the day of Zhdanov’s
funeral. Andrei Zhdanov had been one of Stalin’s closest associates, and had
died a few days earlier. They finally arrived at the “Metropol” Hotel where they
would stay for the first few weeks. After a lavish dinner (at their expense, as they
discovered later), they cabled Tel Aviv of their safe arrival, which turned out to be
a chore. Since they wrote it in Hebrew in Latin letters, problems arose in transmit-
ting the cable and it was finally sent through the Israel Legation in Prague. The
next day Namir and Levavi went to the Soviet Foreign Ministry to discuss many
technical details. There was need to open a bank account, to learn foreign cur-
rency regulations, and how to send coded cables. The Soviets were kind enough
to allow the Israelis to despatch their cables via New York or Tangiers rather than
via Cairo, their nearest wireless station to Tel Aviv.

The immediate problem was housing. The hotel was uncomfortable, very
expensive and ate up much of the legation’s limited budget. The Russians prom-
ised to look into this matter quickly. The Israelis were told that they could fly their
flag from the Legation rooftop only on national (Israeli and Soviet) holidays, but

16 The chief source for the Golda Meir’s mission in Moscow is Mordechai Namir, Mission to Mos-
cow, Tel Aviv, 1976, p. 37 (henceforth referred to as Namir); see also Pinkus, Special Relations,
pp. 219-319.
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it could be attached to the official car. According to protocol, prior to presenting
her letter of accreditation to the Soviet president, she met on September 7 in the
Kremlin with Foreign Minister Vyacheslav Molotov and handed him a copy. She
went alone, assuming he spoke English. He preferred to speak in Russian through
an interpreter.” She reported to Sharett that following the usual questions about
her trip and health, she handed to him a copy of accreditation and thanked the
Soviet Union for its support. Molotov responded by saying this was in line with
Soviet policy of helping freedom-loving nations. As this was the first high-level
meeting with a Soviet leader she discussed at length Israel’s desire for peace to be
attained through direct negotiations with the Arabs. She argued that if the Arabs
had not received aid from the outside, the war would have been over long ago.
She mentioned the fact that a number of Arab states were already showing signs
of remorse for becoming embroiled in this adventure. But due to internal difficul-
ties, their governments were unable to act freely. The chief culprit was Britain.
To this Molotov readily agreed. He stated that Israel was a living fact whose exis-
tence could no longer be doubted and promised Soviet aid. At this stage Golda
suggested that due to Israel’s recent victories on the battlefield, there might be
a need to revise the 1947 partition borders. Molotov’s response was simple: “Of
course problems will arise which we shall have to deal with”. She then criticized
the plan of UN Mediator Count Folke Bernadotte who proposed giving the Negev
and Jerusalem to the Arabs in return for Galilee to the Jews, in total contradiction
of the 1947 partition plan. She added that Israel could not abide for much longer
with the state of no war-no peace and Molotov agreed with that. The conversation
was not on a deep ideological level and she refrained from trying to convince
him of the justice of Israel’s case. She felt he had a good grasp of the situation
and left it at that.”® The next day the Israelis were informed that housing was
found: the building that housed the Indian Embassy headed by Mrs. Lakshmi
Pandit (Nehru’s sister), would be placed at their disposal. The date for presenting
credentials was fixed for September 10. As the Soviet President Nikolai Shvernick
was on holiday, the accreditation would be presented to his deputy Vlasov.

Two days before the ceremony there was a hitch. The Israelis were informed
that the formulation of the letter was not in line with their custom. In the Soviet
Union, the President was not addressed singularly, but since it was a collective
body, the letter had to use plural instead of singular. But, said the Chief of Proto-
col, in view of the circumstances, they would not ask the letter to be re-written in
order not to delay the ceremony, the Israelis should leave it as it was.

17 Namir, pp. 38-40.
18 Namir, pp. 41-42; Political Documents, Vol. I, p. 575.
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On the day of presenting her credentials, Golda wore a full-length black dress
which she had sewn in Tel Aviv. Rattner wore blue IDF ceremonial uniform. The
rest of the men donned morning coats, white gloves and top hats. The Russians
insisted on full protocol. The convoy made its way from the “Metropol” Hotel
to the Kremlin, saluted by sentries along the way. Golda faced Vlasov, who was
accompanied by Valerian Zorin, Molotov’s deputy and the Secretary of the Presi-
dency Gorkin. For the first time in its history, a speech was made in Hebrew in the
Kremlin. This too caused a minor hitch. The Russians apparently did not want a
speech in Hebrew and suggested that she speak in English as they did not have
an interpreter. The Israelis proposed that she speak in Hebrew and Levavi would
translate into Russian while Vlasov’s remarks would be translated into English
by Levavi. The Russians were not enthusiastic over this idea and even looked for
a Yiddish interpreter. Finally they relented and the Israelis scored a small victory.
Golda spoke in Hebrew:

Mr. President, I am honored to present the letter of accreditation of the Government of Israel
appointing me Envoy Extraordinary and Minister Plenipotentiary to the Supreme Presidium
of the Soviet Union. I have been charged to convey to you, to the Government of the Soviet
Union and its people, the sincere greetings of the Government and people of Israel who
hope that the friendly relations between us will deepen for the sake of the two states and for
Peace in the entire world. I ask of you to grant me confidence in each matter that I will have
the honor to bring before you on behalf of my Government.

Vlasov responded off the cuff. He expressed his hope that Mrs. Meyerson and her
government would successfully act to develop the friendly ties between the two
states for their mutual benefit. The ceremony ended with handshakes and a brief
conversation in Vlasov’s office, with Zorin participating. They talked of the Arab
refugees and British perfidy. Golda claimed that Britain used the plight of the
Arab refugees to deflect attention from the plight of tens of thousands of Jewish
refugees who they were still holding in detention camps in Cyprus, displaced
persons camps in Germany and other places in Europe, who were not yet allowed
to immigrate to Israel. Vlasov asked if Israel had a written constitution and Golda
said it did not. Chief of Protocol Molotchkov said the Israelis behaved like profes-
sionals. A lunch accompanied by some vodka was held in Golda’s hotel room. She
was now fully-accredited envoy of Israel and was formally able to get to work."”
Almost at once it became apparent that there was hardly any serious work to
occupy her time. This did not only apply to the Israeli legation, but to the many
other diplomatic missions as well. The Soviets were secretive and suspicious of
all foreign diplomats who were considered spies at best. As there were hardly

19 Namir, pp. 42-44.
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any trade relations and the legation did not issue immigrant visas, the contacts
were limited to meetings with Soviet foreign ministry officials and some military
officers. In the evenings, the Israelis were left to their own devices or met with
other foreign diplomats and foreign correspondents. But the Russians had to pub-
licize the Israeli presence although they knew it could be embarrassing to the
regime in view of its policy towards Soviet Jewry. The day after the presentation
of credentials ceremony, the Moscow newspapers carried an official statement
detailing the presentation of credentials and mentioning the names of the new
envoys, including that of Golda Meyerson. Now Soviet Jews knew there was an
Israeli diplomatic presence in their midst. This triggered an explosive reaction
that would erupt soon.

On the first Sabbath after the presentation of credentials, the entire legation
staff appeared at the Moscow Great Synagogue. Their presence electrified the
hundreds of worshippers, mostly elderly men and women. This scene was best
described by Namir’s 25-year-old daughter Yael who kept a diary:

On Saturday all of us went to the synagogue. Naturally we attracted great attention and
there was much excitement. Most of us wept, not to mention them—men and women who
sobbed excitedly. So began the Sabbath services. Then the men were called to the Torah, and
of course there was deep silence. At the end of the prayers the rabbi wanted to meet Golda
and this is where the emotions burst. Father, who went to get her, barely passed through
the crowd because all amassed wanted to shake his hand, and there is no need to say that
it was diffiuclt to move when he returned with Golda. It was indescribable when every man
and woman shook our hands, greeted us with thousands of blessings, called Mazel Tov and
each of them recited ‘Shehecheyanu.’ The tears and the sobs burst out of everybody’s eyes
and throats...meanwhile Golda barely reached the rabbi and now the emotion extended
beyond all limits, all applauded her and us and cries of ‘Let the People of Israel Live’ and
‘Hoorah’ erupted from all mouths.

It was 12 noon and now there was a break. A stream of young Jews came to the Synagogue,
the excitement grew and their eyes burned. Clearly they knew they overstepped the limits
and were risking themselves. But at this moment there burst out what was contained in
all the years of their exile here and they were almost saying—‘whatever will be—will be’.
And so we started to leave the synagogue, but the crowd would not let us go and the entire
congregation walked behind and around us. They were massed mainly around Golda. This
created much attention in the street, which was not comfortable and not in their favor...We
were very moved on that day and could barely speak.”

Among the first callers at the legation were three foreign correspondents—Henry
Shapira of “United Press International”, Edwin Newman of the “New York Herald
Tribune” and the “Reuters” bureau chief in Moscow. They would become a major

20 Namir, pp. 49-50.
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source of information for the Israelis and acted as their initial mentors in analyz-
ing developments in the Soviet Union. The fall of 1948 witnessed a worsening in
the Cold War. Czechoslovakia fell to Communism in February. The Berlin block-
ade was at its height with the Western allies flying in food and coal to the belea-
guered city. The Chinese Communists were driving the Nationalists south and
soon to Taiwan. The United States was on the eve of presidential elections and in
the Middle East, newly established Israel launched another successful campaign
against the Egyptian army in the Negev in mid-October. In Washington there was
much uncertainty which way Israel would turn. Would it be pro-Western, pro-So-
viet or at best remain neutral. These fears were fanned by the British Foreign
Office in an effort to look better in Arab eyes, hinting that Israel was successful
on the battlefield because of massive Soviet military aid. In Russia, this period
witnessed the harshest Stalinist repression. In his final years he had become
paranoid and deranged. He had also become virulently anti-Semitic. The Israeli
“colony” was not fully aware of what was happening, as they were in fact isolated
in the Soviet capital, with hardly any contact to ordinary Russian citizens, not to
mention members of the Jewish community. Most of their information came from
other diplomats, members of the foreign press corps and from foreign media and
radio broadcasts, including the Israel Radio.

Golda was showing growing signs of impatience with diplomatic niceties and
protocol, especially when she had to make customary courtesy calls on the heads
of the diplomatic missions, at least those few who recognized Israel. This became
a trying experience for her, as Lou Kadar later related. Lou accompanied her and
acted as interpreter. In one such a visit the conversation went as follows:

Ambassador: “How did you arrive in Moscow?” Lou: Translates the question for Golda to
Hebrew.

Golda: “What, don’t you know how we came here?”

Lou: “I do, but he wants to know.”

Golda: “So tell him by plane.”

Ambassador: “Where are you staying?” Lou: Translates the question.

Golda: “What, don’t you know where we are staying?”

Lou: “I do, but he does not.”

Golda: “So, tell him, at the Metropol Hotel.

This went on a number of times with Lou translating from French. On the third
visit, Golda lost her patience, temper and interest. When Lou translated the trite
question “he wants to know how we came to Moscow,” Golda said: “Tell His
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Excellency the Ambassador that we arrived riding on donkeys”. Later, to the
question where they were staying, Golda instructed Lou to say they were living
“in a large tent”.”

Her conversations with Soviet officials were more serious. Her general instruc-
tions were to try to persuade the Soviets to help Israel’s war effort by supplying
it with weapons, food and oil. She was also instructed to examine possibilities of
allowing Soviet relatives of Israeli citizens to unite with their families, to establish
cultural and artistic links and to see if anything could be done about opening
the gates for massive Jewish emigration. On the eve of the opening of the United
Nations General Assembly session in Paris, Golda called on Deputy Foreign Min-
ister Valerian Zorin. Namir translated and took notes. Zorin mentioned the fact
that Golda was born in Kiev, “but surely she remembers nothing of her child-
hood”. Golda responded icily: “True, apart from preparations for pogroms”. He
let that one pass and addressed what the Russians called “The Jewish Question”.
As far as the Soviet Union was concerned, this question did not exist, it applied
only to non-Socialist countries. Zorin knew of Israel’s difficulties in absorbing
immigrants and suggested that Israel’s role was to take immigrants from capi-
talist countries. It was obvious the Soviet Union had no intention of opening its
gates for Jewish emigration. He expressed hope that Israel would be a progressive
country, this being one of the reasons that “democratic” countries were among
the first to recognize it. Golda elaborated on the Soviet role in the struggle for
Israel’s independence and argued that there was no contradiction between mass
immigration and the preservation of democratic values. The upbuilding of Israel
and the existence of the Jewish people were organically linked to a world of peace,
progress and freedom. Israel could absorb whoever wanted to come and she
requested Soviet help in lifting restrictions on immigration. She also discussed
other issues on the agenda of the UN General Assembly: Israel’s future borders,
the Bernadotte Plan, Arab refugees, the Jerusalem problem and the British idea
of a free port in Haifa, which she thought would enable Britain to retain control
over the port and oil refineries in Haifa Bay. Zorin listened quietly and promised
to bring her remarks to the attention of his government.

The next meeting on the same day was with Ivan Bakoulin, head of the
Middle East Division of the Soviet Foreign Ministry. He repeated the official Soviet
line that Jews streamed to Israel only from nondemocratic countries. That meant
that Soviet Jews were not to be considered as candidates for immigration. He
omitted to mention the fact that most of the immigrants who came to Israel in
1948 were from Eastern European countries. She said Israel was readying itself

21 Interview with Lou Kadar, Yediot Achronot, 12 December 1980.
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to absorb a million immigrants in the next five years, including Jews from Arab
countries whose lives were endangered. She missed the mark by a quarter of a
million. During Israel’s first five years 711,108 immigrants arrived. The millionth
immigrant came in 1960. Bakoulin stated that only the struggle for socialism and
democracy in many countries would help solve the Jewish problem in capitalist
countries. This, of course, had nothing to do with the Soviet Union. Two days later
she called on Vassily Gussev, one of Molotov’s three deputies. He repeated the
official line of supporting Israel.”

Other contacts with Soviet bodies were made by General Rattner. On October
5 he met with the deputy chief of staff of the Soviet armed forces, General Alexei
Antonov, and presented an official Israeli request to have Israeli officers train in
Russia and also asked for the supply of captured German weapons that the Red
Army had seized in the Second World War. The Russians listened, took notes and
did not react. Rattner asked for more specific instructions from Israel. But they
were late in coming, probably because of the tense relations between Rattner and
Ben-Gurion. The latter ignored Rattner’s cables.”

Namir and other legation staff members sought to establish cultural ties. The
Soviet government asked for specific ideas. Before leaving Israel, a number of
Israeli institutions had asked Golda to help. The Philharmonic Orchestra wanted
certain music notes by Soviet composers (eventually received) and visits by Soviet
musicians (they were held in the 1960’s). Habimah National Theater wanted a
Soviet director (request denied). Plans were presented, but nothing happened.
An attempt to raise the issue of family reunification was met by a counter pro-
posal that they go through official channels. The Israelis persisted. The result was
permission granted to four elderly and sick Jews to go to Israel. Russia also sold
some wheat to Israel for American currency. In Paris, the Soviet delegate voted
to admit Israel to the UN, but the proposal gained only five of the required seven
votes in the Security Council. Israel was finally admitted to the UN in May 1949.

The legation moved to its new quarters on Glazovsky Prolok. Eiga Shapira
was sent to Stockholm to purchase furniture. Household goods finally arrived
from Israel. As the legation’s budget was very limited, Golda decided to install
a kibbutz regime: everybody would help with the work; they would all have
one meal together and the rest separately. Products would be bought according
to family size. During the first year, no salaries were paid. This kibbutz regime
helped ease the budgetary constraints and prevented personal tensions. It is
not clear if it impressed the collectivist Soviet mind and if they knew what was

22 Namir, pp. 52-56.
23 Yochanan Rattner, My Life and Myself, Jerusalem, 1978, pp. 399-400.
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happening inside the legation, apart from surreptitiously bugging the building.
Perhaps other legations were impressed, but there is no evidence anyone else
copied this system. The collectivist system of running an embassy in the moth-
erland of socialism may have appealed to Golda and to the Israeli media, but it
impressed no one else. The police prevented ordinary Jews from approaching the
legation and they were deterred from doing so by the sight of many policemen
around the building.

Golda’s honeymoon with the Soviet regime lasted exactly 20 days. On
September 21, 1948 there appeared in “Pravda” an article written by the well-
known Jewish writer Ilya Ehrenburg. Its heading was “On the matter of a Certain
Letter.” It was a sort of an answer to one Alexander R. who sought clarification
how the Soviet Union related to Israel. In his response, Ehrenburg adopted a
pro-Israel but a sharp anti-Zionist stand. He claimed that the Soviet Union was
among the first to recognize Israel fearing the Jewish state would become a satel-
lite of Anglo-American capitalism and warned Israel from granting airbases on its
territory to the Western powers. He added that the burden of Israel’s defense was
borne by the working class while the bourgeoisie enriched itself. But, and this
was the key issue, had the establishment of the state solved the Jewish question.
The answer was totally negative. The only solution to the Jewish problem was
the “victory of progressive forces in the world, social and spiritual progress...the
victory of socialism over capitalism, the victory of the exalted international prin-
ciples over nationalism, fascism and racism”. If the reactionary forces won, Israel
would become a second Auschwitz. The fate of Jewish workers in all countries was
tied to the future of progress, i. e. socialism. Together with all the Soviet people,
the Jews were defending their Socialist homeland. They did not look to the Middle
East, but to the future. He concluded that the workers of Israel, removed from
Zionist mystique, were seeking justice by looking north towards the Soviet Union
as it lead humanity to a better future.

Eherenburg’s article should not have surprised Golda and her colleagues.
The official line was given to her on September 15 by Zorin and Bakoulin sepa-
rately. The article was followed by new and harsh persecution of Soviet Jews as
a collective. The Yiddish weekly “Einikeit” was closed down and the Jewish anti-
Fascist Committee ceased to exist. Apart from the Great Moscow Synagogue and
the Jewish theater in the Soviet capital and in the autonomous Jewish region of
Birobidzhan, all Jewish bodies went out of business. This anti-Jewish campaign
was seen by the Israelis as the official Soviet reaction to the outburst of nation-
alist feelings which were hidden for almost thirty years of Soviet rule. It was

24 The article was fully quoted in Namir, pp. 242-250.
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evident that the three decades since the Bolshevik revolution had not succeeded
in erasing Jewishness and even Zionism out of many Jews. On the contrary, the
establishment of Israel and the Soviet support for the Jewish State helped many
Jews to focus on the renaissance of Jewish nationalism. The events of the past few
months, mainly Israel’s military achievements, only strengthened their national
pride. The Soviet Government faced a major dilemma: should it consider Israel
a friendly nation and encourage contact with its diplomats or should it be seen
as a hostile state, whose diplomatic representatives must be isolated and their
moves strictly controlled. They decided to make a distinction between Israel and
Zionism: At this stage they opted to maintain support for Israel, but to continue
the traditional anti-Zionist policy. Above all, strenuous efforts were exerted to
dissuade Russian Jews from the notion that they abandon their present homeland
and immigrate to their historic homeland. Massive Jewish emigration could open
a Pandora Box and implant similar ideas among other Soviet national minorities.
The Israeli representatives decided to at least try and establish some contact
with the Jews of Moscow and show presence whenever and wherever possible.
They went to the Jewish theater. At the end of the performance their cars were
surrounded by silent Jews. But the main place to meet the Jews was the Great
Moscow Synagogue. Golda was not a noted synagogue goer, but she understood
that this was the place where she would meet the Jews. And she was right. The
excitement reached its peak on the first day of the Jewish New Year, when thou-
sands of Jews massed in the streets leading to the Synagogue and applauded the
Israelis. An eyewitness described the scene: “I saw an erect woman with burning
eyes, plain, modest, daughter of the ancient Jewish people. It was Golda. Every-
one ran after her. Persecuted and landless, tearful Jews followed tearful Golda,
touched her dress, kissed her clothing. She advanced slowly, but they did not let
her move and shouted: Golda, Golda, Golda”. According to many accounts, fifty
thousand Jews crammed near and inside the synagogue. Two banners hung in
the synagogue: “The People of Israel Live” and “On 14 May the State of Israel Was
Proclaimed”. Both slogans quickly disappeared. Golda was among the first to
leave the synagogue at the conclusion of the services and was at once engulfed by
a sea of people. What happened next was best described by Golda in “My Life”:

As we had planned, we went to the synagogue on Rosh Hashana. All of us—the men, women
and children of the legation—dressed in our best clothes, as befitted Jews on a Jewish
holiday. But the street in front of the synagogue had changed. Now it was filled with people,
packed together like sardines, hundreds and hundreds of them, of all ages, including Red
Army officers, soldiers, teenagers and babies carried in their parents’ arms. Instead of the
2000-0dd Jews who usually came to the synagogue on the holidays, a crowd of close to
50,000 people was waiting for us. For a minute I could not grasp what had happened—or
even who they were. And then it dawned on me. They had come—those good, brave Jews—in
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order to be with us, to demonstrate their sense of kinship and to celebrate the establishment
of the State of Israel. Within seconds they had surrounded me, almost lifting me bodily,
almost crushing me, saying my name over and over again. Eventually they parted ranks and
let me enter the synagogue, but there, too, the demonstration went on. Every now and then,
in the women’s gallery, someone would come to me, touch my hand, stroke or even kiss my
dress. Without speeches or parades, without any words at all really, the Jews of Moscow
were proving their profound desire—and their need—to participate in the miracle of the
establishment of the Jewish state, and I was the symbol of the state for them.

I couldn’t talk, or smile, or wave my hand. I sat in that gallery like a stone, without moving,
with those thousands of eyes fixed on me. There is no such entity as the Jewish people,
Ehrenburg had written. The State of Israel meant nothing to the Jews of the USSR! But his
warning had fallen on deaf ears. For thirty years we and they had been separated. Now we
were together again, and as I watched them, I knew that no threat, however awful, could
possibly have stopped the ecstatic people I saw in the synagogue that day from telling us,
in their own way, what Israel meant to them. The service ended and I got up to leave, but I
could hardly walk. I felt as though I had been caught up in a torrent of love so strong that
it had literally taken my breath away and slowed down my heart. I was on the verge of
fainting, I think. But the crowd still surged around me, stretching out its hands and saying
‘Nasha Golda’ (our Golda) and Shalom, Shalom and crying.

Out of that ocean of people, I can still see two figures clearly: a little man who kept popping
up in front of me and saying, ‘Goldele, leben zolst du. Shana Tova’ (Golda, a long life to
you and a Happy New Year) and a woman who just kept repeating, ‘Goldele, Goldele!” and
smiling and blowing kisses at me.

It was impossible for me to walk back to the hotel...someone pushed me into a cab. But
the cab couldn’t move either because the crowd was cheering; laughing, weeping Jews had
engulfed it. I wanted to say something, anything, to those people, to let them know that
I begged their forgiveness for not having wanted to come to Moscow and for not having
known the strength of their ties to us. For having wondered, in fact, whether there was still
a link between them and us. But I couldn’t find the words. All I could say clumsily, and in a
voice that didn’t even sound like my own, was one sentence in Yiddish. I stuck my head out
of the window of the cab and said: ‘A dank eich vos ihr seit geblieben Yidden’ (Thank you
for having remained Jews)...”

Back at the hotel she was drained. But she realized that the Soviet Union, with
all its might, had failed to break the spirit of Soviet Jews. They remained Jews.
This was, probably, the largest spontaneous, unofficial demonstration in Moscow
since 1917. Jews followed her all the way back to the hotel. The scene was repeated
on Yom Kippur, but because of the solemn nature of this holiday, it was more
restrained. This time a police escort paved the way for Golda. But hundreds of
Jews insisted on walking next to her car to and from the hotel. During the Yizkor
(Remembrance) prayer, the rabbi eulogized the millions of Jews who died in

25 Meir, My Life, p. 183.
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the Holocuast and recited a special prayer for Israeli soldiers who fell for their
country. General Rattner saluted and the crowd burst into bitter tears.

The huge emotional tension waned after the holidays. But the Israeli com-
munity made sure it attended synagogue on the first and eighth day of Sukkot
and Simchat Torah, not to mention ordinary Sabbaths. Golda thought somewhat
naively that if she succeeds in meeting with a large number of Jews something
would happen. But she was wrong. She may have even convinced herself that if
she met Ehrenburg for a chat and presented her views to him, she would bring
him to change his mind, and sought ways to meet him, although she did not
harbor many illusions. A British reporter attempted to arrange a meeting but
failed. The opportunity arose in a reception at the Czech embassy. The American
Ambassador to Moscow, General Walter Beddel Smith, described the meeting in
his memoirs:

During an official reception, I was talking to the Israeli Minister, Mrs. Golda Myerson, when
she mentioned the bitterness of some of Ehrenburg’s articles and remarked that she would
like to meet him, since she believed she could convince him that he was mistaken in his
hostility to Israel. I asked one of my diplomatic officers to find him and bring him to meet
the Minister. In a few minutes Ehrenburg came up, and after some conversation, through an
interpreter, Mrs. Myerson asked him if he spoke English. Ehrenburg, who speaks excellent
French, looked at her for a moment and replied in Russian— ‘I do not speak English and
have no regard for a Russian-born Jew who does speak English’. Golda was deeply hurt and
offended, but Ehrenburg’s rude and brutal behavior taught her a lesson she never would
have believed or accepted from another source.”

Ambassador Smith did not catch Golda’s reply to Ehrenburg: “I am sorry for Jews
who don’t speak Hebrew or at least Yiddish”.

On November 7, Golda, Rattner and Namir watched the Revolution-Day parade
in Red Square. That evening, Molotov held a reception during which he invited
Golda to drink a toast of vodka. She congratulated him on the impressive parade
and added: “If we had some some of the weapons displayed...” His reply was: “It
will come, we too started from scratch”. On this occasion she met Molotov’s wife,
Ivy, who confessed to Golda that she was Jewish, saying in Yiddish: “Ich bin a
Yiddishe Tochter”. Golda introduced her to her daughter Sarah and to Yael Namir,
and Mrs. Molotov, with tears in her eyes, blessed the three women: “Be healthy, if
all will be well with you, all will be well for Jews everywhere”. A few weeks later,
Mrs. Molotov disappeared for the next four years. Clearly she was banished for
this display of her Jewishness.”

26 Walter B. Smith, My Three Years in Moscow, New York, 1950, pp. 273-275.
27 Namir, pp. 82-64; see also Simon Sebbagh, Stalin—the Court of the Red Czar (Hebrew ver-
sion), Or Yehuda, 2006, pp. 629-631.
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Prior to this meeting, Golda’s hints to Molotov that Israel could not wait
forever for the Arabs to come to peace talks while their armies were on Israeli ter-
ritory were finally made real. On October 15, Ben-Gurion ordered the IDF to relieve
the besieged northern Negev and in a lightning campaign the IDF occupied Beer-
Sheba and drove the Egyptian army to the Gaza Strip. The campaign was over
when the UN once again ordered a cease-fire. This time Israel was threatened
with sanctions if her army did not return to the lines it had held prior to the cam-
paign. Israel bided its time, did not withdraw and accepted a Canadian proposal
to start armistice negotiations to end the war.

In a meeting with Bakoulin’s deputy, Chiborin, Golda explained the reasons
for the campaign as spelled out in the instructions she received from Tel Aviv. She
elaborated on the IDF’s achievements and mentioned the Galilee, parts of which
were still under Arab control. She cited rumors that Lebanon was interested in
annexing these parts to its own territory. Chiborin carefully wrote down her words
and as usual said he would pass them on to his superiors. He did report one pos-
itive development: The Soviet Union had decided to support Israel’s application
for membership in the International Postal Union.

Inspite of the IDF’s impressive achievements in the recent operations in the
Negev and, at the end of October in Galilee, when it drove out all Arab forces from
that part of Palestine and even captured a number of villages in southern Lebanon,
Ben-Gurion feared that the war was not yet over and that the IDF urgently needed
additional weapons. Golda and Rattner delivered to the Soviet foreign ministry
a long list of arms requests that included 45 T-34 tanks with ammunition, spare
parts and spare engines, 25 light tanks, 45 37mm cannons with ammunition,
24 self-propelled artillery pieces, 180 88mm anti-aircraft “Beaufors” artillery
pieces, 10 field artillery pieces of 75mm or 25 pounders, 24 6-inch Howitzers
and/or 5.5-inch artillery, 50 “Spitfire” or “Mustang” fighters, 24 light bombers of
either “Beaufighter” or “Mosquito” type, 20 medium “Boston” type bombers and
25 “Mitchel” type bombers including spare parts and ammunition. All this equip-
ment was of World War Two vintage that was supplied to the Russians by their
then British and American allies.

She explained to Bakoulin that these quantities were needed in view of British
intrigues in the Middle East. Rattner elaborated on the military side and said that
Israel’s assumption was that the war would continue at a higher technological
level, and since the United States imposed an arms embargo and the UN could not
be relied upon, Israel must prepare for the worst-case scenario. Bakoulin replied
that he was aware of a UN arms embargo in the Middle East, but added that the
Soviet Union knew that Britain had violated the embargo. Golda said that the UN
could not control its members, a number of whom ignored its resolutions. Luckily
for Israel, there was one country that supported it in its darkest hours and in
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any case what Israel was asking for were captured weapons. Bakoulin refused to
accept the list, saying there was no need for it until a decision in principle would
be made. Golda asked for an early reply as she was about to travel to Paris to meet
Sharett. But the Soviet Union did not react to Israel’s requests at all. On the con-
trary, it ordered Czechoslovakia to suspend its arms sales to Israel and to shut a
flying school for IDF pilots near Prague.”®

On the third week of November, Golda flew to Paris for a series of meetings
with Sharett and members of the Israeli UN Delegation. Sharett also summoned to
Paris Israel’s Ministers to Prague and Warsaw. On November 25, Golda, Avriel and
Barzilai reported that the gates for Jewish emigration from Eastern Europe were
slowly closing and could be completely shut within six months. This meant there
was now dire urgency to speed up the exit of all Jews who wanted to immigrate
from Hungary, Poland, Czechoslovakia, Romania and Bulgaria. Golda explained
that from what she heard from Soviet officials, there would be no immigration
from the Soviet Union.

Paris was a bit of fresh air after the stifling ten weeks in Moscow. To close
friends Golda candidly admitted there was not much for her to do in Moscow and
she was highly frustrated and hoped to be recalled to Israel soon, certainly after
the forthcoming elections to the first Knesset due to be held on January 25, 1949.
She complained of the absence of orderly contact with Israel and felt she was
cut off from the central political arena. From Paris she flew to Israel, where she
arrived on December 5. A day later she saw Ben-Gurion, delivered four books he
had requested (as he noted in his diary) and complained of her situation. They
lunched together and it can be safely assumed that Ben-Gurion informed her that
she would be included in the Mapai list of candidates for the elections for the first
Knesset and that she would become a cabinet member.” This would be the proper
excuse to remove her from Moscow without hurting the delicate Israel-Soviet
relations. She spent a month in Israel, actively participating in the election cam-
paign. The fact that formally she was a civil servant and as such prevented from
participating in any political activity did not bother her or others. There was no
civil service code in Israel at the time: if generals could address election rallies,
why not diplomats? She also addressed a Histadrut rally in Tel Aviv and declared
that the “most precious asset we have is the unity of the labor movement. Let
us hope that we shall bring about a Hebrew-Socialist state. Let us hope that we

achieve all our dreams”.*

28 Namir, pp. 75-77; Rattner, My Life, pp. 399-400.
29 War Diary, p. 839, pp. 864-866.
30 Braslavsky, History of the Israel Labor Movement, Vol. IV, p. 168.



9 Interlude in Moscow (1948-1949) =—— 197

In Tel Aviv she participated in meetings where decisions were made to launch
another military campaing to expel the remnant of the Egyptian army from the ter-
ritory of mandated Palestine. On December 22 the IDF launched operation “Ayn”
which was over by January 7, 1949, when IDF units that crossed the international
border into Sinai were ordered back as a result of a joint Anglo-American ulti-
matum that Israel withdraw within three days. In spite of strenuous opposition
by the commanders of the southern front, led by Yigal Allon and Yitzhak Rabin,
Ben-Gurion caved in. For its part, Egypt agreed to enter into armistice negotia-
tions which began on January 13 on the island of Rhodes and were concluded on
February 24 with the signing of the first Israel-Arab Armistice Agreement.

Golda went back to Moscow two weeks before the elections. Because of
poor connections, she had to fly via Rome, Zagreb, Budapest and Prague. On
January 19, 1949, she met Bakoulin and reported on the latest developments. As
usual, and perhaps to appease the Russians, she attacked the British role in the
recent developments and called it obstructionist. She also blamed Britain for
placing hurdles on direct Israeli-Jordanian and Israeli-Lebanese talks. She also
attempted to obtain from Bakoulin information as to his government’s response
to Israel’s weapons request and mentioned that Israel’s ability to produce some of
its own weapons had dramatically improved. He ignored the hint and she moved
on to describe the massive immigration wave streaming towards Israel, the
various development and housing plans and the role played by American Jews.”
A day later she called on the new Soviet foreign minister, Andrei Vishinsky, the
replacement of Molotov, who had become the prime minister. Vishinsky was
fully aware of Israel’s situation, having had a number of meetings in Paris with
Sharett. After conversing about the idea of the kibbutz and Israel’s farm develop-
ment plans, Golda asked for Soviet permission for family reunification. His reply
to this request was: “It’s a highly complicated matter. A. Each case has to be dis-
cussed separately. B. This is not within the authority of the foreign ministry but
of ‘appropriate institutions’. C. Once permission is given, this entails giving up
Soviet citizenship. D. Authorization to give up citizenship is in the hands of the
Presidency of the Ministerial Council, in short, a very complicated procedure”.
A request to have radio equipment installed in the legation was not acted upon.
Golda assumed this was a lost case. It was typical of the slow change of Soviet
attitude towards Israel.”

In the last days of January she kept herself busy by meeting with other diplo-
mats and awaited the elections results. As expected, Mapai won 35 % of the votes

31 Namir, pp. 98-100.
32 Ibid., p. 100.
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and would form the axis around which a coalition government would be con-
structed. Ben-Gurion cabled her inviting her to join his cabinet. On February 3,
Sharett cabled her: “The growth in our strength as a result of the elections deter-
mined in my eyes from the first moment your inclusion in the cabinet. [ was sad
that Ben-Gurion’s cable was sent without my knowledge or co-signature. I have
no doubt about your reply and assume you will return in March or even earlier
if you see fit. Namir will act as Charge and upon your return we shall discuss a
replacement. Please advise your plans soonest. Moshe”.”

She preferred to ignore this cable which she thought patronizing. In any case,
decisions of this nature were made by Ben-Gurion and not by Sharett. Perhaps
Sharett wanted to make sure that she remembered that he, too, wanted her to be
appointed to the cabinet. She failed to see the need for his cable. From now on
she would be Sharett’s peer and not his subordinate. It was evident that these
arrangements were made by her and Ben-Gurion in December, perhaps even as
early as August.

Four days later, the Soviets decided to deliver a small blow to the Israelis.
With no prior warning, Golda was summoned to Zorin’s office and he read to her
a written statement prepared by the Soviet Foreign Ministry. It contained a rebuke
to the Israeli legation for having mailed letters to Jewish citizens encouraging
them to leave their homeland, give up their nationality and immigrate to Israel.
The foreign ministry suggested that Israel desist from such acts. The legation was
also asked to suspend its news bulletin in Russian that was circulated to govern-
ment offices, the media, libraries and Jewish communities. All contact with Soviet
citizens must be maintained through the foreign ministry. Golda took this calmly,
saying that the legation did not encourage Jews to leave the Soviet Union and the
news bulletin would be suspended. In all, the legation printed four new bulletins
and circulated them to 150 addresses. She claimed that this was done due to lack
of knowledge and experience. The conversation was chilly and even brutal and
showed that Israel-Soviet relations had entered a new, negative, phase. Russia
also ordered its satellites to limit Jewish emigration and the arms deliveries from
Czechoslovakia were suspended. Russia was highly critical of Israel when it
accepted an American loan in January 1949, which indicated to the Russians that
Israel was leaning to the West. Golda’s views were quite simple: Israel must be
part of the free world. Her very brief experience in Moscow demonstrated to her
that nothing good would come from the Socialist world. The meeting with Zorin
left a bad taste. It was a pity to end her mission on such a note.*

33 Ibid., p. 111.
34 Ibid., pp. 109-111.
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Prior to officially departing from Russia, she was back in Israel and on
March 8, in a very moving ceremony, she was sworn as member of the Constit-
uent Assembly of Israel (soon to become the First Knesset). She would remain
a Knesset member for the next twenty-five years. In a conversation with Ben-
Gurion, he raised a new idea: she should become deputy prime minister responsi-
ble for development. She rejected the offer. The title and responsibilities were too
vague to her taste and would entail basically coordination, and as a consequence,
much friction with various government departments. So she said to him plainly:
“Not this! I understand nothing about development. I don’t want to be deputy
prime minister. I want to be minister of labor”.*® Ben-Gurion did not insist. On
March 10, she swore allegiance as minister of housing and labor. From then until
1974, with a three-year hiatus, she would be a cabinet minister and in 1969 rise to
the top of the mast.

The ministry of labor was at the time headed by Mapam minister Mordechai
Bentov. He suggested a meeting to hand over of the ministry. She refused to enter
into details regarding structure and personnel until her return from Moscow. In
early April, she was back in the Soviet capital for a round of farewell events. The
central event was held in the legation. Only two heads of missions were noted for
their absence—the British and the Turkish. However, all Soviet artists, musicians
and writers, many of them Jews, who were invited decided not to appear. On the
first day of Passover, the Israeli colony once again strode to the synagogue where
Golda would make her last call. Perhaps on purpose, her final meeting with Vish-
insky was set immediately after the end of the service to ensure there would be no
repeat of the demonstrations that took place in September.

Facing Vishinsky, she told him that Israel decided to pursue a neutral foreign
policy. She would not become an American satellite nor join a military bloc. Israel
would not permit Britain, or any other country, to maintain air bases on its territory.
Vishinsky was pleased to hear this. He was less happy when Golda added that
Israel would maintain friendly relations with the United States and with Amer-
ican Jews, but would not permit external interference with her domestic affairs.
“Our government is a coalition, and even if there are workers’ parties who are not
a part of it, there is a majority of Socialists in the government and its intention is
to build Israel as a Socialist country”. No one knows who authorized her to make
such a statement, but since she made it, and now being a member of the cabinet,
her words must have carried added weight. She mentioned Israel’s request for
weapons. Vishinsky said he would look into the matter, adding “that in any case
this is a risky and complicated matter. It’s enough that we give you a small pistol,

35 Meir, My Life, p. 186.
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people will say we gave you an atomic bomb”. She then asked for Soviet interven-
tion with the Hungarian and Romanian governments to allow emigration of more
Jews. Her arguments were original. There were almost half a million Jews in these
two countries. With all the urgency and importance attached to bringing Jews
from Morocco, Tunisia and Algeria, “we cannot construct our edifice with these
immigrants alone”. This comment, perhaps unintentional, meant that while she
did not reject immigration of Jews from North Africa, she may have thought that
they could be brought to Israel later while Eastern European Jews would languish
for years behind the Iron Curtain. Vishinsky’s reply was equally interesting: “This
is an important political question. Romania and Hungary are still fighting for
their existence against a very strong reaction at home. The Jews are more loyal to
the new regimes than others...” In this manner the Soviet foreign minister com-
plimented the Jews while slurring the others, and all this to the Israeli minister.
Golda knew well that behind Vishinsky’s relaxed and pleasant mien, there lurked
the vicious prosecutor of the Moscow trials of the 1930’s and Stalin’s most loyal
servant. Now he was beaming, but this did not hide the fact that the meeting
yielded no concrete results. She bid farewell to him in Hebrew—Shalom. On April
30 she closed this chapter in her life and flew back to Israel.*

The seven months in Moscow were a time of enormous frustration for her,
accompanied by a sense of failure. She failed to promote any of the subjects she
was entrusted with. No one expected her to produce miracles, but only a few
knew this was a mission impossible. Some may have thought that her personality
would breach the walls. But no one accused her of failing. The objective balance
of gains and failures was done later by her replacement in the post, Mordechai
Namir:

- “Military supplies and training—no reply.

—  Permission to install radio transmitter in the legation—no reply.

- Permission to print and circulate news bulletin—denied.

- Exit permits for four Russians with Israeli citizenship—rejected.

— 80 certificates issued by the legation to Soviet citizens to leave Russia—denied.

- 4requests to have children unite with their parents in Israel—no reply.

—  Search for missing relatives—the legation was told to see the Soviet Red Cross.

- Various certificates for Israeli citizens (birth, death certificates, diplomas). 3 resulted
in positive reply, 4 said the documents could not be found, 3 no reply.

—  Query regarding legal status of property owned by Jews in East Germany—no reply.

—  Request by an Israeli to have his blind son treated in Russia—denied.

-  Fourrequests to permit immigration of aged parents—they should see the local militia.

—  Request for the Soviet Consular Code—answer: see the State Codex.

36 Namir, pp. 116-121.



9 Interlude in Moscow (1948-1949) — 201

—  Visit by Golda to a day-care center near Moscow—Bakoulin said he sent it to Protocol.

- Sale of wheat—approved.

—  Music notes to the Israel Philharmonic—sent.

- Immigration of Jews from Harbin to Israel via Siberia—let each immigrant apply to the
local Soviet Consul. He will decide.”

For a restless, impatient and active woman, Moscow proved to be a most trying
experience and she heaved a sigh of relief when she was called home. She was
like a bird in a frozen cage. Apart from one meeting with Molotov and two with
Vishinsky, she never met Stalin or other senior ministers. Her contacts were con-
fined to middle or lower-level foreign ministry officials. Cocktail parties and dip-
lomatic receptions bored her. She did not drink or engage in ballroom dancing.
In Moscow the Hora was not a popular dance. She did not show much interest
in diplomatic gossip, in dresses or cooking, subjects she thought idle but were
much discussed in such gatherings. The wives of other heads of missions did not
interest her. Happily her daughter, son-in-law and some close friends served with
her in Moscow and provided company in the long winter nights. Since she was
not an avid reader and could not read the Russian press, she was confined to
reading English and Hebrew newspapers that arrived late. Her cables to Israel
were drafted by Namir and Levavi. Her good common sense led her to understand
what was happening around her, but since she treated her mission as a tempo-
rary one at best, she made no effort to study in depth the problems facing the
Soviet Union. She was not allowed to travel outside Moscow. She did not even
ask to visit Kiev or Pinsk. Above all she had a terrible feeling of being cut off from
Soviet Jews. For her, Russia was “a cold land of suspicion, hostility and silence...a
country of obvious social inequalities, the general anxiety and fear of the pop-
ulation, the isolation in which the diplomatic corps went through its paces—all
depressed me unspeakably...” In her memoirs, she dwelt only on the Jewish side
of her mission and did not detail her talks with Molotov, Vishinsky, Zorin and
Bakoulin. She omitted any mention of Israel’s arms requests.

Yet, she lit a spark that in time would become a flame. Years later, she said:
“if they have sent a broom to Moscow and said it represented the State of Israel,
it would have been accorded the same reception by Soviet Jews”. But she was a
very special broom. Since she was born in Russia, she felt a close affinity with
this huge community. Had it not been for her family immigrating to America,
she would have been part of the Jews of Silence as Elie Wiesel would later call
them. She had a sense of guilt for not achieving more for them. In Russia she
was prevented from using her most effective weapon—her ability to persuade in

37 Namir, pp. 132-134.



202 —— 9 Interlude in Moscow (1948-1949)

face-to-face meetings. Her contacts with Soviet officialdom prevented this. Soviet
policy was not determined by personal persuasions. At best she could have
convinced other diplomats (which she wrongly considered a waste of time) and
foreign correspondents.

When she arrived in Moscow, she saw herself not only as the official repre-
sentative of the State of Israel but also of world Jewry and the Zionist movement.
This ensured that the Soviet government would make her life difficult and would
try to trip her up at every opportunity. The only ray of light was the few meetings
with Jews in synagogue. She left them with a ray of hope. From then on, she did
not leave any stone unturned and did all she could to open the gates. She was
lucky they did open partially when she was prime minister of Israel. No wonder
that for Soviet Jews, Golda became a symbol of the new state. They called her
Nasha Golda—our Golda, and Golda Seretse—Golda our heart.

Her experience in Moscow also taught her the need for patience and self-
discipline in view of her contacts with a tyrannical and oppressive regime. She
developed a healthy respect for the Soviet military might and its war machine,
above all its ability to wreak havoc on small nations. She realized that diplomacy
was an important tool, but diplomats are basically exalted civil servants posted
near a telephone or wireless awaiting instructions from home. They had almost
no latitude to develop independent initiatives. She knew that in any case there
was no room for personal initiative in the Soviet Union. Her respect for diplomats
and diplomacy did not grow as a result of her Moscow experience. This would
become evident when she served as foreign minister for ten years. Then she did
not allow her diplomats to develop individual initiatives save those posted in
Third World countries. She kept the reins tightly in her hands.

From icy Moscow in the final years of the Stalin era, to her Israel barely a
year old and inspite of the necessary austerity, seemed like paradise. To this par-
adise she now came back, this time to a position from which she could influence
directly the building of Israeli society. She was met at the airport as a heroine.
Sharett was on hand to greet her. Editorials sang her praises. But being a very
level-headed woman, she had no illusions as to what she really achieved in
Moscow. She was now happy that finally an opportunity was given to her to play
a central role in the government of Israel, and this time as an equal member of
the small group of key decision-makers in the party and in the cabinet.



10 The Seven Good Years (1949-1956)

“My seven beautiful years”, this was what Golda called her term in the Minis-
try of Labor. And, indeed, this was an era of creation—housing, absorption,
employment and legislation, of doing many positive things and creating from
scratch, in contradiction to what she considered sterile diplomacy. She recalled
those years as time of intensive activity, full of events, of deep and personal total
involvement. She had many reasons to enjoy her new ministry. Firstly because
this Department of Labor and Construction (later it was renamed Ministry of
Labor and National Insurance) was virtually brand-new. Contrary to other min-
istries that evolved from the various departments of the Jewish Agency, such
as Foreign Affairs and Treasury, Golda was able to her office according to her
perceptions and conceptions. The first minister, Mordechai Bentov of Mapam,
headed the office from May 1948 until April 1949. He did not have enough time
to create lasting procedures and working habits. By the time Golda took over,
most of the senior officials appointed by Bentov had left and she could build the
office according to her views and staff it with her own appointees. Also, apart
from budgetary constraints, there was no intervention by other ministers in the
affairs of this office and she could actually do whatever she saw fit in such fields
as legislation, housing, building Israel’s infrastructure and finding employment.
Furthermore, this time she dealt with human beings and not with philosophical
discussions. Now she saw herself implementing the Zionist dream and vision,
in this process, so she hoped, she would lead Israel to becoming a true Socialist
state. Naturally, throughout those years she made sure that Mapai remained the
dominant party in all that pertained to immigrant absorption and employment,
so that the new immigrants would understand who ruled Israel and cast their vote
accordingly on election day. Now that she dealt again with constructive matters
and not with metaphysical items, this was very much in line with her character.
According to her view and that of her party, the state must be the central insti-
tution that directed the economy, assured the physical livelihood of its citizens
and helped them obtain medical services, old age pensions and insurance, insur-
ance for sickness and work-related accidents, birth allowance and paid vacation,
let alone education. However, she also believed that each must contribute his
share by hard work and not rely only on the state. Already in those early days
she came out against the culture that became known as “it’s due to me”. This
was not expressed in handing out jobs. She never adhered to the principle that
she was promised let alone owed a certain position, this term did not exist in her
dictionary.

Israel was in the midst of a huge demographic revolution in those days.
When Golda entered the Ministry of Labor, the rate of immigration was 30,000
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a month, or a 1,000 a day. From the day of the establishment of Israel until the
ebbing of the massive first wave of immigrants in 1953, some 700,000 immigrants
came to Israel. In 1948, there were 102,000, 240,000 came in 1949, 170,000 in
1950 and 175,000 in 1951. Most of the immigrants who came in 1948 and 1949
came from Eastern Europe, from the displaced persons camps in Germany and
from the detention camps in Cyprus. In the course of 1949 and 1950, almost the
entire Yemenite Jewish community arrived in an operation called “Magic Carpet”
in which 49,000 were airlifted from Yemen. In 1950, another airlift was launched,
this time from Iraq, in an operation code-named “Ezra and Nehemiah” that
brought 124,000 Jews to Israel. By then, almost the entire Jewish communities of
Bulgaria and Yugoslavia had also arrived. Jews flowed to Israel sometime on foot
from Syria and Lebanon, by sea and air from Egypt, Turkey, and Iran. By the end
of 1950, the Jewish population of Israel had doubled.

There was a sense of a race against time. The leadership felt that as long
as the gates of the Eastern European Communist nations were open, all effort
must be undertaken to bring all the Jews from there. In Arab countries, pogroms
occurred already in 1945, intensified in 1947 and in 1948, other forms of anti-
Jewish persecutions were enacted and this meant that Jews had to be moved
out of Arab countries as quickly as possible lest their lives be endangered. But
in contrast to this messianic sense of the ingathering of the exiles, there was the
harsh reality of Israel, a country that had barely emerged from a war of indepen-
dence, whose economy was almost shattered. This tiny Jewish community that
had absorbed many blows in recent years, in the struggle against the British and
in the long War of Independence, now had to quickly and efficiently absorb some
800,000 immigrants (the number of immigrants who came from 1948 to 1956). It
did not have the means for that Herculean task and it was natural that soon there
would begin a searing debate on what became known as selective immigration.
Those immigrants who arrived during the 1948 war were settled in former British
army camps and in towns abandoned by Arabs—Jaffa, Ramle and Lod, as well
as neighborhoods evacuated by Arabs in Haifa, Safed and Tiberias. The massive
flow continued to arrive. Emissaries of the Jewish Agency Immigration Depart-
ment spread the word of the creation of a Jewish state in the Atlas Mountains
in Morocco, in the bazaars of Iran, in the faraway communities in Cochin and
even in Shanghai in China. They acted under the messianic vision of the return
of the people to their ancient homeland and called on the Jews to immigrate at
once, paying scant attention to the absorptive capacity of the country. The irony
was that the slogan “the country’s absorptive capacity” coined by the British to
limit Jewish immigration to Palestine was now used by some of Israel’s leaders
for that very same purpose. They argued that most of the hundreds of thousands
of people immigrating were penniless, with no prior preparation, most of them
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with no skills, made a living in petty trades and peddling, many of them broken
physically and emotionally, many social and mental cases, sick and aged whose
families were happy to get rid of them by sending them to Israel to be looked after
by the Jewish state.

In July 1950, a thorough discussion was held in the Coordinating Committee
of the Government of Israel and the Jewish Agency, in which Finance Minister
Eliezer Kaplan demanded that immigration by restricted due to severe budge-
tary constraints. He called for a sane immigration policy and said that Israel had
reached a budgetary saturation point. Golda was sharply critical. She said that it
was unacceptable that the budget was considered the only criterion for determin-
ing the immigration policy. As long as there was a chance to save Jews, it must be
done. She added: “Before immigration was permitted from Romania, we were not
debating over costs, conditions and age. If Russia allowed Jews to leave, I do not
believe that Kaplan would give them up. There is an illusion regarding Romania,
who can act almost like Russia. This is not a statistical matter”.! First hints of the
closure of the gates of Eastern Europe appeared in 1949 and Golda feared they
would be sealed for ever. The discussion was also political: The Jewish Agency’s
Immigration Department was controlled by the National Religious Party whose
emissaries wanted to bring as many Jews as possible irrespective of their physical
and mental state or their skills. They hoped in this way to strengthen their hold
on the new immigrants, in view of the fact that many of the Jews who came from
Arab countries were religious, while the immigrants from Europe were mostly
secular. Mapai’s leaders faced a tough dilemma. They were responsible for the
immigrant’s absorption, but they too had political expectations from the immi-
grants. As usual, Ben-Gurion had the final say.

He determined the policy, according to which there would be no selection
based on age, health, education and family size. The unlimited immigration rate
must be continued. There could not be a selection between Jews. That month
the most Zionist law of the State of Israel was enacted—the Law of Return that
granted every Jew the right to immigrate to Israel and become a citizen. Ben-
Gurion understood that mass immigration creates enormous problems, but he
thought the problems would be limited only to those he called “the desert gen-
eration”. He expected that the children of the “desert generation” would be the
ones to build the Jewish state. The open-door policy which Ben-Gurion insisted

1 Yitzhak Rafael, “The Mass Immigration, its Structure, Characteristics and Influences”, in Idan,
Immigrants and Maabarot 1948-1952, Jerusalem, 1987, p. 23; for the basic study of Golda Meir
in this period see Dan Giladi, “Immigrant Absorption, Labor and Social Legislation—the Inten-
sity of Action 1949-1956”, in Avizohar, ed., Golda—Rise of a Leader, pp. 251-376; see also Yossi
Goldstein, Eshkol—A Political Biography, Tel Aviv, 2003, pp. 288-352.



206 —— 10 The Seven Good Years (1949-1956)

on was based on his concept that a small Israel, with small population, albeit of
high human quality, would not survive in the midst of the sea of Arab hatred and
would be doomed to extinction and like the Crusaders state it would be a passing
phenomenon in history. A large population would grant it greater legitimacy and
its sovereignty would not be challenged. Once again he proved to be a man of
vision, although in the long run that policy hurt his own party. At this time Golda
gave in to the demands of some of her senior officials and agreed to establish an
immigrant transit camp for immigrants from North Africa near Marseilles to reg-
ulate somewhat the flow of the mass immigration to the economically stretched
Israel.

Housing was one of the most complex issues and became the best example of
the improvisation typical to those times. Under the conditions prevailing in Israel
in those days, nothing could be planned. No one could predict how many immi-
grants would arrive, from where and of which social strata, how much money
would be at the disposal of the government and what would be the security situ-
ation. Hence the need for improvisation and that became the norm. The problem
arose when Golda became used to improvising and did not engage in long-term
planning; these habits could not be changed even after she became foreign min-
ister and later prime minister. In the early years, there was no choice but to act
like this. But in the early 1970’s it was already possible to operate in an orderly
manner and get used to a proper decision-making process. However, this did not
happen and may have been one of the indirect causes for not anticipating events
on the eve of the Yom Kippur War. One subject that she planned in an exemplary
fashion was social legislation and the establishment of the National Insurance
Institute.

At this stage, the new immigrants were housed in abandoned towns and later
at the edges of the larger cities where most of the local authorities preferred to
have them live. Naturally, this resulted in the development of slums at the periph-
ery of the big cities such as Hatikva Quarter in Tel Aviv, the Katamons and Musrara
in Jerusalem, Wadi Salib in Haifa and some neighbourhoods in Jaffa. Most of the
municipalities preferred to ignore what was already called “the second Israel”.
A meaningful change occurred only in 1971 when Golda, as prime minister, estab-
lished the Prime Minister’s Committee for Children in Distress, a subject close
to her heart. The first orderly treatment of these deprived neighbourhoods was
undertaken as late as 1977 during the regime of Menachem Begin and was called
“Project Renewal”, partly funded by Diaspora Jewry.

When the abandoned towns and city slums were filled to capacity, a tem-
porary solution was found that eventually became a long-term solution, that of
housing new immigrants in tents and huts. The solution was called “maabara”,
temporary or transition camp. This was the result of lack of funds, land, cement
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and other building materials that had to be imported and paid for in foreign
currency that was unavailable. The father of the idea was Finance Minister Levi
Eshkol. The maabara was also designed to achieve another goal, that of dispers-
ing the population throughout Israel instead of them crowding in the center of the
country. Many maabarot would be set up in the peripheral areas so that eventu-
ally once permanent housing would be built the immigrants would remain there.

The winter of 1950-1951 was unsually cold, rainly and it even snowed in some
parts of Israel. Tens of thousands of new immigrants huddled idly in the maabarot
since there was no employment for them. The majority did not speak Hebrew and
were badly affected by the sharp and rapid move from their country of origin to
Israel, then in the midst of the era of austerity. Most of the veteran population was
not organized, interested and patient enough to absorb the new immigration. It
preferred to relax and begin to enjoy life after years of deprivation and struggle.
In order to block the rising living standard of the well established population and
enable a just and equal distribution of food products that were barely available,
from 1949 to 1954 Israel went through a period of austerity designed to put some
order in the economy. During the discussion on austerity in the Knesset, Golda
delivered a demagogic speech. She saw everything in black and white and her
speech was as usual unwavering. “We have no other choice...we cannot shirk this
simple decision: either rationing immigration or rationing food and clothing ...
that is all that is required of us, less lawlessness, in order to not waste the assets
for which our loved ones died. They did not die for prosperity but for the state and
for massive immigration”.?

The response of most Israelis to austerity was basically negative. If Ben-
Gurion and Dov Yossef, the minister of Supplies and Rationing, expected that
Israelis would behave like the British people behaved during World War II, which
both of them witnessed during the 1940 Blitz in London, they were totally wrong.
Israelis and especially new immigrants were not prepared to adopt austerity. The
latter claimed they did not come to Israel to suffer, because suffering was their lot
in their countries of origin. The Holocaust survivors did not want to suffer again.
They had already undergone horrors and hunger. The veteran Israelis too were
not enchanted. They had spent long years of pioneering, poverty and occasional
hunger, the stuggle against the British and war against the Arabs. Now they
wanted normality. The establishment of an austerity regime overseen by an army
of inspectors and officials contributed to giving Israel the image of an Eastern
European People’s Republic governed by visionless bureaucrats. But in those

2 Addressin the Knesset, 7 August 1950, quoted in Tom Segev, 1949 -The First Israelis, Jerusalem,
1984, p. 23.
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days this way of life was acceptable to Mapai. On May 1, 1949, Golda marched in
May Day parade in Tel Aviv, for the first time in the independent State of Israel,
and proclaimed: “Socialism in Our Time”. She truly believed in this but the dream
collided with the harsh reality. A month later she had to travel to the paragon of
capitalism, the United States, to seek contributions from American Jews in order to
help absorb the immigrants. In America she made sure not to repeat her May Day
slogan. But the damage was done. Potential investors were repelled and deterred.
Even if the reality fit Mapai’s ideology which did not want to share power with
private capital, a new and interesting situation developed: contributions—yes,
investments—no. Reality dictated a central direction of the economy of Israel and
that fit Mapai’s thinking and policies. It certainly fit Mapam’s pro-Soviet ideology.
However, the trouble was that the direction of the economy was implemented
by narrow-minded bureaucrats who lacked experience in running a modern
economy and were guided by purely political considerations. “What is good for
Mapai is good for the state”, was their belief. Naturally it was obvious that the
government would give preference to the Histadrut’s industries with Solel Boneh
at the top as well as other bodies of the Workers Association. Golda retained fond
sentiments for Solel Boneh from the days she worked there in the 1920’s, and this
corporation won many contracts for the construction of housing for new immi-
grants and veteran Israelis alike. Mapai ruled Israel by a system of guided democ-
racy, in which her activists and emissaries taught the newcomers how to live in
Israel. As long as Mapai had a well-thought-out ideology and a very strong and
united leadership, this was possible. But when the leadership became weaker
and the sense of direction was lost, the new immigrants soon found another
leader and another ideology—Menachem Begin and the nationalist populism of
Herut.

Whatever the merits of the system, in 1950 the government of Israel lacked
the means to fund immigration, absorption, housing, employment and secu-
rity simultaneously. Israel’s economy almost collapsed under the heavy burden
of these tasks. The government could not turn to the Israeli tax payer, partly
because the country was poor and partly because there was not yet an efficient
tax collecting agency. It was evident that they would have to turn to American
Jews who had financed much of the costs of the War of Independence and would
now be called upon to fund the historic task of the ingathering of the exiles. Golda
was sent to the United States a number of times to raise funds through the United
Jewish Appeal. But as in the past, she was unhappy over the need to share the
funds with local Jewish communal needs and knew very well that the United
Jewish Appeal was headed by professional fundraisers who spoke of “tsdaka”
and “gmilut hassadim”, both terms denoting charity, whereas she stressed part-
nership and participation in the great historic enterprise of the construction of
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the Jewish state and taking part in the greatest event of the Jewish people in
modern times—the establishment of its sovereign nation. She argued simply
that “prolonged dependency on philantrophy runs counter to the basic tenet of
Zionism—that of self-reliance and own work, not to mention national indepen-
dence”. She and her colleagues began to seek additional financial resources that
would not have to be shared with local American Jewish bodies but would be
wholly channelled to Israel.

At the beginning of 1950, discussions were held in New York and Jerusalem
focusing on the creation of an additional financial tool. The discussions were
attended by Ben-Gurion, Kaplan, Golda and Henry Montor, the one who arranged
her historic fundraising trips in 1948. Golda and Montor became very close
friends, and even though he was the executive vice president of the United Jewish
Appeal, she convinced him of the need to seek new ways to raise funds. In Sep-
tember 1950, a conference was held in Jerusalem in which Ben-Gurion proposed
that in addition to making their normal contributions to the United Jewish Appeal,
American Jews would also help Israel by purchasing State of Israel Development
Bonds which would provide the huge capital necessary to the development of
the country’s infrastructure. The United Jewish Appeal professionals opposed the
idea. It would hurt the appeal and harm the tax deduction given to contributions
for overseas charitable, welfare, health and education needs. Finally Henry Mor-
genthau was able to obtain the approval of the American Treasury for the sale of
Israel Bonds. In October 1950, Golda traveled to Washington to attend the National
Planning Conference for Israel and demand of the 100 delegates the approval
of a three-year-plan for the development of Israel. The sum she mentioned was
15 billion dollars over the next 15 years. Israeli tax payers would foot a third and
American Jews two thirds. The plan was approved only after Golda made a com-
mitment that the only guarantees she could offer on behalf of the Government of
Israel were “the Israeli people, the hundreds of thousands of Jews who continue
to come to Israel and tens of thousands of people living in tents. But I can also
offer you our children, the children of veteran Israelis and those of Yemenites
and Iraqis and little Romanian children growing up, in Israel—proud and secure
Jews, with self-respect. They will repay this loan and their word of honor will be
to pay it with interest”.> In May 1951, Ben-Gurion launched the Israel Bonds cam-
paign in an exhausting trip across America. Standing by his side was Golda Meir.
During its early years, Israel Bonds sold some 65 million dollars worth of Bonds.
Since then, Israel Bonds raised billions of dollars for Israel. Henry Montor was
appointed the executive vice president and chief executive officer of the Bonds.

3 Meir, My Life, p. 197; for the establishment of Israel Bonds, see Urofsky, We Are One, pp. 200-201.
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The flow of contributions from America was a sort of compensation for the
lack of immigration from there. Of the total number of immigrants who arrived
in Israel in its first five years, only 0.6 % came from North America. This was
a major disappointment to Israel’s leaders. A situation was created in which
American Jews, mostly Ashkenazi, were helping the Israeli authorities, the major-
ity of whom were Ashkenazi as well, to absorb not only Ashkenazi immigrants
from Europe but a growing number of Mizrachim—immigrants from Moslem
countries in North Africa and the Middle East. Israel’s leadership, all of whom
came from Eastern Europe, found it virtually impossible emotionally to deal
with the mass immigration from Arab countries. It was easier for them to deal
with the immigration of European Jews with many of whom they at least had
a common language—Yiddish, and similar background. Tensions with immi-
grants from Arab countries were created from almost day one of their arrival. The
absorbers tried to remake the younger generation of these new immigrants into
Sabras—Palestine-born Jews — and fast. There was no time. In the IDF, which
became the most important melting pot in the country, a bizarre situation was
created: the officers were native Israelis while the soldiers were predominantly
new immigrants. Golda had enough sense to realize that a struggle was develop-
ing between two cultures that would slowly lead to the creation of two societies
alienated from each other. As early as July 1950, she declared:

The reality that is developing in Israel, and let us state this openly and honestly, the reality
is that two separate states are being created among the Jews living in this country. The first,
let us call it the veterans, and the second, let us call it the new immigrants. And there is a
chasm between these two nations. It is impossible to bridge this abyss through social work,
as good as it may be, loyal and dedicated. The question is: are we headed towards the dis-
appearance or at least the narrowing of the gap? My answer is, and I am deeply convinced
of that, is that we are moving in the opposite direction.”

What she was speaking of became known as “First Israel” and “Second Israel”.
In the early 1950’s, Israel confronted a difficult dilemma: what should be the
focus—the quality of absorption or the pace of this process. Once it became clear
that there would be no selective immigration, the only way was to absorb the
new immigrants as fast as possible and by all means available and turn them to
productive citizens. Two years after they were built, it was clear that the maabarot
would have to be eliminated even at the cost of creating city slums and building
development towns in the periphery inhabited almost exclusively by new immi-
grants. They would have to deal with their many problems in these remote places

4 “We Must Close the Gap”, address in the Knesset, 25 July 1950, quoted in Syrkin, ed., Golda
Meir Speaks Out, pp. 80-81.
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by themselves, alienated from the veteran Israelis. The development towns and
the new moshavim that were established throughout Israel were also a partial
answer to the neeed to disperse the population and to settle the areas closer to
the Armistice Demarcation Lines that were porous to the infiltration of Arabs.
In this way the new immigrants became dependent on their absorbers who sup-
plied them with housing, jobs, education and loans to start their own businesses.
The absorbers, mainly Mapai and Hapoel Hamizrachi activists, expected that in
due course the new immigrants would repay them on election day. Indeed, in the
early years, the new immigrants that began to integrate into the existing Israeli
political system that they encountered awarded their votes mainly to Mapai.
For them that party was the incarnation of Israel, they voted for Ben-Gurion,
the new messiah, and for his party that disbursed the goods. This integration
process enabled Israel to go through its first years without political upheaval and
in reasonable stability. However, in this process, what determined one’s social
and economic status was usually his country of origin, and this was the basis for
the creation of the two Israels. Golda understood what was happening but was
powerless to prevent this situation. The effort she led was heroic and was never
attempted in any other country. It was evident that mistakes would be committed
and they were. A generation later Mapai would pay a heavy price for those errors
and would lose its hegemony.

In those days, Golda developed her own working habits. She did not like to
work in her office and preferred to go out to the field with her aides, so see things
first-hand—as harsh as they might be. On occasion she was met by demonstra-
tions and protests. One day she traveled with Marie Syrkin, her biographer, to
visit an immigrant town. In a new house she entered into an argument with a
family from Eastern Europe who complained bitterly. It appeared that this couple
had immigrated to Israel from Poland not because they were Zionists, but because
they were scared to remain there. As they left the house, Golda muttered: “Not
one word of gratitude”.’ In the future she would utter other words that were often
taken out of context, among them describing the Black Panthers as “they are not
nice”.

Usually in her travels she was greeted with flowers and cakes and was happy
to dispense advice to young mothers on how to bathe their babies, how to cook
and run a home. Few believed that twenty-five years earlier the minister of labor
and construction had been living in Jerusalem on the verge of poverty. Since she
was always enthused about those things she thought mattered, she was able to
instill in her associates a sense of joy of creation, of laying the foundations of the

5 Syrkin, Woman with a Cause, p. 264.
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new nation. In this manner she was able to draw from them the best they could
give. She did not suppress new ideas as she would do later in the Foreign Ministry
and the Prime Minister’s Office, but encouraged creative thinking. She was open
to new ideas and new experiments. As usual, she always tried to demonstrate that
she could handle her job well. She may have feared that if she failed, this office
would be taken away from her and she would be moved to being deputy prime
minister or an ordinary Knesset member.

During the days when she was not traveling around the country, she held
regular meetings with her senior aides, while also consulting lower ranks, and
sought information wherever she could get it. During her years in the Ministry of
Labor, she demonstrated her talent of selecting the best and the brightest assis-
tants who were loyal not only to her personally but also to her ideology. They
were all members of Mapai, but that was not the only criterion for their selection.
She wanted doers, people she could rely upon and not have to constantly check
on their performance. The director generals of the ministry were Zvi Berenson
and Yitzhak Eilam, the legal councel was Zvi Bar-Niv, National Insurance was
planned by Yitzhak Kanev and Giora Lotan who also headed this institute in its
early years. The discussions were usually brief and to the point and she sought to
reach practical conclusions. Her speeches, including those in the Knesset, were
written by others, mostly by her spokesman Zalman Chen and the legal adviser
Zvi Bar-Niv. Once a year, she had to address the Knesset when she presented her
ministry’s budget. Those were the days of mass unemployment with some 30,000
seeking work, there were violent demonstrations for “bread and work” and many
instances of violence in the labor exchanges. When writing her speech for the
Knesset on this painful subject, her spokesman inserted in the speech sayings
taken from the party’s elders and other luminaries to strengthen her argument.
She refused, saying: “This is not for me. Do you think anyone will believe me?
You think that with these sayings I will impress anyone. This is not me. I am not
known for my learning. Please give me only the facts and the figures”.® One of
the senior officials, Lionel Watson, who had been Haifa city engineer during the
Mandate, remained in Israel and worked in the Public Works Department, praised
the atmosphere, the comradeship and the mutual assistance that prevailed in the
office under Golda’s inspiration.” The team was happy, there was little competi-
tion and she made it a rule to involve many of her staff in the decision-making
process. Unlike the Foreign Ministry and the Prime Minister’s Office, where she
preferred small forums, mainly because of her pathological fear of leaks to the

6 Tamir, ed., Golda, p. 83.
7 Moshe Sharett, Political Diary, Tel Aviv, 1968-1971, p. 123 (henceforth referred to as Sharett
Diary).
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media, here she involved many. Leaks about housing and employment did not
bother her. In any case, the media was not interested in these stories. Leaks on
foreign and defense matters were far more exciting. But above all, apart from
some Treasury officials, the other ministries did not interfere in her ministry’s
work and she was able to implement some of her goals.

The budget was still at the top of the agenda in 1950. In that year, the Gov-
ernment of Israel was able to obtain a loan from the United States and American
Jews that funded some 40 % of the budget. In 1951, small sums began to arrive
from the sale of Israel Bonds. But this was a drop in the bucket. The same year,
discussions were held on a new source of funds, which caused a huge emotional
explosion—German Reparations. On November 28, 1950, Mapai’s leadership met
to discuss Ben-Gurion’s proposal to enter into direct negotiations with the Federal
Republic of Germany. Golda said yes to the negotiations, “but this does not mean
forgiveness. It must be made clear that what we are demanding is rightfully ours
and that we are not making up with the Germans”.? In the discussion in Mapai’s
Central Committee she said that even irrational responses had their place: “since
when have the Zionist Movement and ourselves raised the flag of rationality?”
She was also aware of national honor considerations and rejected any humane
attitude towards the Germans. She could not for a moment think of an Israeli
representative entering into a conversation with a German and extend his hand
to him; sitting with Germans around the same table she thought was permissible,
“but only as victors over the vanquished”.’

The protocols of the discussions in the cabinet on German Reparations that
were published in 2007 clearly show the change in her views on this critical
issue. In a cabinet meeting on January 3, 1951, she argued that “it was incon-
ceivable that a delegation of the Government of Israel will travel and sit in a
German Government office and negotiate with someone from the German Gov-
ernment”. She preferred that the negotiations with Germany be held through
the four occupying powers. Her position softened in the course of 1951 and on
October 28, 1951, she said that before they entered into negotiations, it must be
understood that we could not and should not give up that which was due to the
Jewish people, but was difficult to understand that there were Jews who recoiled
from the very idea of contact with Germans. As far as she was concerned, a
German was a German. On December 13, 1951, she admitted to the Mapai Central
Committee that she had a clear racist attitude. “For me each German is a-priori

8 Michael Brecher, Foreign Policy System of Israel, Settings, Images, Process, New Haven, 1972,
pp. 82-83.
9 Shafir, Extended Hand, p. 81; Discussion in Mapai Central Committee, 13 December 1951.
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a Nazi. Later I am prepared to check and see if he is a righteous man...I want
to say what I am afraid of... I am afraid of two things: First that we may not
succeed. If I knew that negotiations with Germans and receipt of the reparations
could create a mood of amnesia or forgivness, I would say, whatever happens,
this is not permissible”. She was also afraid of who would negotiate and of the
question whether they would shake hands: this is not a friendly get together, he
would come as a representative of a people third of which third ofwhich were
slaughtered by the people whoe representatives he faced. Her conclusion was
not to run there excitedly, that could distort the entire issue, which they did
not intend to do. Finally she voted in that body for embarking on negotiations
with Germany. It can be safely assumed that economic considerations changed
here mind. She also voted in favor of negotiations in the cabinet. In the criti-
cal Knesset debate on January 8, 1952, several hours after Begin’s Herut party
demonstrated outside the Knesset and stones were thrown at the building, she
said that the reparations were intended to enable Israel to become stronger in
any way to rescue as many Jews as necessary. The reparations were meant to
ensure all means to strengthen Israel’s power in whatever form and shape it took
and there was nothing holier, nothing more Jewish and nothing more partriotic
than this commandment. Israel was going to demand what was due to it. The
motion to enter into negotiations with Germany was adopted by 61 against 50. In
a cabinet meeting on September 4, 1952, on the eve of the signing of the Repara-
tions Agreement, it was clear that Israel would send a large purchasing mission
to Germany to select the goods included in the agreement. Golda proposed that
the delegation travel without children, “Israeli children will not live in Germany,
will not attend German schools, will not play with German children”. Yet she was
pleased that Israel was able to gain some 820 million dollars in the state-to-state
Reparations Agreement.

Years later she told an interviewer that the reasons that led her to support the
reparations were the security needs, development and the dire economic situa-
tion of Israel as well as the chance to obtain an international recognition of the
organic link between the State of Israel and the Jewish People anywhere in the
world and the fact that Israel must represent the Jewish People in this matter. This
was the first time a major power recognized the Jews as a nation and was willing
to negotiate with a Jewish state. She admitted that at the time she knew fully
well how shaky Israel’s economy was and how isolated it was in the international
community.'

10 Brecher, Foreign Policy System of Israel, p. 69. See also Address in the Knesset, 8 January
1952.



10 The Seven Good Years (1949-1956) =—— 215

In 1953, there were first indications that the economy was improving some-
what. The ministry of labor and housing began to construct new two- to three-room
apartments instead of the smaller standard one- to two-rooms housing, and here
too the time element was vital. The aim was to give the new immigrants a sense of
permanency and encourage them to put down roots in a certain place where they
would live and raise their families. Parallel to this, the Minister of Commerce and
Industry Pinchas Sapir started to create the industrial infrastructure to provide
employment for the new immigrants. The government granted large subsidies
to entrepreneurs willing to establish factories in development towns to employ
people with no professional skills. The textile plants built did not require much
skill. There was also the German Reparations Agreement which specified that
Germany would supply Israel for the next ten years with goods and means of pro-
duction worth 820 million dollars, in addition to personal restitutions to victims
of the Nazi regime. Beginning in 1954, there arrived in Israel ships, rolling stock,
machines, industrial raw materials and even some oil. The wheel began to turn
and it appeared that Israel might be able to overcome the most pressing problems
in her economic growth. In 1953, the immigration figures declined and for the
first time there were more people leaving the country than arriving. The nations
of Eastern Europe were now sealed to the exit of Jews and those remaining there
became targets of persecution. There was virtually no immigration from America.
There was a tiny trickle of immigrants from Western Europe and Latin America.
The main effort was turned to North Africa, where several hundreds of thousands
Jews still lived in Morocco, Algeria and Tunisia, then still under French rule. The
vast building effort of the early years continued, but at a slower pace. The enor-
mous pressures of the early years abated somewhat and Israel could begin to
breathe easier.

If the early years were noted by much improvisation in the work of the min-
istry of labor and housing, mainly in construction of housing and roads, profes-
sional training and the other matters under its jurisdiction, in one sphere Golda
acted according to a well-thought-out plan and order of priorities: social legis-
lation. Here her long-time experience in the Histadrut and her sterile contacts
with the Mandatory regime that paid scant attention to such matters paid off.
As soon as she returned from Moscow, she established an interministerial com-
mittee to prepare the foundations of social legislation, mainly social security.
This was clearly in line with the ideology of Mapai. Such laws would also place
Israel among the most developed countries in the world, to which she wanted
to be compared, but could never compete with on human, economic and finan-
cial resources. The committee was appointed in spite of the attempts by Finance
Minister Kaplan and later Eshkol to torpedo it for a simple reason—lack of funds.
Golda now came out vehemently against the position of her colleagues who
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wanted to postpone the vision of the messianic age to more quiet times. The
finance minister claimed that his till was empty and he could not underwrite the
vast outlay of social security. The plan called for work-related accidents insur-
ance, old age pensions, maternity garnts, and various grants to widows, orphans,
invalids and even burial costs. There was need to pay reserve soldiers when called
to their annual duty. To placate the Finance Ministry, Golda proposed the creation
of an independent body to be called the National Insurance Institution, whose
income would derive from workers’ contributions, from employers and from the
government. The Finance Ministry’s opposition was such that Golda presented
the draft law to the Knesset without ensuring the government’s participation in
the proposed law. The law was presented for its first reading in the Knesset on
February 5, 1952. Deeply moved, Golda, who felt she was making history, read the
following words:

I deem it a great honor to present on behalf of the government the National Insurance Law
-1952. The day in which any legislature in the world opens its discussion on the social secu-
rity bill—is a great event in the life of any country. I allow myself to say that this event
is seven times bigger in our young nation, and it is a great privilege for the Knesset, that
already in the fourth year of our independence it moves to deal with the first in a series of
social security legislation.

The quest for orderly social life has marked the Hebrew nation from the beginning of its
appearance on the stage of history, and the fervor of its prophets for the sake of the poor and
widows put is mark on the development of human society.

The founders of Zionism, headed by Israel’s visionary Benjamin Zeev Herzl, and those who
laid the foundations for the state in this country, have linked our political independence
with the principles of social justice.

At the beginning of the workers’ movement in this country rested the principle of mutual
aid and the concern for the weak. This became the basic foundation of the Histadrut. During
the long period of the old Mandatory regime that ignored the basic needs of the Yishuv, the
Histadrut built a network of mutual aid institutions: the Sick Fund, Invalids Fund, Unem-
ployment Fund, “Dor Ledor”, “Matsiv” and others. The settlements—the Kibbutz and the
Moshav—perfected this sphere, where each individual knew absolute social security given
to him by the society in which he lived and to which he devoted all his powers. There were
other bodies, of workers and non-workers alike, that established over time health care
and other institutions that looked after their members. Yet by adopting this law we are
moving from a voluntary framework to a binding one. Happy are we who are fortunate to be
members of the Knesset of Israel and fortunate is the Knesset that sees the need to enact this
law even at a time when our country is beset with many and difficult problems.

We do not ignore the current problems when we turn to implement social security. The state
is still in the early phases of its development and building. It is burdened with security
and the integration of the mass immigration costs. It is struggling with growing economic
hardships. All this did not escape our eyes when we planned the future social security and
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while drafting the first law. Due to the present conditions, we are forced to implement the
full plan not at once, but in stages. We also had to avoid at this stage adding a huge burden
on the state’s treasury."

A year later, when Levi Eshkol was finance minister, the government entered
into partnership with the Social Insurance Institute. This was one of the greatest
achievements of Golda in her long political career. Like Ben-Gurion, who insisted
on nonselective mass immigration and won, she too overcame doubts and uncer-
tainties and insisted on the passage of this basic law during the fourth year of
poor Israel. She refused to delay it to better times. Perhaps she feared that in the
future the enthusiasm of some of her party colleagues would wane. She may have
suspected that the young economists, who would soon be known as the “Trea-
sury Boys”, would succeed in postponing this law or perhaps she feared that one
day, when her party would no longer be in power, a right-wing party would not
want to enact this law. For some reason, Israelis do not link Golda with this law.
If Israelis ever thought of giving a name to laws, surely it would be known as
“Golda’s Law”. Of that time people remember “Golda’s Roads” that led to devel-
opment towns in the periphery, but few give her credit for her legislative efforts.
In September 1949, the legislative plans of the Labor Ministry included Reserve
Soldiers Payment Law, Return to Work of Demobilized Soldiers Law (1949), the
law banning night baking (1951), Work and Rest Hours Law (1951), Youth Work
Law (1953), Women’s Work Law (1952), Apprenticeship Law (1953), Annual Paid
Vacation Law (1951). Two laws over which she worked hard were enacted in 1957:
Labor Disputes Settlement Law and the Collective Agreement Law. Laws dealing
with the inspection of the work place, labor exchange, equal payment, severance
pay and the trade union bill, were all adopted after she left the labor ministry, all
the rest were adopted while she was still labor minister. The national health care
law was not enacted because of the opposition of the Histadrut which did not
always support her legislation, fearing that if the state took over these fields, the
Histadrut would lose much of the influence it had acquired during the Mandate
era. The Histadrut also did not like the ministry taking over vocational training
and the idea that employers pay their share of pensions directly to the social
insurance and not through the various Histadrut pension funds. For the same
reason the Histadrut opposed the collection of sick fund payments through social
security, a step likely to put an end to duplication and waste in the Histadrut’s
collection mechanisms. Over time, the Histarut had to yield to the state on these
matters.

11 Address in the Knesset, 5 February 1952.



218 —— 10 The Seven Good Years (1949-1956)

In spite of the zeal with which Golda promoted her social legislation, she
rightfully feared that eventually these laws would harm her party. The transfer
of authority from the party, which was the norm in the 1930’s and 1940’s, to the
hands of the government, was bound to reduce the party’s influence. This was
the Ben-Gurion concept of statism. He argued that once the state was created,
it must establish a system of governmental functions and determine its actions
with no direct linkage to party or movement frameworks that had been volun-
tary in the past. “His state concept saw the legitimacy of the government totally
unrelated to public factors that make them their political subjects”.”? On behalf
of interest of state (raison d’etat), Ben-Gurion demanded and achieved the dis-
banding of the separate pre-state military frameworks: the Irgun, Lechi and the
separate Palmach headquarters, and enacted State Security Service Law. The Free
and Compulsory Education Law removed education from the various parties but
left intact the independent education system of the ultra-orthodox Agudat Israel
party, the same way it allowed yeshiva students not to serve in the army and also
absolved religious women from military service, something that Golda vehe-
mently opposed. In this way the Labor movement lost its education system. Labor
Exchange Law took the role of providing employment away from the parties. The
Social Insurance Law awarded the state the central function of dealing with the
aged, handicapped and the weaker segments of society. Ben-Gurion also insisted
on the establishment of a Civil Service Commission to determine clear-cut guide-
lines for the hiring of workers for the public sector. All these laws that are self
evident in modern countries weakened Mapai, and that became one of the points
of conflict between Ben-Gurion’s heirs. His opponents viewed with growing
alarm the dismantling of hallowed frameworks that they felt only strengthened
the party’s influence among various strata in the Yishuv. For his part, the “old
man” argued that it was the state that had to provide these important services
and not political parties. Since the Herut party or the General Zionists had never
provided these services during the Mandate, Ben-Gurion’s moves were not seen
by them as weakening their authority in any way. On the contrary, they supported
many of these laws.

One issue in which Golda was less successful was finding employment and
preventing mass unemployment. The unemployed were mainly new immigrants,
old, sick and lacking education and skills. It was necessary to employ them in
order to give them a sense of respect in their own eyes and those of their fami-
lies in addition to providing a minimal livelihood. Part of the cultural shock that
the new immigrants encountered was the need to adjust to new and permanent

12 Horowitz and Lissak, From Yishuv to Statehood, p. 279.
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working habits. The Holocaust survivors had not led a normal, productive life for
at least ten years. Jews who came from African and Asian countries were mostly
peddlers, and small artisans or the owners of small shops. For some of them,
physical labor was demeaning. Golda was convinced there was dire need to train
them to work, any work was better than doing nothing. She remembered from
her days in America in the early 1930’s the various relief work schemes adopted
by Roosevelt’s New Deal to employ millions of people who were out of work,
derisivley called “leaf raking”. “What’s wrong with paving roads, planting trees,
readying the land and building homes”, she asked. Most of the new immigrants
adamantly refused to join the kibbutzim who in turn became increasingly alien-
ated from the immigrants, many of whom lived not far from them in dire condi-
tions, while they enjoyed order, cleanliness, employment, regular food and even
vacations. Compared to the kibbutzim, the maabarot were hotbeds of poverty.

One of the major problems of the new immigrants was lack of authoritative
and recognized leadership. They arrived in Israel leaderless. Those who were
educated and successful in their profession or, in some cases, even prosperous,
moved to other countries—France, Canada, to the United States and even to
faraway Australia. A few went to Britain and some even to remote Latin Amer-
ican countries where some of them amassed wealth. A tiny minority moved to
Switzerland. Many did well in business, banking and even in academia. There
was a prevailing sense that Israel was the home of those who did not do well.
The vacuum created by the absence of leadership was filled by Mapai, usually
ignoring the immigrant’s needs and sensibilities. Over time a new leadership was
bound to grow in the development towns, some of whom gravitated to Herut.
The second generation of immigrants repaid those who absorbed them by aban-
doning Mapai. This was evident and even predictable. But these processes would
only come to fruition in the late 1970’s.

The harsh reality raised severe ideological problems. On the one hand,
Mapai’s leaders had the vision of building a just and equal society. Israel would
implement that which the Soviet Union had failed to do. It would be a truly
socialist-democratic state, naturally under Mapai’s leadership, whose heads
spread slogans in public meetings and on May Day parades. But they were real-
istic enough to realize that Israeli socialism could not be built on the basis of
hollow slogans. There was need to find accommodation and compromise and
ensure continued support of American Jews for their brethren in Israel. In order
to achieve this, they would have to conceal the socialist aspect of their ideology.
Few believed that Israel will remain in a state of constant war and that the much
-wanted immigration would create unexpected problems in all aspects of life.
What to do? In 1951, Golda addressed a meeting of workers’ councils and said:
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I want to know how an immigrant family from Yemen will find a roof over its head. We sang
songs and wrote articles, and made ardent speeches on immigrant absorption. But I want to
know how a Yemenite family will advance to a home and the minimum necessary for exis-
tence. In which way this poor and small country, after a war and without peace, the massive
immigration wave, will find the vast treasures to ensure housing and food and clothing
and all that is necessary, including refrigerators, and implement the first commandment,
for whose sake only it was worth creating a state—without them I do not need it. A Jewish
state that will ensure a high standard of living, without massive unlimited immigration—I
publically confess, I do not need such a state. I need a Hebrew state for one thing only, so
that when Jews will want to come, and they will come—the gates of Israel will be open with
no limitations, and if there is need to suffer for this holy thing, then let us all suffer and let
us not create two nations among us.”

In spite of the problems and hardships, this was Mapai’s finest hour. Asher Arian,
an expert in Israeli politics, noted that

in the early years following the establishment of the state, Mapai was a perfect example of
a dominant party...it won the largest number of votes, stood at the center of every coalition
government, flew the flag of social needs and expressed the desires of society as a whole.
It also enjoyed the enormous political advantages of a unified and crystallized leadership,
of an elastic and broad-based, well-oiled political organization, of the absence of a serious
political opposition and controlled vast economic and human resources that poured into
Israel. It was hard to compete with such a combination and it took 30 years to defeat it.

Mapai controlled the key government ministries: prime minister, finance,
defense, foreign affairs, education and labor, and left their junior coalition part-
ners welfare, health, agriculture, police, religious affairs, tourism, interior, posts
and justice.

Golda was now among the top and senior leaders. She won much respect for
the manner in which she organized and arranged matters in various ways that
included bursting into the office of the finance minister to demand additional
budgets. Her ability to improvise was highly impressive in those days of creation,
while they were the targets of derision when she was prime minister. Her unques-
tioning loyalty to the leaders was well known. In addition to her work in Israel she
headed the Israel delegation to the annual meetings of the International Labor
Organization in Geneva and at least twice a year traveled to America on behalf of
the United Jewish Appeal or Israel Bonds. Every major leader who visited Israel
met Golda. Since she never kept a diary, we find in Sharett’s diaries many refer-
ences to her numerous activities. She was a regular guest in meetings with foreign
guests, partly because of her command of English, partly because she was highly
persuasive and was possibly one of the best and most convincing spokespersons

13 Tamir, ed., Golda, p. 134.
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of Israel. She could discuss domestic and foreign issues, security and immigrant
absorption, housing and education. She was a well-known figure on Israel’s
roads, in the maabarot, moshavim and development towns. She won the loyalty
and appreciation of her staff, they in turn always defended their minister, and
she awarded them with job security and promotion. She knew in detail how her
office functioned. Each job appointment required her approval. But the Ministry
of Labor never became her political base, as the Office of the Prime Minister and
Defense Ministry became the political base of Ben-Gurion, the Treasury of Eshkol.
Her colleagues in the cabinet often consulted her on foreign and defense matters
and her opinion was highy valued and usually accepted.

Although she was a very busy minister of labor, she regularly attended meet-
ings that dealt with key foreign affairs and defense issues. Both Sharett and even
Ben-Gurion sought her advice. Often she was asked to travel abroad and explain
Israel’s policies. In 1953, after the “Doctors Plot” canard exploded following
Stalin’s death, she was asked by Sharett to address the United Nations Security
Council. He assumed that her experience as Israel’s envoy to Moscow would give
her speech greater credibility. Both the United Jewish Appeal and Israel Bonds con-
stantly asked her to help raise funds, and all this meant prolonged absences from
Israel. Luckily, her staff enabled her to travel overseas, knowing they would deal
with every problem in a judicious manner, and she gave them much latitude and
full backing, mainly from attacks launched at them by the heads of the Histadrut.

In December 1949, Golda participated in one of Israel’s most crucial deci-
sions. On December 9, 1949, the United Nations General Assembly renewed its
call for the internationalization of Jerusalem and making it a corpus separatum
as specified in the 1947 partition plan. To prevent this, Ben-Gurion proposed to
the cabinet to move the Knesset from Tel Aviv to Jerusalem, effectively making it
Israel’s capital. His suggestion was adopted. Sharett, then in New York, opposed
this move and even tended his resignation but was soon persuaded to retract it.
Golda supported Ben-Gurion when Mapai’s Knesset faction discussed the issue
in two long sessions. Those opposed to this move feared adverse United Nations
and negative international reaction, while those in favor spoke of the holiness of
the city to Judaism as well as its strategic importance. They argued that the Chris-
tian world that ignored the Jordanian shelling of the city and was prepared to let
Jewish Jerusalem starve to death in 1948, had no moral right to demand the inter-
nationalization of the city. Later Golda admitted: “My feeling throughout these
discussions was one of permanent fear. I always feared that if we do not decide

like this—things will be worse”."

14 Brecher, Foreign Policy System of Israel, p. 222.
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On one issue she did not always have a balanced and serious view, that of the
budget. In spite of being a highly pragmatic politician, she often ignored the prin-
ciple of a balanced budget. She argued that at the time of Sturm und Drang, the
time of mass immigration and the creation of the state’s foundations, budgetary
considerations must not be allowed to interfere with the tasks that had their own
dynamics. In a debate on unemployment she stated:

In recent months I did not hear from any of our respectable economists saying they regret
the days in which Jews sat in camps idling, sinking. But I hear many expressions of regret
over the waste of money, lack of efficiency and the huge cost of removing these people from
there and putting them to work. What should be regretted here? Should we regret that Jews
from Yemen, Jews from Iraq, Jews from Morocco and from Tunis did not know how to work,
were not used to work and later they became used to work.

Few noted that she only mentioned oriental Jews. As for money, she assumed
that at the end it would be found, either in Israel or in America. This is how she
was used to think and in this respect she never changed. When the vision col-
lided with harsh budgetary considerations, the budget had to be bent and not the
vision. If we had listened to the economists, she used to say, we would never have
established the state of Israel.

In May 1951, while in the United States for the launch of the Bond campaign
by Ben-Gurion, Golda was called back to Israel. Morris Meyerson suffered a stroke
and died all alone in her apartment in Tel Aviv. She rushed back with her son Men-
achem. Although they had lived apart for many years and while Morris remained
unknown and she had become a minister in the government of Israel, yet he was
her husband and the father of her children. For her he made huge sacrifices—he
followed her to Palestine and stayed there even after his marriage foundered. She
had genuine positive feelings towards him. Another blow, several weeks later,
was the death of David Remez. Although in recent years they moved apart from
each other and their relations were less warm than in the past, Remez signified
for her the early and difficult years, the despair and the shattered dreams. He was
the one to put her on the right track, tutored her, promoted her and launched her
on the way to the top. She owed her political life to Remez. Another major figure
from the past was gone. With the great leaders—Berl, Beilinson, Golomb, Dov Hoz
and now Remez gone, there remained one—Ben-Gurion.

While she did not have direct access to the leader, she was one of the few
who could see him whenever she wanted. But there was never much warmth and
intimacy in their ties. He did not have the habit of easy conversation or any inter-
est in small talk. He was to the point, brief, terse, occasionally short-tempered
and had no time for idle chats. Years later Golda told a writer that she felt that
Ben-Gurion did not really need anyone. Unlike Golda, he did not attend concerts
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or the theater, and she did not read books on Greek philosophy or for that matter
on other subjects. The conversations between them were on politics, foreign and
defense matters, personnel and leadership problems in the party and on rare
occasions about what had happened to the Zionist dream. She is mentioned often
in his diaries, but he did not expand on her words or her contributions to the
discussions, certainly not how she felt and or what was her mood. This would
change in the early 1960’s when Golda became involved in moves that led to his
final resignation in June 1963. When Golda’s mother died in 1952, Ben-Gurion
wrote her a personal letter that moved her deeply: He wrote that a mother is the
most intimate and unique thing and mentioned that he lost his mother when he
was ten years old.

Inthe summer of 1951, there were several political crises, mainly on the issue of
religious education. As a result of one of them, Ben-Gurion resigned and elections
were held on July 30, 1951. This was Mapai’s first major test after the beginning
of mass immigration. Its leaders were mobilized to win votes. Golda, as always,
participated with much enthusiasm in the campaign. She offered the public two
options: the good life or mass immigration, meaning continued life of rationing
and austerity. Israel was too weak to do both at the same time. Golda lashed out at
Herut and the General Zionists who called for a policy based on private initiative.
Where were the private initiators, why didn’t they come, she asked. Why didn’t
they go to the Negev? In campaign meetings, she flayed her opponents merci-
lessly. The opposition was unable to present the voters with impressive figures
on the national level while Mapai could. The left-wing opposition criticized the
policy of leaning on America instead of pursuing a nonaligned policy. The right
spoke of massive waste, the preference given to the workers’ sector in all areas,
from import licenses to public works tenders. The voter preferred to return Mapai
to power, but did not give it an absolute majority. Mapai won 45 seats, Mapam—15,
the Religious parties—15. Herut went down from 14 to 8, their votes having been
taken by the General Zionists who won 20 seats. On October 7, 1951, Ben-Gurion
presented his new cabinet which was once again a coalition between Mapai and
the Religious parties and won the support of 56 Knesset members as against
40 opposed with four abstentions. This would be the last time Ben-Gurion would
present a minority government. Golda continued as minister of labor, as there
was no change in the manning of other senior positions.

In her ministry, the daily work continued in full speed. Attention was now
paid to building elementary housing that were a dire necessity but were also an
architectural and esthetic disaster. Each time she visited these houses, she had
mixed feelings. She did understand the need for saving and speed, but her sense
of esthetics was hurt by the ugly constructions that only stressed the social gap,
that showed who was rich and who was poor, who was a newcomer and who was
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a veteran. When she presented to the Knesset the plan to build 30,000 housing
units, she made a commitment that the construction would take six months. At
the end of August, she had to admit that only 15,000 units were ready. Declara-
tions apart, finally only 18,000 units were built, half of them wooden huts. It was
easier, cheaper and faster to build huts.” In an early Knesset debate on June 8,
1949, she explained her decision to house thousands of immigrants in tents and
huts: “I am not a hero and I cannot say whether five, six or eight families will
live in one room until a way will be found to build them a two-room apartment,
because I knew this was an illusion. Such apartments will not be built that fast”.
Reacting to criticism by a General Zionist member of the Knesset on the housing
quality and speed, she answered in sarcasm that was typical of her when she was
criticized: “I am simply full of envy of Knesset Member Serlin who can quietly
criticize various shapes of housing. Huts should never be given to immigrants.
Houses made of blocks—not good, unlivable. Mr. Serlin likes a good thing, and
one must congratulate his esthetic sense. He likes a large and sturdy house”.'
Later she explained her view of the need to crowd a family of three, or even four,
in one room: “We intend to provide a roof. Not a ceiling but a roof, not of cement
but gypsum. Over time the immigrant will himself do the ceiling, after several
months will add a room, a balcony, and there is no danger in that”.” The problem
was that the immigrants did not do so and those among them, especially the most
needy, lacked a housing culture. Most of them expected that someone else would
do the job for them. This was not done for many years and added to the feeling
of shame and depression, not to mention the feeling of poverty, alienation and
deprivation.

As noted, the great momentum was over by the end of 1953 when an effort was
undertaken to eliminate the maabarot. Until Golda moved to the Foreign Minis-
try in June 1956, two thirds of the maabarot were eliminated, and 120,000 fami-
lies were moved to permanent housing. During her stint as Minister of Labor and
Construction 130,000 housing units were built and 400,000 people found gainful
employment, 80,000 acquired a trade. In spite of these impressive achievements,
not to mention the establishment of scores of kibbutzim and moshavim, Israeli
historians did not favor the minister of labor and most of the successes were not
credited to Golda. People remember to this day the maabarot, the tin huts, the
tents and the blocks and Golda’s roads, the ugliness, the unemployment and the
demonstrations. She could provide only what the budget enabled her to give.
Ben-Gurion determined that there should be mass immigration. She believed in

15 Address in the Knesset, 8 August 1949.
16 Address in the Knesset, 1 June 1949,
17 Ibid.
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it, but budgetary limitations did not permit this. She had to compromise, and
each compromise became a policy. Many Jews were absorbed and integrated and
became productive citizens. But they never forgot their sense of discriminaton
and turned their anger at those they thought were responsible for that. Mapai was
proud of its achievements in immigration and absorption, but years later it paid
the price for the many errors committed, most of them with the best of intentions.
As for Golda, she resented their attitude: “They are ungrateful”, she said, “after
all we have done for them”.

During her term as minister of labor, Golda often clashed with the heads of
the Histadrut. Now she was on the other side of the barricade. Many years later,
Ariel Sharon coined the phrase: “What you see from here, you do not see from
there”. That applied to Golda’s relations with the Histadrut. She was opposed to
their demands for higher wages, for their support of strikes in public services and
for what she thought was their help for the better-off segments of the population.
She was totally opposed to a nurses’ strike, saying she was waiting for the first
nurse to break the strike and return to work. She opposed a strike by engineers
and demanded greater equality in pay. She objected to various under-the-table
arrangements designed to end strikes in essential services that were usually given
to stronger unions and to powerful workers’ committees in the essential enter-
prises. In these issues she enjoyed Ben-Gurion’s full backing, although he never
showed much interest in these matters.

Now, from early 1954, when the enormous tensions created by mass immi-
gration, absorption and housing abated and the austerity regime petered out, it
was possible to breathe easier and Golda could now turn her attention to another
arena whose consequences were far more important for the future of both country
and party, the intenal party arena, which showed signs of cracking from within.
From the end of 1953, her attention was increasingly diverted to what was hap-
pening within Mapai, to the question of Ben-Gurion’s successor and the future
of Israel.



11 Ben-Gurion Commands (1953-1956)

While the members of the Third Aliyah who were so instrumental in estab-
lishing Israel entrenched themselves in positions of power, another group in
Mapai consisting of younger people, began to emerge. They were graduates of
the Labor Movement educational system and its youth movements, men who
made their names in the Hagannah, acquisition of arms, the illegal immigra-
tion and the War of Independence. Some were born on kibbutzim, others on
moshavim and a minority came from the large cities. They were all children of
Eastern European Jews who came to Palestine on the eve of World War I and
mainly during the first years of the Mandate. Members of this generation were
divided into a number of groups. The first consisted of those who were alarmed
over what they feared as the transformation of Israel into an Eastern European
People’s Democracy governed by a party and governmental bureaucracy, whose
manifold apparatus stifled initiative and bound its citizens in a complex system
of rules, regulations, edicts and statutes. The citizen was dependent on the
bureaucracy and not the other way. These younger men, many Palmach and
youth movements graduates, saw with growing concern the entrenchment of
the veteran leaders, many of them without any charisma and unable to inspire
the younger generation of Israel. True, the veterans achieved Israel’s indepen-
dence, but seemed to have lost the generation of those who were responsible
for making independence a reality. Among the alienated were writers, poets,
journalists and academics that distanced themselves from politics seen by them
as full of intrigues and manipulations and enrolled at the Hebrew University in
Jerusalem. Some even left the country to study abroad. Many were upset over the
removal from power of the Palmach commanders and the rise of a gray, unin-
spiring bureaucracy which characterized government offices in the early years
of statehood.

The second group among the younger generation was determined to rise
in the party and governmental hierarchy and thought itself capable of taking
over from the veteran leaders. Some of these men understood that one way to
achieve rapid advancement was through the defense establishment, either in
its civilian branch—the Ministry of Defense, or its military branch—the Israel
Defense Forces. In this way they would serve the state and deal with the main
challenge—the safeguarding of Israel’s existence. They would also be promoted
due to their personal capabilities and talents and not just because of party mem-
bership and connections. In the defense establishment they would also be less
exposed to criticism because the media in those times treated this establishment
with kid gloves and avoided attacking it. This group tied its future and career to
the founding father—David Ben-Gurion.
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The young leaders began to talk of the need to democratize Mapai and
demanded of the veteran leaders a spotless behavior when it came to jobs and
promotions. The veteran leaders now found themselves serving as cabinet minis-
ters, members of the Jewish Agency Executive and heading the Histadrut and its
various enterprises. In the early 1950’s, a new group calling itself the “Movement
for Party Renewal” disturbed the veteran leaders who worried about the party’s
unity and wholeness, and of course their own position in the government and
party hierarchy. “If the young leaders wish to have reforms, fine with us,” they
said, “let them go to the Negev and teach new immigrants how to become pro-
ductive citizens.” The young men began to display signs of growing impatience.
They realized that if they have to wait their turn for room at the top, it could mean
at least twenty years until biology would take its toll on their elders. They were
not prepared for such a long wait. No wonder that Zalman Aranne once scoffed
at them: “Being young is not an ideological program”. The younger men showed
much interest in running large organizations and less in ideology. Soon a gap
developed between the “technocrats” or “doers” and the older “ideologists”. The
latter continued to float outdated slogans, with no bearing and message to the
new native-born generation who had experienced the War of Independence, and
certainly it held no message to the new immigrants who came in the mass immi-
gration waves of the early 1950’s.

The younger leaders sought and found their patron in Ben-Gurion. He
admired the younger generation that was responsible for Israel’s military victo-
ries of 1948 and had made the state a viable reality. He also understood the need
for proper party hierarchy and realized that the veteran leaders knew how to win
elections, but he had to prepare the future leadership of Israel, those who would
move the country towardsits goal as a progressive, modern technological-scientific
and industrialized society able to defend itself by its own means. Ben-Gurion,
more than any other leader, understood that in order to survive, Israel must build
a modern army that depended on three foundations: the human factors, which
meant immigration, absorption, education, leadership, motivation and profes-
sional cadres; an industry, based on science and modern technology, that would
produce modern weapons for the IDF and agriculture to feed the country. This he
saw as the implementation of classical Zionism and a solution to employment for
new immigrants, dispersal of the population and the settlement of vast empty
parts of Israel’s periphery mainly along the exposed borders. Ben-Gurion busied
himself with learning technological subjects and in the framework of his “statist”
ideology he preferred that the military industries be developed by the defense
ministry and not by other bodies such as the Histadrut’s “Workers Association”.

The younger leaders were impressed with Ben-Gurion’s “statism” and his
order of priorities. They were not that concerned if in the process of moving to
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“statism” a number of sacred cows such as the workers’ educational stream, the
party’s labor exchanges and the weakening of the Histadrut and maybe even
that of the party were slaughtered, for them the price was not too high. Their
power bases were the Prime Minister’s Office where Ehud Avriel, Teddy Kollek
and Yitzhak Navon, Ben-Gurion’s secretary, were on the rise, and the Ministry of
Defense where the star of Shimon Peres shone, and the IDF where Moshe Dayan
rapidly rose in the ranks. These men and others had concrete ideas how to reform
the administration of Israel, which would entail changes in the leadership. They
expressed these views freely and caused much unrest among the middle ranks of
the party leadership.

Some members of this group, among them Golda Meir, Zalman Aranne, Levi
Eshkol, Pinchas Sapir and Pinchas Lavon who arrived in the Third Aliyah, were
aware of this new grouping of Ben-Gurion’s lads. They hoped that Ben-Gurion
would be able to rein in this group and channel their talents in the proper gov-
ernmental and party institutions, and when the time comes, they would gain
growing responsibility and more senior positions. But they were determined that
the veterans would dictate the pace of the promotion. They would decide whom
to reward and whom to remove. Golda and her colleagues had by that time ceased
being revolutionaries and become conservatives preserving the existing order,
stability, heritage and their own position. But they also knew that the younger
men were not prepared to wait for ever. After all, Moshe Dayan commanded the
Jerusalem area in the 1948 war and negotiated with King Abdullah, Peres headed
the naval services in that war and led the arms purchasing mission in New York
before he was 30. Avriel was the first Israeli ambassador to present his creden-
tials after heading arms purchasing operations in Europe before and during the
1948 war. Teddy Kollek was in charge of arms purchasing in the United States and
already served as minister in the Israeli embassy in Washington. Aharon Remez
commanded the Israel Air Force and another young man, Shlomo Hillel, orga-
nized and led the massive immigration operation of Iraqi Jews.

Already then there was discussion of Ben-Gurion’s succession. He was at
the pinnacle of his powers, but at 67 there was reason to consider the delicate
question of who would succeed him when the time came. The veteran leaders
assumed that when he decided to retire, he would nominate his successor and
hand over power in an orderly manner. The younger leaders hoped that Ben-
Gurion would not abandon them and even if he handed over the top positions
to the older leaders, their status and influence will not diminish. Few were ready
when Ben-Gurion announced to his startled colleagues on October 10, 1953, that
he intended to resign as prime minister and defense minister and settle in a Negev
kibbutz called Sede Boker. He claimed that he was tired of the supreme respon-
sibility he had borne since 1935 when he was elected Chairman of the Jewish
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Agency Executive. The time had come to rest, to let others to advance and to
serve the nation. Maybe by going to the Negev desert, others would emulate his
example and carry out real pioneering.

The veterans met in Golda’s home the next day. Among them were Sharett,
Aranne, Lavon, Eshkol, Dov Yosef and Peretz Naftali. They decided that it
was unthinkable that Ben-Gurion be allowed to go to the Negev and threat-
ened to resign en masse. They hoped that by presenting a unified front they
would impress Ben-Gurion who had already taken leave of absence prior to his
resignation.'

In the coming weeks, Israel would be hurled into two major crises. The first
was an IDF raid on the West Bank village of Qibia on October 14, 1953, in retalia-
tion for the murder of a Jewish family in the border settlement Yahud. In the Qibia
raid, over 70 civilians were killed, mainly women and children. The appalled
Sharett heard of this on Ramallah Radio. Ben-Gurion decided to hide the truth
from the Israeli public and announced that no IDF unit had been missing from
its base that night. He claimed the raid was carried out by angry Israeli civilians.
The other crisis had focused on the Israeli works to broaden the River Jordan
channel in the Hula Valley near the B'not Ya’acov Bridge in the demilitarized zone
along the Israel-Syria Armistice Demarcation Line. Syria lodged a complaint with
the UN Security Council that ordered suspension of the works. Israel refused to
comply and the United States, in an unprecedented move, announced that it was
suspending all economic aid to Israel. This was an extreme move. In a meeting
of the Ministerial Defense Committee headed by Ben-Gurion, Golda vehemently
opposed caving in to American dictates. But Ben-Gurion yielded. The works were
halted and the American aid resumed three weeks later. The National Water
Carrier plans were redrawn and the source of the water for the Negev would now
be the Sea of Galilee (Lake Kinneret) instead of the Jordan River near the B’not
Ya’acov Bridge. The veterans hoped that these events would cause Ben-Gurion
to reconsider his resignation. But he insisted that a replacement be found for
him in both capacities—as prime minister and defense minister. There were three
likely candidates: Moshe Sharett, Levi Eshkol, and Golda Meir. On October 28,
1953, Sharett noted in his diary that Nahum Goldmann told him that Ben-Gurion
wanted Golda to succeed him, but these were unsubstantiated rumors. Yet this

1 Sharett Diary, 11 October 1953, p. 26. This chapter is based primarily on the following: Moshe
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David Ben-Gurion, Israel’s First Prime Minister—Selected Documents, Jerusalem, 1996; Bar-
Zohar, Ben-Gurion; Goldstein, Eshkol; Yossi Goldstein, Golda—A Biography, Beer Sheba, 2012;
Gavriel Sheffer, Moshe Sharett—Biography of a Political Moderate, Oxford, 1996.
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was enough for Sharett to pour his heart out in his diary. On October 29, Golda
appeared before an Israel Bonds mission and Sharett noted that her speech was
devoid of any ideological content. He thought that her “basic” English flowed
naturally but freed the audience from any intellectual effort. Ben-Gurion and
Golda could not overcome the huge shock of their immigration to Israel, in oppo-
sition to their parents and unforgiving of those who did not follow them.’
Sharett’s views of Golda’s intellectual limitations were well known. But he
was impressed with the strength of her personality and feared her candidacy even
before any serious factor raised it. On November 11, the Mapai leadership met
and while most speakers opposed Ben-Gurion’s determination to resign, Golda
was the only one who defended his right to decide his own future.’ There is no
evidence that her candidacy was seriously considered. If it was, it can be assumed
that she was persuaded by friends and family alike not to present her candidacy.
They feared that in a vote she might lose and see it as a nonconfidence motion.
Lavon was probably the only minister who considered her a likely successor to
Ben-Gurion. Finally Ben-Gurion resolved the issue by nominating Sharett. Golda
thought, even though she never voiced it publicly, that it was a poor selection
and that Sharett would never be able to fill Ben-Gurion’s giant shoes since he was
known for being cautious, moderate and of a wavering character. She also knew
that Ben-Gurion was not retiring for good from politics or the Knesset, and that if
worse came to worse, he could always be found in Sede Boker and help the Mapai
leaders make decisions. Twenty years later she wrote in “My Life” that Sharett was
sensitive to international public opinion, to the United Nations, to the stand of
foreign governments and diplomatic niceties, whereas Israel’s basic needs at the
time were how to ensure its very survival as a right and not as a gift from others.
Prior to resigning, Ben-Gurion made three appointments, one of which would
prove disastrous. He appointed Pinchas Lavon as minister of defense. He pro-
moted Peres to be Director General of the Defense Ministry at age 29, and Moshe
Dayan, at 38, was promoted to Chief of Staff of the IDF. Dayan and Peres were
Ben-Gurion protégées and loyalists and it was evident that they were meant to
watch Lavon’s steps. In the midst of a cabinet session that discussed the approval
of these appointments, Sharett sent a note to Golda: “Moshe Dayan is not a mil-
itary personality and eschews discipline. He is a daring partisan, a fighter and
statesman at war, and an adventurer in times of peace. He has no idea and no
interest in how to run the military establishment”.* The cabinet approved the

2 Sharett Diary, 29 October 1953, p. 97.
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4 Sharett Diary, 29 October 1953, p. 202.
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nominations and thus sealed the fate of the new defense minister. Lavon, who
was seen as a dove, soon emerged as a hawk. He approved large-scale retalia-
tory raids, at times without consulting or even informing Prime Minister and
Foreign Minister Sharett. Peres and Dayan were appalled. They began to ques-
tion his judgment and ability. Golda described him as a complex handsome intel-
lectual, who used to be a big dove, but now “became super hawk ever since he
began to deal with military matters”.” She and some of her colleagues opposed
his appointment but were not prepared to fight Ben-Gurion’s insistence. Lavon
began to encounter growing suspicion not only from his ministerial colleagues
but also from those under him, the Director General and the Chief of Staff. They
objected to his demand to meet senior IDF officers without their presence and his
repeated efforts to undermine their authority and status. Lavon, who opposed
Ben-Gurion’s “statist” ideology, thought that the defense ministry had overex-
panded its economic activities far beyond what was reasonable and thus hurt
the industrial empire of the Histadrut. He thought that if some industries would
be transferred from the defense ministry to the Histadrut, Mapai’s domination
in Israel would be enhanced by dint of controlling these industries. His thinking
did not differ from that of some of his colleagues, but times had changed, and
what had been good during the Mandate was no longer valid. He had to struggle
against Ben-Gurion who espoused a different doctrine.

In his attempt to limit the spheres of action of the Defense Ministry, Lavon
encountered the growing opposition of Shimon Peres, himself an empire builder
who expanded the country’s nascent arms and the aviation industries. The
growing rift between them was not purely personal but also evolved on matters
of principles. Peres supported the growing control of the defense ministry,
while Lavon wanted to bolster the Histadrut. Dayan very much resented Lavon’s
efforts to meet directly with members of the General Staff, and soon a situation
was created which one observer called “disturbed hierarchies”,® as two sources
of authority were created. The first was in Sede Boker, from where Ben-Gurion
continued to consult with his colleagues, the second was the Prime Minister’s
Office in Jerusalem, where Sharett sought to run the affairs of state honestly,
with integrity and courage. The chain of command was vague, responsibility for
issuing orders and overseeing their implementation was not always clear and
above all there were attempts to undermine the credibility of the heads of the
defense establishment. Lavon was blamed by Dayan and Peres of spreading lies

5 Meir, My Life, p. 210.
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and being emotionally unstable. Lavon retorted by charging these two with sys-
tematically undermining his authority. This was not the first time that Peres was
charged with scheming against his political opponents.

Golda and her ministerial colleagues watched all this with growing trepi-
dation. Since her confidence in Sharett’s ability to lead the nation was limited,
she was not surprised when Lavon began to hurt, humiliate, insult and bypass
Sharett’s authority. Orderly government deteriorated and this serious state of
affairs in Israel, barely five years old, threatened the country’s standing as a
nation ruled by law with an orderly government. All this occurred when Israel
was under mounting political, military and economic pressures. The land and sea
siege was tightened and the number of attacks on her citizens and soldiers and
violations of her sovereignty grew daily. The general deterioration reached the
IDF. Morale sunk and senior officers began to criticize the General Staff and the
Government of Israel. One who stood out in this criticism was Major Ariel Sharon.
The public at large was unaware of all this due to strict military censorship of
the media. The few in Mapai’s leadership who were aware of these developments
were very careful in their public utterances so as not to provide any ammunition
to the opposition led by Menachem Begin. The government, the defense establish-
ment and the army, as well as the Mapai leadership, found themselves without
an authoritative and confident leadership. Mutual recriminations, slander and
growing bewilderment made Ben-Gurion sorely missed.

In their growing despair, Golda, Aranne, Sapir and Eshkol intensified their
trips to Sede Boker. Sharett noted wryly that Ben-Gurion’s resignation increased
the gas consumption in Israel. He knew that his colleagues were consulting with
Ben-Gurion on virtually every major issue. He did the same, thus further eroding
his own standing and authority.

In June 1954, a Ministerial Defense and Foreign Affairs Committee was estab-
lished, headed by Sharett. Among its members were Golda Meir, Lavon, Eshkol
and Aranne.” This confirmed her place among the top five decision makers in the
country. Once again she became involved in foreign and defense policy, earning
additional experience in these spheres. She felt as though she was back in the
years 1946-1948 when she had last dealt with these matters. But even this body,
designed to bring some order to these delicate issues, did not function prop-
erly, mainly because Defense Minister Lavon chose to ignore it as he ignored the
IDF chain of command. For Golda, dedicated to values such as loyalty, trust,
orderliness, cooperation, discipline and stability, Lavon’s behavior was like a

7 Haggay Eshed, Who Gave the Order, Tel Aviv, 1979, p. 45.
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nightmare. Soon she reached the conclusion that he had to be ousted from the
Defense Ministry before he entangled Israel in perilous adventures.

In those difficult days of the summer of 1954, she continued to function in
the Ministry of Labor and Construction, and even here there were arguments with
Lavon. They argued about who would look after disabled soldiers—the Defense
Ministry or her own ministry. They argued over who would build housing for new
immigrants—the Histadrut or private construction companies or both.? In 1954,
immigration fell considerably. Israel could now breathe easier and try to absorb
the immigrants in a more orderly and planned fashion. German Reparations
started flowing in the form of freighters, railway carriages and machinery. But
these seemingly positive developments were accompanied by general deteriora-
tion in the situation along the borders. Hardly a night went by without shooting
incidents, infiltration, sabotage, mining, theft and killing. The IDF, supported
by the defense minister, demanded instant retaliation. The prime minister pre-
ferred moderation and time to examine each military operation before giving his
approval. Golda often supported Sharett mainly because she wanted to demon-
strate to all that he was the prime minister and there must be order, otherwise
there would be anarchy at the top. Stability became for her a supreme value
that had to be instilled mainly among new immigrants not yet at home with a
multi-party democratic system. She was torn between her loyalty to Ben-Gurion,
hoping that he would soon wake up from his Negev dream and return to navigate
the ship of state now buffeted by very stormy waters. This was in line with her
assessment regarding Sharett’s poor ability to lead the nation in those days.

A number of times in 1954 Golda traveled abroad. She spent several few days
in London as guest of the Joint Israel Appeal. On her way home, she stopped off
in Rome and upon her return to Israel stated that cultural life of the Jewish com-
munity in Rome was fading away.’ This was, of course, a quick and superficial
assessment based on what she heard. In May 1954, she heard from Sapir rumors
that a number of Ben-Gurion’s Young Turks were pressuring him to carry out a
putsch, suspend civil rights and rule of law, dissolve the Knesset and change the
existing electoral system from proportional to district. Until all this happened,
he should govern by decree with the help of the army. They also wanted to cause
a spiritual re-awakening in Israel. Ben-Gurion never took this seriously, but the
idea that some of the younger leaders were ready to suspend democratic rule in
Israel did not endear them to the veteran leaders. In May 1954, Ben-Gurion sum-
moned some of Mapai’s leaders to discuss the future political structure of Israel.

8 Sharett Diary, 9 February 1954, pp. 344-345.
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Golda attended, with Eshkol, Aranne, Lavon, Namir and Govrin. The “old man”
proposed the creation of a “Popular Front” to rejuvenate Israel. He called on
Mapai to change the electoral system so that there would be accountability on the
part of the Knesset members to their voters and not to a party “Arrangement Com-
mittee”. They saw this as removing their influence on the nominations process.
Ben-Gurion was already thinking of what amounted to a cultural revolution to
bring about a spiritual change in the country that would spur young people to
settle the Negev as a manifestation of the renewal of the pioneering spirit. He
was increasingly concerned over the growing number of young men and women
who sought a career in public service, the military, academy and industry. He
regretted that what he considered the true Hebrew Revolution, designed to trans-
form the Jewish people to productive self-sufficient one, had not yet occurred.
Ben-Gurion was caught in a terrible dilemma. He wanted the best to help build
Israel’s military-industrial complex to guarantee the survival of the country. But
he also wanted pioneers who settled the empty Negev. His colleagues heard him
politely. They did not share his vision. They saw no justification to change the
electoral system that enabled Mapai to maintain its hegemony. They wanted nor-
malization while he sought the continuation of the Zionist revolution. While he
spoke of principles, they saw everything in the prism of politics. They feared that
if his demands were met, the country would be thrown into a crisis. They were
convinced that he was being incited by the Young Turks. It was easy for them to
feel that way rather than blaming Ben-Gurion for this mad idea. They rejected his
proposals as the country’s youth was apathetic to his calls to follow him to the
Negev."”

As the relations between Sharett and Lavon further deteriorated, the number
of trips to Sede Boker grew. Golda, Aranne, Sapir and Eshkol were often on the
road to Ben-Gurion’s hut in the kibbutz. They demanded that Ben-Gurion come
back and take over the Defense Ministry, even if it meant that he would not again
becom prime minister, at least for the time being. They were supported by another
figure—Isser Harel, the head of Israel’s intelligence community. He joined them
in calling for Lavon’s ouster." Here was another example of a disturbed hierar-
chy: A senior, unelected official, serving as the head of the Mossad, one of the
most sensitive positions in the country, joined politicians to depose one of their
colleagues. In an emotional meeting, Golda pleaded with Ben-Gurion to return,
citing the country’s deteriorating situation at home and its poor image abroad
and stressing the need for national unity. But he was adamant. On November 30,
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1954, he told her: “I shall come back to the government only if there will be a
majority to change the electoral system and to use state authority to direct the
youth and new immigrants to settlements. If not, I shall carry on my work here”."”
Few paid attention to the fact that he wanted state authority to determine where
the youth and new immigrants would settle, in total contradiction to democratic
principles and personal choice. But as they did not take his ideas seriously, they
preferred to ignore this. The desire to see him back at least in the Defense Ministry
overrode all other considerations.

In June, Golda represented Israel in the annual International Labor Organi-
zation sessions in Geneva and was on her way to Paris when she fell ill in Zurich.
When she returned to Israel, she was greeted by a new “affair”, one that would
undermine Israel’s foundations, its government and Mapai, one that became
known as the Lavon Affair. The details of this “affair” were described in scores
of books and articles. Golda first heard of it from Sharett on July 29, 1954, when
he told her of what had transpired in Cairo and Alexandria. It appeared that an
espionage ring of young Egyptian Jews working for Israeli military intelligence
had planted explosives in American and British facilities in Cairo and Alexan-
dria, hoping to sour relations between Egypt and those two powers. Thus, it was
hoped, Britain would delay its planned evacuation from Egypt that would leave
no buffer between Israel and Egypt. The ring was uncovered and its members
arrested. Sharett told her that once he received details of the ring’s capture and
the escape of its Israeli commander Avri Elad, he demanded explanations from
the Director of the IDF Military Intelligence Colonel Benyamin Gibli. The latter
reported that he had been given authorization to carry out the operation by the
defense minister in a private meeting they held on July 16. Since no one else was
present and no one else had taken notes, Lavon vehemently denied that he had
given the order. When he was asked by Sharett who had given the order Lavon
declined to answer.”

On that day, July 29, Peres told Golda that the senior staff of the Defense Min-
istry had enough of Lavon. The defense minister, claimed Peres, was planning
various operations in the entire Middle East and misled the prime minister. Even
Ben-Gurion came to the conclusion that he had made a serious error of judgment
when he had appointed Lavon defense minister. According to Sharett, Golda
told him that Ben-Gurion’s understanding of human nature was similar to that
of her granddaughter and she would insist Ben-Gurion must dismiss Lavon. On
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that day, Golda, Aranne and Eshkol traveled to Sede Boker to tell Ben-Gurion
of impossible human relationships in the defense ministry. Apart from Lavon
and Sharett, Golda, Eshkol and Aranne were the only ministers informed of the
“affair”. The Israeli public was told nothing, and when the trial of members of
the ring opened in Cairo, the Israel Government denied any connection with
them and charged that the whole affair was staged. The few who read the British
weekly “New Statesman and Nation” noted the following sentence: “It is desir-
able that Mr. Sharett impose strict control on the Israeli Defense Ministry and its
secret operations”.

Prior to the opening of the trial, Lavon demanded that the prime minis-
ter appoint a commission of inquiry to look into what happened in Egypt. The
commission was headed by the President of the Supreme Court Justice Yitzhak
Olshan, the other member was former IDF Chief of Staff Ya’acov Dori. Even before
they heard testimony, Lavon felt the ground burning under his feet and realized
that his days in the Defense Ministry were numbered. But if he had to go, it should
not be due to a searing fiasco in an enemy country. In his testimony, Lavon said
that he was innocent and that his meeting with Gibli had taken place two weeks
after the commencement of the operation. The operation’s commander Avri Elad
was brought from Europe and testified that on his way from the airport he had
been persuaded by senior IDF officers to testify in such a manner as to implicate
Lavon. Lavon demanded Gibli’s dismissal but had no support. He then raised the
ante and demanded that Dayan and Peres be replaced. His friends in the Mapai
leadership rejected this demand not because of any great love for the chief of staff
or the director general of the ministry of defense, but simply because they had
lost any trust in his judgment and emotional stability.

As the time drew near to the sentencing of the Israeli ring members in
Cairo, tension in Jerusalem rose. In January 1955, after one defendant commit-
ted suicide in prison, two were condemned to death, two drew life sentences
and two others received long jail terms. Israel was stunned. Even those who
knew nothing of the “affair” were horrified at the severity of the sentences.
Meanwhile, the Dori-Olshan Committee completed its work and told the prime
minister it was unable to determine beyond doubt who gave the order. Sharett
realized that Lavon would have to draw the necessary conclusions, but if he was
fired, this could be interpreted that Israel was responsible for the mess in Egypt,
therefore Lavon remained at his post for the time being. This decision was not
coordinated with Golda, Eshkol and Aranne. They had in turn reached the con-
clusion that Lavon must go and at once. They had no doubt who should succeed
him: the previous Defense Minister Ben-Gurion. Sharett briefed Golda on the
Dori-Olshan Committee conclusions and this confirmed her view that Lavon must
go immediately.
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On February 1, 1955, she joined Sharett, Eshkol and Aranne and traveled to
Sede Boker to demand that Ben-Gurion reassume his position as defense min-
ister, at least until the next Knesset elections due to be held at the end of 1955.”
Lavon knew that Golda was among those who wanted his head. A copy of a letter
he sent to Sharett on February 2 was sent by him to Golda.' He claimed that he
was innocent of any charge. The Mapai leadership decided they must act quickly,
sensing that Ben-Gurion was finally ready to consider their plea. On February 12 a
meeting was held in Sharett’s office with Golda, Eshkol, and Lavon. In the course
of this meeting, Lavon realized that he had lost the trust of his colleagues and five
days later announced his resignation. On that day, Golda and Namir went to Sede
Boker to demand that Ben-Gurion come back at once. This time he consented,
saying that he had received disturbing news of what was happening in the IDF.
On the 11 pm news of that night the citizens of Israel learned that Ben-Gurion
was back in the Defense Ministry and the entire country heaved a sigh of relief.
Ben-Gurion was sworn in four days later, but the seeds of a growing rift between
himself and Sharett over the conduct of foreign and defense policies were already
sown. Ben-Gurion insisted that the Foreign Ministry stop interfering in matters of
defense and announced that he would be the supreme authority in both spheres.
Sharett did not react. One of Ben-Gurion’s first moves was to remove Gibly as
Head of the IDF Intelligence Branch and appoint him as deputy commander of
the Northern Command.

Golda played a key role in this chapter of the “Lavon Affair”. She insisted all
along on his removal and on the return of Ben-Gurion. The “troika” that operated
in this area consisted of Golda, Eshkol and Aranne, and they acted out of genuine
concern for Israel’s security, the ministry of defense, the government of Israel
and Mapai. Lavon’s dismissal was done summarily. However, the party decided
it did not want to dispense with his services altogether and sent him back to the
position he had held before he joined the Government—Secretary General of the
Histadrut. He accepted and fulfilled this role loyally. Another potential heir to
Ben-Gurion was thus removed from the top echelon.

As soon as he returned to the Ministry of Defense, Ben-Gurion approved a
massive retaliation operation against the Egyptian army in the Gaza Strip. The
operation was conducted on the night of February 27-28 and resulted in large

15 Sharett Diary, 1 February 1955, pp. 701-703; Eshed, Who Gave the Order, p. 151; on the Lavon
Affair see also Goldstein, Eshkol, pp. 417-433; Eliyahu Hassin and Dan Horowitz, The Affair, Tel
Aviv, 1961; Sheffer, Moshe Sharett, pp. 750-769; Michael Bar-Zohar, The Phoenix—The Biography
of Shimon Peres, Tel Aviv, 2006, pp. 130-149; Shabtai Teveth, Moshe Dayan, Tel Aviv, 1971; Chaim
Israeli, Life Story, Tel Aviv, 2005; Eyal Kafkafi, Lavon—Anti Messiah, Tel Aviv, 1998.

16 Eshed, Who Gave the Order.
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number of casualties. The IDF lost eight dead, while 36 Egyptian soldiers were
killed. Sharett admitted that he was surprised by the dimensions of the operation.
Nasser admitted he had realized that the Egyptian army was ill-prepared to fight
Israel and he must obtain weapons from any source. A few weeks later he met in
Burma with the prime minister of China Zhou En Lai. Both were on their way to
the Conference of Non-Aligned Nations in Bandung, Indonesia, to which Israel
was not invited. Zhou suggested that he mediate between Egypt and the Soviet
Union. This deal, which became known as the “Czech-Egyptian Arms Deal”, con-
sisted of hundreds of jet fighters, tanks, artillery and other weapons and totally
altered the military balance of power between Israel and Egypt. It was one of the
main causes for the Sinai War.

In those days Golda was involved in a totally different argument. In 1955, the
wave of immigration to Israel, mainly from North African nations, increased. In
a meeting of the Jewish Agency—Government of Israel Coordinating Committee
Golda said that world Jewry would have to fund this immigration. If the new immi-
grants had to be housed urgently, it would come at the expense of veteran immi-
grants who would be forced to spend another winter in the transition camps. The
costs were estimated at 25 million pounds. Golda turned to Israel Bonds and to her
friend Henry Montor. He demanded that the United Jewish Appeal give preference
to the sale of Bonds. The heads of the UJA asked Eshkol to mediate between the
UJA and Bonds. In a meeting held on February 16, Sharett noted sarcastically in
his diary that when it comes to Montor, Golda would see nothing wrong in his
actions.” The discussions lasted throughout February. On February 24, Sharett
noted that “the danger is that Golda, who cannot bring herself emotionally to
wonder about Montor’s actions, sees in his outbursts something sacred. She will
encourage him from here not to yield and will try to bring us to our knees by threat-
ening to resign”.”® The situation worsened when the heads of UJA asked for Mon-
tor’s replacement by Joseph Schwartz, another highly experienced professional.
In an emotional phone conversation, Golda told Sharett that this would destroy
the Bonds and blamed Teddy Kollek, the Director General of the Prime Minister’s
Office, for this. Sharett noted that Golda’s friendship with Montor naturally affected
her judgment. The issue came up before the cabinet. On March 20, Eshkol sup-
ported Montor’s resignation. Golda opposed. However, this time Montor realized
he had lost the backing of the majority of the Israeli ministers and resigned. A few
months later he left the public arena, moved to Italy, married a non-Jewish woman
and his ties with Golda were severed. He died in Jerusalem in the 1980’s.

17 Sharett Diary, 12 February 1955, p. 722.
18 Ibid., 16 February 1955, 24 February 1955 and 12 March 1955, pp. 733, 795, 838.



11 Ben-Gurion Commands (1953-1956) =—— 239

The Montor affair was marginal compared with what was happening on
Israel’s foreign and defense frontiers in those bitter months. In early March 1955,
Ben-Gurion ordered the IDF to plan the occupation of the Gaza Strip to put an end
to infiltrators called “fedayun” who entered Israel for purposes of sabotage and
murder. On March 28 the plan was discussed by the senior Mapai ministers and
they rejected it. Golda was among the minority that voted for. The plan was pre-
sented by the Chief of Staff, Moshe Dayan. Here was another anomaly—a senior
officer taking part in a purely political party discussion. But Dayan was “one of
us” and his participation was not seen as irregular. The next day, Ben-Gurion
once again summoned the Mapai ministers and was supported by Golda, Dov
Yossef and Eshkol. When the cabinet met on March 29, a heated argument ensued
on the future of the Arab population of Gaza in case of an Israeli occupation.
Ben-Gurion thought that two corridors could be left open—one to Egypt and one
to the West Bank, to enable those wishing to leave to do so. The vote was taken
on April 2 and the result was five in favor (including Golda) and nine against,
led by Sharett. Aranne abstained, claiming he could not vote against Ben-Gurion
for what he termed “irrational reasons”. Sharett won a temporary, limited and
what would soon prove to be a costly victory. Ben-Gurion now understood that
he would have to garner broad ministerial support prior to a vote being taken.
He also realized that Golda could be trusted to support him on military matters."

In May 1955, another crisis erupted between Ben-Gurion and Sharett, this
time over Ben-Gurion’s demand that the Department for Armistice affairs be
moved from the Foreign to the Defense Ministry. Sharett objected and Ben-
Gurion threatened to resign. This time Golda threatened that she too would
leave with him. The crisis was resolved in a typical Mapai fashion when it was
decided that this department would remain in the Foreign Ministry but would
act in close coordination with the Defense Ministry. On that day, Sharett noted in
his diary that Ben-Gurion told young Mapai leaders that there were two cabinet
members—Golda and Eshkol—who were worthy of serving in the cabinet. If he
really said that, he was not very complimentary to the majority of the Mapai
ministers.”

The next day the cabinet discussed Israel’s response to a terrorist attack on
Zacharia, a village of new immigrants southeast of Jerusalem. Golda demanded a
vigorous response: the public was demoralized, the UN Security Council could not
be relied upon and above all—Israel could not afford to be seen as helpless. The
Israelis must know their government had a clear policy. When Sharett heard this,

19 Moshe Dayan, Milestones, Jerusalem, 1976, p. 143; Bar-Zohar, Ben-Gurion, pp. 1139-1140.
20 Sharett Diary, 19 April 1955, p. 947.
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he sensed that Golda was going to be the next foreign minister of Israel, and he
was not wrong. Her words clearly reflected Ben-Gurion’s thinking and position.”

In the summer of 1955, Israel entered an elections campaign. Reluctantly,
and contrary to her wishes and character, Golda yielded to the party’s writ and
agreed to head the Mapai list for the Tel Aviv Municipal Council, the historic
bastion of the General Zionists. When she was asked years later why she obeyed
the will of the party, she replied: “Not once people spoke sneeringly of accepting
the party’s dictate. I pity anyone who does not understand the deep meaning of
this. The movement is not a combine for preparing a list for the purpose of elec-
tions. A movement is a way of life, and belonging to a movement is voluntary.
Once someone chooses to belong to a movement with which he identifies, this
is his life. There is nothing more exalted than that”. Her seat in the Knesset was
preserved and Ben-Gurion promised that if she lost in Tel Aviv, she would con-
tinue as minister of labor in the next cabinet. For the time being, all differences
of opinion in Mapai were forgotten and the entire leadership was mobilized to
obtain the voters’ confidence. The main issue was security and the ways required
to ensure Israel’s existence and power. Herut and Achdut Ha’avodah demanded
an activist foreign policy which should, if necessary, include a preventive war to
remove the immediate danger to the country. Mapai’s heads were more circum-
spect in their public utterances, but in closed meetings they, too, spoke of the
need to launch a preemptive war.

In the elections held on July 26, 1955, Mapai lost five seats in the Knesset and
ended up with 40 mandates. Herut doubled its strength to 15 seats, mainly at
the expense of the General Zionists who went down to 13. The religious parties
won 17 seats, Achdut Ha’avodah rose to 10 seats, Mapam—9, the Progressives—5,
Minority (Arab) parties—5 and the Communists won 6 seats. Mapai lost the Tel
Aviv Municipality and Golda was relieved. Her candidacy as mayor was torpe-
doed by the Religious parties on the basis that a woman could not fulfill such an
exalted role. The nightmare of being the mayor of Tel Aviv disappeared and she
was glad to rejoin her colleagues around the cabinet table. But the events of the
recent months left their mark on her. On August 3 she was rushed to Beilinson
Hospital after complaining of chest pains. She was diagnosed with arrhythmia
(irregular heart beats) and was hospitalized for ten days which she utilized for
rest. Her schedule, which began at eight in the morning and lasted until late at
night, two or three packs of cigarettes a day, tens of coffee cups, were enough to
undermine the health of younger people. When she recovered, she participated
in the negotiations for the establishment of the next coalition, once again headed

21 Sharett Diary, 20 April 1955, pp. 950-952.
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by Ben-Gurion who would also continue as defense minister. The new govern-
ment was sworn in on November 13, 1955, and won the confidence of 73 Knesset
members; 23 voted against and three abstained. The coalition included Mapam,
Achdut Ha’avodah, the National Religious Party and the Progressives. It could
always rely on the five voters of the Arab Knesset members.

The voter clearly wanted a more hawkish government as Israel faced a criti-
cal dilemma regarding its very existence. In September, the details of the Czech-
Egyptian arms sales were revealed. Egypt was about to receive 200 jet fighters and
bombers (compared to the 30 Israel had). Nasser was also promised 230 tanks,
200 armored personnel carriers, 100 self-propelled artillery and 500 other pieces
of artillery. There was talk of six submarines, destroyers and motor torpedo
boats. These were gigantic quantities for any Middle Eastern country at the time
and impelled Israel to launch a feverish diplomatic activity. Moshe Sharett flew
to Geneva to meet the foreign ministers of the four major powers and demanded
they supply Israel with arms to reinstate the balance of power. His mission yielded
no results apart from sermonizing by the foreign ministers who told him that Israel
must abide by the Armistice Agreements and rely on the UN. This was the message
of Dulles, Pineau, Macmillan and especially Molotov. Dulles even warned Israel
not to engage in a preventive war. On November 13, Ben-Gurion ordered the IDF to
prepare a plan for the occupation of the Straits of Tiran and the removal of the naval
blockade on Eilat (Operation “Omer”). When the plan was presented for cabinet
approval in early December, it was rejected by 9 to 4. Sharett headed the oppo-
nents with the warnings he had heard from the foreign ministers still resonating
in his ears. His opposition only widened the gap between him and Ben-Gurion.”
The gap was not only a personality difference, but over fundamental issues.
Sharett ascribed great value to diplomacy and the creation of a friendly interna-
tional public opinion. Central to his concept was the United Nations and Israel’s
obligation to this body that had granted her both a birth certificate and legitimacy.
Sharett feared that Israel, cut off from oil, food and foreign loans, its economy
shaky, would collapse. Since he did not want to stress Israel’s militaristic image
and sought to ease the tension along the borders, he opposed the retaliation raids
that won the reputation of an aggressor nation for Israel. The retaliatory raids often
brought the Arab-Israel conflict to the Security Council. Sharett worried that the
superpowers would eventually impose a settlement on Israel which would consist
of border changes or ceding territory in the Negev in favor of Egypt and Jordan.
Israel also found it hard to explain the disproportionate dimension of its retalia-
tion raids to the attacks against it, often embarrassing American Jews and the few

22 Dayan, Milestones, p. 168.
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friends Israel had abroad. Sharett believed in orderly and logical diplomatic argu-
ments, although he supported the need to maintain the deterrent power of the IDF.

Sharett had a great advantage over Golda and Ben-Gurion. He knew the Arab
mentality, world view, way of thinking and their flowery language. He had grown
up in an Arab village north of Jerusalem in the early years of the 20" century,
spoke Arabic and Turkish fluently and had served as an officer in the Turkish
Army in the First World War. He was among the few in the leadership who under-
stood the depth of Arab nationalism and argued that while Zionism offered the
Palestinian Arabs progress and material advantages, it ignored the nationalist
question. His policy during the Mandate was to create a basis for co-existence or
at least remove barriers on the way towards better Arab-Jewish understanding.

Ben-Gurion did not have much patience for Sharett’s meticulous arguments.
In the course of 1955, he reached the conclusion that war against Egypt was
inevitable and nothing would deter him from this goal, even a cabinet major-
ity. The question now was when Israel would go to war, under what conditions
and whether it would be alone or have partners who might also wish to topple
the Nasser regime. He concluded that Sharett lacked “spiritual strength, seeing
the future and a penetrating understanding of complex situations”. After Sharett
resigned, Ben-Gurion wrote: “Ability to formulate and explain is not enough
and the traits required for manning the helm in stormy seas—regrettably Moshe
Sharett never did and does not possess. Negative escape from deeds by doing
nothing is not enough, the lack of action harbors on occasion greater dangers for
the future than any daring and fateful action”.”

Golda replaced Sharett as foreign minister when he was away in Geneva
in October 1955. She knew well of the growing differences between him and
Ben-Gurion and usually sided with the latter. Further deterioration in Sharett-
Ben-Gurion relations occurred when Sharett was in Washington in December
1955 seeking weapons from the United States. Ben-Gurion approved a large-
scale retaliatory operation north of the Sea of Galilee in response to the killing of
Israeli fishermen. Israel lost six men and the Syrian army over 70. From a military
point of view, the operation was a success. But it doomed any hopes of obtaining
American weapons. Sharett claimed that he had known nothing of the operation
that pulled the rug from under him. On December 11, Golda arrived in New York
on a speaking and fundraising tour and confirmed to Abba Eban that there had
been no prior discussion between the IDF, the Defense Ministry and the Foreign
Ministry. Ben-Gurion, as always, consulted himself. Eban was ordered to defend

23 On Sharett’s policy see Michael Brecher, Foreign Policy System of Israel, pp. 251-290; see also
Sheffer, Moshe Sharett.
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the operation in the Security Council, and did so, as always, brilliantly, although
he, too, was convinced that the operation was a major blunder and so cabled
Ben-Gurion. In response he received what he called a “mischievous” reply from
the “old man”: “I myself thought that we made a grave mistake, but when I read
your speech in the Security Council defending my decision, I concluded that we
acted correctly. I have nothing more to add...” The problem was not to convince
Ben-Gurion but the Eisenhower administration and they were neither convinced
nor amused. Ben-Gurion ascribed the failure to obtain American arms to Sharett,
the latter to Ben-Gurion’s rash action.*

When Golda embarked on her speaking tour, she angered Sharett when she
openly spoke of the possibility of war. He lunched with her and heard from her
that the UJA slogan was “Arms for Israel”. Only by using the new emergency sit-
uation, would the UJA raise the hundred million dollars it set up as its goal for
1956. But American Jews were tired of “emergency”, asking if there had ever been
a time when Israel had not been under a state of emergency. They wanted a more
attractive slogan. Golda argued that arms were needed if war broke out soon.
Sharett was critical of this approach and Golda threatened to halt her visit and
return home.” But she relented and continued her tour. Although Ben-Gurion
did not broach the matter directly, she was given to understand that she would
succeed Sharett. Ben-Gurion’s aides were busy leaking information to the Israeli
media that he was planning a major cabinet reshuffle.

By early 1956, it was obvious beyond any doubt that Sharett’s relations with
Ben-Gurion had entered a deep crisis to make any future cooperation impossible.
Ben-Gurion began to insult Sharett publicly. When Sharett reported to the cabinet,
Ben-Gurion would read newspapers or leave the room, occasionally interrupting
Sharett, asking him to speak briefly and to the point and to describe not what he
told his foreign interlocutors but what they said to him. Cabinet meetings became
a nightmare not only to Sharett but to other ministers as Ben-Gurion humiliated
Sharett who many of them admired. Formally, Sharett still commanded a majority
in the cabinet to block any military initiatives and used this on more than one
occasion. But he realized that his majority was made up of non-Mapai ministers
and that could be interpreted as non colleaguial. In early 1956, the two began to
communicate through letters. Sharett realized that he was about to lose his post
and faced a number of choices.

The first was to resign immediately. This would allow him to retain his self
respect and maybe even win the position of deputy prime minister, an empty job.

24 Eban, Autobiography, p. 199.
25 Sharett Diary, 14 December 1955, p. 1308.
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He rejected the idea, stressing that this was tantamount to abandoning the ship
during a severe gale, subordinating the Foreign Ministry to the Prime Minister’s
Office. He refused to abandon his ministry, the one he had built over the years
ever since the days of the Jewish Agency’s Political Department. He knew most
of the officials and their families well. Many of them were recruited, trained and
promoted by him. He knew morale in the ministry had sunk to its lowest point
and the diplomats often felt themselves cut off from information, not to speak of
total removal from any decision-making process. In early 1956, President Eisen-
hower sent his close friend Robert Anderson on a secret mission to Jerusalem
and Cairo in a last-ditch effort to prevent war. He held separate talks with Ben-
Gurion and Nasser, during the course of which Nasser said to him that he could
resolve the Arab-Israel conflict in half an hour, but he would be shot immediately
thereafter. Anderson’s visit was known only to Ben-Gurion, Sharett, Teddy Kollek
and Ya’acov Herzog, a senior foreign ministry official who was taken on by Ben-
Gurion as his closest diplomatic adviser. The senior foreign ministry staffers were
kept in the dark.”

Sharett was in no hurry to resign for another reason. He rightly sensed that his
successor would be Golda Meir, whose intellectual and rhetorical prowess he did
not appreciate highly. Sharett was a stickler to details. He believed in the power of
the written and spoken word. He worked endlessly on his speeches and made sure
the English translation that would appear the next day in the “Jerusalem Post”
would be the correct one as foreign diplomats would read it in the “Post.” Sharett,
a dapper man, fluent in seven languages, university graduate, master of formula-
tion, spent hours in formulating diplomatic notes, even though he could charge his
underlings with this task. He was a riveting conversationalist, unending fountain
of stories, often annoying those around him with his pedantic approach to issues.
Golda, whose command of English and Yiddish was good, her Hebrew minimal,
relied on others to write her speeches and messages and hardly had any time to
read books, although she loved the theater and classical music concerts. She, too,
was a lively storyteller and stood out in any group. She was the first to admit that
compared to Sharett, her intellectual inferiority was evident. But she had other
attributes—quick grasp of issues, and above all—her ability to make decisions.

Sharett had another option. He could attempt to create a situation in which
Ben-Gurion would resign and reform the coalition without him. But as a loyal
and above all a responsible party member, he did not dare consider such a

26 On the Andersen Mission see Bar-Zohar, Ben-Gurion, pp. 1161-1165; see also Mordechai Gazit,
“Peace Makers—Mediation in the Arab-Israel Conflict”, in Yegar et al., ed., Ministry for Foreign
AffairsThe First Fifty Years, Jerusalem, 2002, pp. 131-142.
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possibility that would plunge Israel into a deep political crisis at the worst time.
Sharett had limited public support, mainly among academics and intellectuals,
and was highly popular among the Mapai leadership. But he feared a head-on
confrontation with Ben-Gurion. His third option was to hang on, hoping that
Ben-Gurion would change his mind, forgive or even forget. But this did not
happen. At night, an embittered Sharett would pour out his heart to his diary
and on occasion would share his feelings with senior foreign ministry officials.
They believed in him, in his policy and ideology. They also feared Ben-Gurion,
detested the heads of the Defense Ministry and feared the IDF command. Deep in
their heart, they ridiculed Golda. They wondered about her world-view on foreign
affairs. The opportunity to learn of her ideas came in May 1956, during the ses-
sions of the 24™ Zionist Congress held in Jerusalem. Golda spoke in Yiddish and
focused on foreign affairs rather than on immigration and absorption, housing
and employment. She sought to explain in her own way “to you and to myself
some points that seem self-evident, and should be clear to the Zionist Congress,
to the Zionist Movement and to the Jewish people. I think they ought to be clear to
the rest of the world. I think that things are very simple: there is no argument that
Israel now faces a grave danger. In all the years since the establishment of Israel
we have not been in such a danger...” She went on to say that a stranger who acci-
dentally listened to the discussions in the Congress on the need for peace or war
could think that the choice on this fateful issue was in Israel’s hands. She lashed
out at those who doubted Israel’s readiness to make peace:

The truth is that even in 1947, before the establishment of the state and immediately after
the establishment of Israel and after we fought the War of Independence. All those years of
murder and attacks on settlements and on individuals throughout the country, in north and
south, there was hardly a night, a day or an hour, during which the heads of this country
and the entire Jewish Yishuv, did not utter this one word: Peace. My friends and colleagues:
Do we have to clarify to ourselves what we are trying to clarify to the entire world? I do not
claim that the world understands this. I am convinced they do but do not want to under-
stand...

This was followed by the simplistic assertion:

There is nothing easier in the world than to make peace between Israel and its Arab neigh-
bors...at once. Our Arab neighbors have but to cease firing and there will be peace. Obvi-
ously, we want formal peace—signed peace between ourselves and our neighbors. This is
our desire. But first, let the bloodletting cease. It is enough that Egypt, Syria and Jordan
order their troops to cease shooting along the borders, to send terrorist gangs to murder
and to burn, and in a moment—not the moment they order cessation, but the moment they
stop—there will be peace between us and our neighbors...But this is not in our hands. All
that the Jewish State and each one in it desire is peace...we cannot lull ourselves with one of
the most dangerous illusions, that there will be a transformation between our desire and the
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reality. Our wholehearted desire and wish is peace. But the reality in which we live but calls
for maximum readiness for the possibility they will attack us and start a new war against us.
If so, we must be prepared to repel our neighbors’ attack and be victorious in this war. There
is no contradiction between our desire for peace and our readiness for war

She clearly hinted at the possibility of a war when she said:

We hate war...we fear war. If there is anyone who says he does not fear war, I do not believe
him, and if he really does not fear war, the conduct of war must not be given to him. Only
people who hate and fear war... should we entrust them with the conduct of war. When we
can be assured that only when there will be no other choice, only when we shall be forced
to defend ourselves, only then will they go to war. Only in the hands of such people we can
entrust the existence of the state in times of war and peace

Golda declared that one should not engage in sweet dreams of peace, which she
considered no less than a crime. And then she came to her concept of the peace:

I want to say one word about peace. I confess that I m terrified not only of war. I am terrified
when in certain places in the world there is talk of peace in Israel and the Middle East. What
peace? At what price? Compromises at whose expense? Concessions and compromises are
usually very nice attributes. But our view is that they fit the rich and not the poor. I want to
know, this poor people, the Jewish State, with the tiny piece of land, what compromises are
being asked of us? What decisions will they make on our concessions?

I am afraid of another sort of peace. I am afraid of an idyll that will be created between East
and West not over any other issue but over peacemaking between us and our neighbors
without our agreement. I tremble of such peace. It is tantamount to war. Because we have
nothing to concede, we have taken nothing from others, we owe nothing to others—so we
have nothing to hand over. It is impossible to make any concessions at our expenses. It is
impossible that at our expense yesterday’s and tomorrow’s enemies will meet and connive
to arrange the matter. Peace without our agreement is something the State of Israel cannot
accept...

Jews around the world must know this too, they cannot be allowed, with all their yearning
for peace, to be misled by the magic of the word peace, and when statesmen who do not
send us weapons but do so to Egypt come to us to talk about peace. I say to you with all sim-
plicity, these words about peace have to be treated respectfully but suspiciously, and they
have to be analyzed in a cold manner. Something else: we are not a great power. From the
standpoint of physical power and territory we shall never be a power. But we have a yearn-
ing to occupy our place in the world, a place of honor in other spheres. We are a sovereign
state and master of its own within its borders, and if in certain spheres it would be silly and
impertinent on our part to be equal to other powers and compete with them, one thing must
be clear: The sovereign right of the Jewish State to develop the Jordan sources is no less in
any way than the right of the American Government to develop the Tennessee Valley.

And if there is someone who thinks that by frightening us with war they will come to us
with orders: don’t take water here, don’t establish new settlements there, don’t travel here
and don’t go there. If there is anyone who thinks that by waving the sword of war over
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our heads it will be enough to deter us from exercising our elementary rights, rights that
every sovereign nation possesses in its country, this is a huge mistake and could be a tragic
mistake for us and for the entire world. How do statesmen understand this, those who allow
themselves even not to deliver correct information on the River Jordan water. It is not true
that the Security Council decided that Israel does not have the right to utilize the Jordan
waters. Not true, and I am using a parliamentarian term, because the Council did not do so
and to the best of our knowledge cannot do so. These waters are wholly within our territory.
We are the masters of these waters, only we. We only said and we are saying that when
we deal with the water issue or other development spheres, and we believe in this fully,
that Israel’s development could be a blessing to the nations of the region. When we were
offered a large-scale development plan for water resources, a plan that could bring blessing
to Israel and the Arab states, we were not the ones who thwarted this plan. But if someone
will say that since the Government of Jordan does not care how its citizens live, if they have
or do not have water, if something can or cannot be grown there, as long as the Govern-
ment of Jordan does not care at what level of development their country and people will be,
Israel too does not have the right to develop its land and water. If this they will say we shall
answer—no. There will be no one in Israel who will accept this decree. This is not peace.

But I wish first of all that Jews will understand this, that they should not see themselves
as having to make excuses to their neighbors in the Diaspora, that somewhere there is a
State of Israel and the Jews there are strange people, with terrible tempers, who do not
want peace, seeking excuses and creating problems and thereby placing heavy burden on
Jews in the Diaspora. Not for that we lived, worked and fought in Eretz Israel and out side
this country, some more and some less, and we won a Jewish State, so that we have to make
excuses over our very existence and over the future of the State.

I have stated: peace can come the moment our neighbors will stop shooting at us. We hope
they will not only promise not to shoot but will really stop. It is important because they have
promised this once. Let us hope they fulfill what they promised. But I want to say openly
and clearly: If they fulfill their promise, there will be peace and quiet. If they do not, let it
be known, Jewish lives in the State of Israel will not go without license. There has never
been an instant when, without prior outside provocation, but with a Jewish initiative in the
Jewish State, that one hair of anyone of the millions of our neighbors living in the region
was lost. If there are in the world, both in the East or West, statesmen who sermonize to us
that human life is valuable and we must not do this or that, we say—Jewish blood is not
less red than Arab blood, and Jewish lives are as valuable as Arab lives, no less than that.
Jewish lives in the State of Israel will be totally safe. Every border area settlement, in the
south or north, every child in his parent’s home, at work, at school will be fully protected.
The hand that will be brandished at old men, women or children will but cut off as it was in
the past. And let no world statesmen sermonize to us hypocritically on morality and human
life and what is permissible and what is not. If there is someone who sermonizes to us, it is
the Jewish people and I say again: it is important that the Jews understand this first and will
explain this to their children at home, so that God forbid they will not feel ashamed of us
because there is someone in Washington or Moscow or London who has an interest to blur
matters and not differentiate between the killer and the victim.”

27 Protocols of the 24™ Zionist Congress, Jerusalem, 1957, pp. 114-118.



248 — 11 Ben-Gurion Commands (1953-1956)

An analysis of this speech that came from her heart, in a language in which she
could express herself freely, without a prepared text, shows not only Golda’s sim-
plistic thinking, but also exposes her lack of understanding of the Arab mental-
ity. Her point of departure was Israel’s unassailable right to exist within secure
borders. She was not ready to accept the reality in which the Arab world viewed
Israel in a totally different light, and that their world view, values and basic
assumptions dictated their policies. To her, if only they acted logically and ceased
firing, all would be well. She knew, but perhaps did not deeply understand, that
the Arabs sought revenge that meant the annihilation of the Jewish State and
believed that there was only one way to deal with Israel: through a holy war that
would be a war of annihilation. She failed to understand that for the Arab leaders,
the solution did not lie in formal negotiations between leaders who accepted the
same rules. In the Arab world, politics, religion, morality and society were all
inter-connected. The problem was not shooting along the borders, but an overall
war on all fronts. She failed to explain to her audience the depth of the historic
Arab hostility and deeply ingrained enmity, perhaps because she feared that
many would despair of ever finding a solution.

In spite of the fact that Israeli leaders spoke much of direct negotiations, they
dreaded the possibility that in the course of such negotiations, Israel would be
asked to accept new borders—somewhere between the lines of the 1947 partition
plan and the 1949 Armistice Demarcation lines. Hints of such demands were quite
transparent. In those days, there were few Israelis who thought that the process
of the Arab states coming to terms with Israel’s existence could take generations.
They honestly thought that if only the Arab leaders were willing to sit with them
around the negotiating table, they would be able to convince the Arabs of their
sincerity and their yearning for peace, and the Arabs would be ready to move
towards arrangements in such a spirit. Unhappily, in spite of the proximity of
the Arabs to Israel, the psychological gap was enormous. Golda and other Israeli
leaders treated the conflict as a diplomatic exercise and refused to admit or even
understand that the conflict existed in far deeper spheres. Unlike Ben-Gurion or
Sharett, apart from her two meetings with King Abdullah, Golda had no expe-
rience of dealing with Arab leaders. Throughout her career, apart form her two
years as Head of the Jewish Agency Political Department, she dealt mainly with
domestic affairs. She did not devote much time and thought to study the Arab
issue properly and in depth. She relied on experts, such as Sasson and Danin,
but did not always understand them. Among the few who realized that what was
involved was a lengthy and painful process was Moshe Sharett, and he was about
to lose his job. Golda did not believe in long historic processes. She was a prag-
matic woman and was adamant that if you cannot achieve well-defined goals
within a plausible timeframe, they should be left alone and abandoned, or else
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they would divert the minds of Israelis from the more immediate dangers and
would cause harm. Golda was always oriented on achieving clear-cut goals and
often impatient and not ready to wait for history to do its thing. The Jewish People
had no time, she often said. On occasion she preferred a policy of doing nothing,
which she thought was preferable to initiating action that could be dangerous.
Her Congress speech clearly reflected her determined approach: Israel could not
wait indefinitely in a situation of no war-no peace because it could lose. Her main
conclusion was that Israel must entrench itself and see the situation as it was
instead of wallowing in illusions.

The Israeli media devoted little space to her speech. Sharett read it, as was his
habit, carefully, and it confirmed his fears as to her worldview. By the end of May,
he realized that Ben-Gurion was determined that he must go, and the sooner,
the better. The manner in which he was removed from “his beloved office”, as
Golda sneeringly called it, was brutal. In April, Ben-Gurion considered appoint-
ing Sharett Secretary General of Mapai in an effort to revive the party after its
setback in the last elections. In May, Ben-Gurion hosted a discussion of the Mapai
ministers in which he said that Golda and Eshkol were likely candidates for his
position. Sharett fell into the trap, and said, perhaps jokingly: “Good, perhaps I
should become the party secretary”. Ben-Gurion took it seriously and two days
later offered Golda the job of foreign minister. In her memoirs she wrote: “I could
not believe what I heard. It never entered my mind even as a remote possibility
and I was not sure I would want or be able to handle the position”. This was
written in 1974 and was far from the truth. She had known well for the past few
months that she was going to replace Sharett. The question was the timing and
the manner. But as was the habit in Mapai, the first reaction to the offering of a
new job is to refuse, then a series of pleas and finally yielding. The problem now
was far more sensitive because she was about to replace a colleague in a most
un-collegial manner. But she was convinced that Sharett had to go for the sake
of the cabinet’s unity and for the sake of a consistent and clear presentation of
Israel’s foreign policy. It was not acceptable that Israel spoke with two voices.”®

At the end of May, the Israeli media was rife with rumors regarding a reshuffle
in the Mapai leadership. There was a discussion of appointing two secretaries
for the party—Golda and Sharett. Eshkol’s name was also mentioned. On June 3,

28 On the manner in which Sharett was removed see Sharett Diary, p. 1401; Meir, My Life,
p. 276; Bar-Zohar, Ben-Gurion, pp. 1188-1190; Zaki Shalom, “Sharett’s Resignation from the
Government—Personal, Political, Security and Party Aspects”, in Zionism, 20, 1996, pp. 259-299;
Sheffer, Moshe Sharett, pp. 841-921; Motti Golani, There Will be a War This Summer: The Road to
the Sinai War 1955-1956, Tel Aviv, 1997; Protocols of the discussion in Mapai Central Committee,
17 June 1956, Labor Party Archive.
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Sharett noted that Ben-Gurion came up with anew idea. He, Ben-Gurion, would be
the secretary general, Sharett would serve again as prime minister, Golda would
become foreign minister and another leader would serve as defense minister. This
idea was discussed in a Ben-Gurion-Sharett meeting where a last-ditch effort was
made by Ben-Gurion to convince Sharett to find himself another position. Pinchas
Sapir was sent to convince Sharett to give up the Foreign Ministry but failed. On
June 7 Sharett wrote to Ben-Gurion that he rejected the idea of appointing Golda
as foreign minister and suggested that she travel to Geneva to represent Israel in
the annual meeting of the International Labor Organization. Maybe he thought
that with Golda abroad for a week or two, things would quiet down. Ben-Gurion
rejected the idea and in a letter the next day he informed Sharett that Golda was
staying home and he would consult with her as a candidate for the position of
foreign minister. Sharett had no option but to wait for the axe to fall.””

Parallel to this, Ben-Gurion engaged in a move that hurt Golda deeply. There
is no doubt that he truly believed she could handle the post of foreign minister
with distinction and efficiency. But he may have harbored doubts as to her ability
to handle the intricacies of modern diplomacy. Since he was not deeply impressed
with the senior officers of the Foreign Ministry, apart from Ya’acov Herzog and
Abba Eban, he sought a foreign policy expert who would serve as minister of state
for foreign affairs, someone who would guide Israel’s diplomacy. He chose Abba
Eban, Israel’s brilliant ambassador to Washington and the United Nations and, as
Eban later wrote, Ben-Gurion

asked me to come to Jerusalem for consultation and suggested that I leave my Washing-
ton embassy to become chief adviser on foreign affairs to himself. I would thus be a kind
of a watchdog over the new foreign minister, Golda Meir, with a direct line of command
to Ben-Gurion. It seemed clear to me—and even clearer to Golda Meir—that this was an
infallible prescription for antagonistic explosions in which Mrs. Meir and I and, perhaps
even Ben-Gurion, would be injured every day by flying splinters of jurisdictional discord.
At luncheon in her house, Mrs. Meir and I agreed that we could best cooperate across the
ocean...Golda and I reached unprecedented harmony by agreeing on one point: that she
and I would be happy and creative in proportion to the geographic distance separating us
from each other.®®

The idea deeply hurt Golda. She did not require any watchdog. True, she had
limited experience in foreign affairs, but how dare Ben-Gurion appoint an equal
partner in the decision-making process and more so, with direct link to Ben-
Gurion. Eban was younger than Golda by 17 years, with far more impressive

29 Sharett Diary, 7-8 June 1956, pp. 1419-1421.
30 Eban, Autobiography, p. 203.
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experience in international affairs, but with virtually no political experience
or party backing in Israel. When she heard of this idea, she was furious, partly
because she was not even consulted about this appointment. It proved to her
that in spite of Ben-Gurion’s warm and supportive attitude, he really did not fully
appreciate her talents. The fact that he wanted a foreign affairs specialist next to
her only showed lack of full trust by him.

The next few days were very difficult. Ben-Gurion demanded that she accept
his offer. On June 13, Sharett wrote in his diary that Aranne and Zeev Sherf told
him that Golda was very gloomy and about to tell Ben-Gurion she would not take
the job. But when she saw Ben-Gurion she found him very depressed and later
said: “If he had asked me to jump from the fifth floor, I would have done so0”. She
had not yet given her final response and Sharett wrote: “Maybe she really thinks
she is not up to the position”. Three days later, she told Arthur Lurie, a senior
foreign ministry official, that the idea of Eban becoming minister of state was
“madness”. Ben-Gurion was brutal to Sharett, but he also hurt Golda. The Eban
idea was dropped and she accepted the foreign ministry and now there remained
the formalities.

The final scene was enacted in a special cabinet session on June 16 in the
morning, during which Sharett read his letter of resignation. None of his col-
leagues rose to protest the manner in which he was removed. They all bowed to
Ben-Gurion’s dictates. Some may have wondered over the removal of Lavon eigh-
teen months earlier, not very elegant as well. Sharett harbored ill will to Golda for
the rest of his life. She, who spoke of friendship and loyalty, how could she inherit
the post of a friend and colleague of over thirty years. Where is the collegiality?
But he may have not realized that Ben-Gurion had explained to Golda the gravity
of Israel’s security situation and may have hinted that refusal to take the job was
tantamount to a soldier deserting his post in times of war. The harsh conditions
did not allow for collegial niceties, Israel was headed to war—a preventive one or
a defensive one—and this called for a cabinet reshuffle.

It can be assumed that she was ready for a change, in spite of her claims that
she loved the Ministry of Labor. She had served in this capacity for seven years,
to her the best years of her life, but she was ready for a change, for new assign-
ments, for a well deserved promotion. In Israel, the foreign minister is the third
in seniority after the prime minister and the defense minister. In fact, she would
now be number two in the cabinet. Being an ambitious woman, she was set on
showing both Ben-Gurion and Sharett that she was able to handle the job no less
than Sharett. The doubts raised by Ben-Gurion only led her to say: “I will show
you what I am made of”. She could always argue that the job was imposed on her
by Ben-Gurion and she accepted it to prevent Ben-Gurion from resigning. Mean-
while, Sharett lashed out at her in his diary:



252 —— 11 Ben-Gurion Commands (1953-1956)

It is impossible to fathom this great woman, not for her own good and her duty to a friend
and colleague. She knows well that this assignment is way above her head. From years of
experience and acquaintance, I have seen her sense of inferiority due to her being semi-
literate, she is very sensitive to her limitations that derive from the lack of general education,
her inability to formulate her thoughts in writing, her not being accustomed to prepare a decent
speech and be precise in designing a political stand etc. etc. She will not be able to dictate
instructions cables on complex matters, less so to author a broad brief in writing—all the jobs
that the Ministry had become used to being very well done by the minister. How does she
assume such a responsibility? There is also the moral issue of her cooperation in my removal
and her agreement to replace me after my ouster. All the tales that she is miserable and ready
to jump from the fifth floor etc. do not tally and do not respond to this moral question.”

His meaning was quite obvious. He was the exact opposite of all the attributes
that he saw in her. He forgot one main consideration, and perhaps the key one:
Ben-Gurion was not interested in how Golda formulated her thoughts or how she
would dictate a cable and hold briefings over complex matters. For all this, there
were aides and secretaries and bureau heads. The “old man” wanted someone
he could trust at all times, who would work with him in harmony, not argue or
organize a cabinet majority against him, and above all retain unity among the
Mapai ministers in the cabinet. When Sharett finished reading his letter of resig-
nation, he rose and left the cabinet room. Later that day, he moved his belongings
from the official residence of the foreign minister to his private apartment, some
200 meters away. His office did not even bother to furnish a truck to move his
books and mementoes. They were moved in his wife’s car. Finally, Teddy Kollek
organized a proper move.

That afternoon, Ben-Gurion announced in the Knesset the resignation of the
foreign minister. After lauding him in moving words, saying: “There are still many
exploits ahead of the man who stood at the helm of our foreign policy for close
to half a century,” he added: “According to the cabinet decision, from now on the
minister of labor, Mrs. Golda Meir, will be foreign minister”. Mordechai Namir
was co-opted to the cabinet to replace Golda. Ben-Gurion said nothing more
of Golda and why she deserved this position. At the conclusion of the Knesset
debate following his announcement, Ben-Gurion responded: He did not pour
heaps of praise on Golda, in fact he barely mentioned her. Instead he explained
how he saw the role of the Foreign Ministry and left no doubt that it would be
subordinate to the security policy and would serve as a sort of a department in
the Defense Ministry. For him, harmony meant obeying the orders of the defense
minister. Golda’s role would be to explain his decisions to a hostile and brutal
world. He went on:

31 Sharett Diary, 13 June 1956, p. 1443.
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However, recently, after the security matters became exceptionally grave, and foreign policy
dangers multiplied more than previously...I have reached the conclusion that there is need
now, for the sake of the country, that there be total accord—to the extent humanely pos-
sible—between the foreign and the defense ministries and there is now need for a differ-
ent leadership in the Foreign Ministry, not because I think there is need to deviate from the
course charted by those who are part of the government and devoted much time to formulat-
ing the basic guidelines, I certainly see no reason to change the foreign and defense policies.

Yet, I saw that in these difficult times, there must be maximal accord between these two
ministries, defense and foreign, that actually deal with the same matter. Because the other
matters dealt with by the Foreign Ministry that do not relate to defense, actually do not have
much value at this time. In normal times, the foreign policy does not focus only on defense
issues; this is not the case now, and while there is blessing in differences of opinions in the
cabinet, there is need to my thinking, that there be harmony between those who implement
in the two ministries whose matter is one.”

Golda understood well that in this struggle the Defense Ministry won. Its heads,
and especially Shimon Peres, understood that they had no obligation to consult
and coordinate with the heads of the Foreign Ministry and this would cause the
accumulation of much ill will and heavy bitter personal residue over the years.
A number of senior foreign ministry officers who read the new situation well
considered resigning in solidarity with the ousted Moshe Sharett. They included
Ya’acov Herzog, Gideon Rafael and Arthur Lurie. Sharett rejected the idea. Golda
never forgave them for this move and would in the future find ways to get even
with them. They were civil servants, she said, and must not allow personal sen-
timents such as loyalty to the former minister to cloud their judgment. The resig-
nation threat was idle. She would not have regretted it if they had carried it out.
This affair only illustrated to her that she was entering a ministry where there was
a family atmosphere. For the next ten years of her term, she felt like a stranger
there. As she came to like the job and even enjoyed it at times, she never liked the
Foreign Ministry as such.

The initial period of adjustment was very difficult for her. Her first day was
the hardest. Sharett did not hand over the job in an offical ceremony. “So one day
I made my appearance at the Foreign Ministry all by myself, feeling and probably
looking miserable”. Sharett had briefed her at his home for three solid days. He
noted that during these three days, she listened attentively but never took one
note. The media received her appointment positively. Sharett was lauded, Golda
less so. Regret was expressed over the manner of the ouster and it was noted that
Israel now had a de-facto foreign minister—Ben-Gurion, and a de-jure foreign
minister—in the shape of Golda Meir. Her first few days in the new position were

32 Prime Minister Statement in the Knesset, 18 June 1956.
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not happy. While she knew all the heads of the departments from her days in the
Jewish Agency’s Political Department, it did not mean she liked all of them. The
exceptions were those who had served with her in Moscow. Of those days she
wrote in her memoirs:

The first few months as foreign minister were not much happier. It wasn’t only that I was a
novice among experts. It was also that Sharett’s style was so different from mine, and the
kind of people he had chosen to work with him—though they were all remarkably compe-
tent and genuinely dedicated—were not necessarily the kind of people with whom I was
accustomed to work. Many of the more senior ambassadors and officials had been edu-
cated in British universities, and their particular brand of intellectual sophistication, which
Sharett admired so much, was not always my cup of tea. Nor, to be honest, could I have any
illusion about the fact that some of them obviously didn’t think I was the right person for
the job. I was certainly not known either for my phraseology or for any great concern with
protocol, and seven years at the Ministry of Labor wasn’t their idea of the most suitable
background for a foreign minister.”

The manner in which she was appointed to this post was not to her liking and left
a sense of bad feeling. Politics is a vicious game—this she knew well. However it
was hard for her to watch Sharett’s humiliation, even though she realized that
it was inevitable and that he too contributed much to his own downfall. In the
future, she would find it difficult to remove people from their post. This applied
to her driver, members of her inner bureau, director generals and later even min-
isters. Sharett’s ouster was a nightmare that haunted her for many years. She was
determined that if people had to be removed from their posts, there were more
elegant ways to do so.

From his home in Rehavia, Sharett followed her first steps in the ministry
intently. He was briefed daily by his men, something that increased Golda’s sus-
picion of “Sharett’s people”. They told him that the general atmosphere in the
ministry calmed down, although they complained of the intellectual limitations
of the new minister and their inability to reach Ben-Gurion. She dictated that
policy. Apart from those whom Ben-Gurion summoned directly, she would serve
as the only conduit to him. Very quickly she learned what Ben-Gurion meant by
harmony. On July 18, the United Nations Secretary General Dag Hammarskjold
visited Israel in a final effort to calm the tensions along the Israel-Egypt Armistice
lines. Golda did not take part in the five-hour conversation between Ben-Gurion
and Hammarskjold. In the following cabinet session, Ben-Gurion was asked
what they had discussed and replied that he had forgotten.* She realized that

33 Meir, My Life, pp. 212-213.
34 John Kimche, The Second Arab Reawakening, London, 1970, p. 212.
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she would not derive much happiness from the leader. But before she got used
to the idea that she was the foreign minister, Nasser nationalized the Suez Canal
on July 26, 1956, and the Middle East was plunged rapidly to a crisis that would
lead directly to the Sinai war. All personal problems were swept aside as Israel’s
leaders now faced new perils and opportunities.



12 The Sinai War (1956-1957)

Before Golda Meir—she hebraized her name at Ben-Gurion insistence —, had a
chance to settle into her new office on the second floor of the wretched huts that
housed the Foreign Ministry compound in the Romema quarter of Jerusalem, she
was swept, with the rest of Israel, into the maelstrom that would evolve into the
Sinai Campaign. As early as 1951, Ben-Gurion began to examine a number of mil-
itary options designed to provide an answer to the hypothetical case of British
withdrawal from Egypt. This possibility would remove the buffer zone between
Israel and Egypt where thousands of British troops were stationed defending the
Suez Canal, thus increasing the chances for an Israel-Egypt war. As far as Ben-
Gurion was concerned, the Negev represented Israel’s future as it comprised 60 %
of Israel’s territory and contained some of its natural resources. In case of war,
the Negev could become the key battleground. This prospect led Ben-Gurion to
devote much time and thought to its future. Like Golda, whose love for this region
was intensified ever since her daughter Sarah settled in kibbutz Revivim in 1944,
Ben-Gurion also loved the Negev. The two leaders understood the vast potential
of this region and were terrified by the fact that its inhabitants numbered less
than 4 % of Israel’s population. Unlike Ben-Gurion who wanted to direct most of
Israel’s development resources to the Negev, Golda was more sober and realistic
and thought some resources must be diverted to other sparsely populated areas
of the country such as the Galilee.

When he returned to the Defense Ministry in February 1955, Ben-Gurion
began to hear from various sources hints of an Anglo-American plan designed to
win Nasser’s friendship for the West in return for the transfer of Israeli territory
in the Negev to Egypt. This plan, code-named “Alpha”, was concocted in great
secrecy in the British Foreign Office in coordination with the US Department of
State. Ideas were being discussed to force Israel to return to the original 1947
partition lines and hand over large chunks of land to Egypt and Jordan, includ-
ing Beer Sheba. In return, Israel would be allowed to retain Western Galilee. This
was, in some ways, a return to the Bernadotte Plan of the summer of 1948. Sec-
retary of State John Foster Dulles and British Prime Minister Anthony Eden sug-
gested that Nasser would be asked to guarantee the continued functioning of the
Suez Canal and protect it in war and peacetime. In case of an outbreak of a third
world war, they expected that Nasser would allow the use of bases on Egyptian
soil by American and British troops.' In late 1955, even France was secretly
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informed of the plan. The scheme stunned Ben-Gurion. When Eden and Dulles
went public and demanded that Israel seriously consider making territorial con-
cessions to the Arabs in return for guaranteeing her existence and well-being, he
was determined that Israel must preserve the entire Negev, whatever the price.
In his contacts with the Americans and British, Sharett clarified to them Israel’s
total rejection of the “Alpha” plan. Ben-Gurion sensed that before it would be
possible to implement the plan on the ground, much time would elapse and
perhaps Israel would by then have taken steps to topple the Nasser regime. On
a number of occasions he spoke of the need to topple Nasser being one of the
major aims of the coming war. Other war aims would be the annihilation of the
terrorist bases in the Gaza Strip and the destruction of the Egyptian army with its
new weapons before they had a chance to absorb the huge quantities that were
pouring into Egypt from Eastern Europe. Obviously a major aim was the lifting
of the naval blockade on the Straits of Tiran and of possibly opening of the Suez
Canal for Israeli shipping.

Nasser’s announcement of the Czech-Egyptian arms deal on September 27,
1955, struck Israel like a lightning bolt. The specter of a second round haunted
the Israeli public who did not know that two of its leaders, the minister of defense
and the IDF chief of staff, were already busy planning a preventive war initiated
by Israel, designed to prevent Egypt from attacking first once it had integrated
the newly arrived Soviet weapons. It was clear that the balance of power was
about to tilt against Israel, leaving it no alternative but to strike first. Ben-Gurion
and his associates estimated that Egypt could be ready to launch a war in the
summer of 1956.” In November 1955, Ben-Gurion ordered Dayan to draw up plans
for an Israeli attack on Sharm el-Sheikh to break the naval blockade on Eilat.
Meanwhile, the policy of retaliatory acts continued.?> On October 31, 1955, Golda,
Eshkol, Ben-Gurion, Aranne and Moshe Dayan approved a military operation
against Egyptian forces that were illegally positioned in the demilitarized zone of
Nitsana. The operation took place in early November and Egypt lost fifty soldiers.
The cabinet, under Sharett’s influence, refused to authorize Ben-Gurion’s pro-
posal to break into the southern tip of the Sinai Peninsula. The cabinet was in fact
telling Ben-Gurion that it was too early to launch a preventive war. For the time
being, the IDF and the country must focus on preparations for war and acquire
more weapons to meet a possible Egyptian attack.*
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The attempts to obtain arms in the United States failed. Israel was more suc-
cessful in France, where the director general of the Defense Ministry Shimon Peres
continued his efforts to obtain jet planes and tanks. In the spring of 1956, France
became Israel’s major arms supplier when 24 Mystere 4a jet fighters landed at an
Israeli air base. They were followed by tanks, artillery and spare parts that came
by sea. The bridge across the Mediterranean was now in operation and vastly
improved the mood of Ben-Gurion and the members of the General Staff. Few in
Israel knew that prior to agreeing to sell arms to Israel, France sought and received
approval from Washington. Dulles was not prepared to fully abandon Israel, but
preferred that France and not America armed Israel. He also persuaded Canada
to sell Israel 24 F86 Sabre Jets assembled in Canada and negotiations between
Jerusalem and Ottawa got under way.

One of Golda’s first assignments in the Foreign Ministry was to find out what
preparations were being made in the ministry in case of war against Egypt. She
discovered that the senior staff was not party to any strategic planning, at the
direct order of the prime minister. She decided not to insist on her ministry’s
prestige and standing and preferred, for the time being, not to involve her senior
staff in the plans that were being evolved elsewhere. Like most Israelis, she
assumed that Israel would not initiate a preventive war against Egypt as long as
she did not have the support of at least one major power. She was also afraid that
in such a case Egypt would receive military equipment from Britain and political
support from the United States. A week after she was sworn in as foreign minis-
ter, on June 25, 1956, a week after her confirmation by the Knesset, Ben-Gurion
revealed to her and to Eshkol the details and dimensions of the arms deal with
France.” On July 7, she briefed the Israel ambassador to Paris and a close per-
sonal friend for many years Yaacov Tsur of the nature of the arrangements made
between the Defense Ministries of France and Israel and the understandings
reached in the course of a conference held in Vermarre. She stressed the need for
absolute secrecy and explained why even the senior staff in the Israel Embassy
in Paris should not be in the picture. This was a strange request coming from
a foreign minister to a senior ambassador regarding the most intimate military
relations with the country to which he was accredited, but that was Ben-Guri-
on’s specific order and she thought it should be scrupulously adhered to.® At the
end of July, she traveled with Ben-Gurion, Dayan, and the French Ambassador
to Israel Pierre Gilbert to the Kishon Harbor in Haifa Bay, to witness the arrival
of 30 tanks and 60 tons of other equipment offloaded from a French LST. What
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the French ambassador to Israel was allowed to know was denied the Israeli
diplomats in Paris.’

In their best tradition, the Israeli leaders acted in a conspiratorial manner. The
cabinet was not informed of the planning, neither were the three Israeli ambas-
sadors in the major capitals—Washington, London and Paris. If they suspected
that something was being woven, they could not discern what was happening
and this did not raise their standing in the eyes of the heads of the governments
to whom they were accredited. Israel decided not to inform the United States
about its thinking and plans. Golda was among the ten Israelis who were in on
the secret. The others were, apart from Ben-Gurion—Peres, Dayan, Navon, Isser
Harel, and a small number of their aids and some members of the General Staff.
Even Yitzhak Rabin, then Commanding Officer Northern Command, was not
informed of the planning at this early stage. Several days after his meeting with
Golda, Ben-Gurion sent to Tsur clear-cut instructions confirming what the foreign
minister had told him.?

It is difficult to assess properly Golda’s thinking regarding France. She
never liked that country or its people. Their language and culture were alien to
her. The shameful behavior of most of the French people during World War II
and the role many of them played in handing over tens of thousands of French
Jews to the Nazis who sent them to the extermination camps were well-known to
her and did not increase her admiration for them. True, France did redeem some
of its standing in the eyes of Jews when it helped Aliyah B emissaries embark
Holocaust survivors and now illegal immigrants in French ports on their way to
Palestine. France was in no hurry to recognize Israel and relations between the
two countries were quite chilly until 1954. In November of that year, the Algerian
rebellion erupted against the French colonial rule, and the National Liberation
Front (FLN) underground which enjoyed massive support from Nasser’s Egypt
brought the two countries closer. They now had a common enemy—Nasser. The
two Socialist governments of France and Israel now found common language and
interests and France undertook to sell arms to Israel without abandoning its tra-
ditional ties to the Arab world. As the Algerian rebellion intensified, so did the
ties between Israel and France. And now, at the beginning of July 1956, Israel
was asking itself a simple question—would it be Egypt who launched the second
round or would Israel deal a preemptive strike. The two countries did not have to
wait long for an answer. The one who dictated the pace of events was the presi-
dent of Egypt.

7 Dayan, Milestones, p. 219.
8 Tsur, Paris Diary, p. 271.
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On July 26, 1956, Nasser decided to make a dramatic and fateful move. Facing
tens of thousands of inflamed Egyptians in Alexandria, he proclaimed the nation-
alization of the Suez Canal. This was his response to the American decision to
halt its promised support to build a new dam over the Nile at Aswan, Nasser’s
most ambitious project. Overnight, he became the hero of the Arab world and
the top enemy of Israel, Britain and France. That very evening, British Prime Min-
ister Eden was hosting the Iraqi Prime Minister Nuri Said at 10 Downing Street
when he received the news. He was convinced that the “Hitler on the Nile” had
to be toppled by military means. France had reached the same conclusion much
earlier. Israel was waiting for an opportune moment to coordinate its moves with
at least one major power, in this case it would be France.

Ben-Gurion and Dayan thought that the canal’s nationalization would occupy
Nasser for a long time and he would attempt to rehabilitate his ties with Britain
and France as soon as possible. Only later, they assumed, would he turn his
attention to Israel, now armed with Soviet weapons and blessings and the total
support of the entire Arab world. The nationalization of the Suez Canal created
a strange realignment of forces in the Middle East. Britain felt humiliated and
threatened by the possible nationalization and later the loss of oil fields in the
region and decided to resolve the problem by force and began to plan a military
campaign against Egypt. It buried the “Alpha” plan and started military coordi-
nation with France. At this stage, some British planners were already thinking of
the remote possibility of some coordination with Israel, albeit indirect. The idea
of fighting Egypt with Israel’s help did not capture the imagination of Eden and
his ministers, neither did it create much excitement among Israel’s leaders.

France had no compunction over military coordination with Israel. The mili-
tary ties between the two countries reached such a level that in May 1956, during a
routine meeting in Paris, the French Defense Minister Maurice Bourges-Maunory,
asked Shimon Peres a leading question: how long would it take the IDF to cross
the Sinai Peninsula and reach the Suez Canal. Peres, who understood the signif-
icance of this question, flew home at once and reported this to Ben-Gurion and
Dayan. These two did not need much clarification to realize the import of this
question. After Nasser had deeply humiliated Britain and France and by making
them look and feel like third-rate powers, Israel could now expect to gain an
umbrella from one or both of them if and when it decided to launch a preven-
tive war against Egypt. In Israel’s worsening political situation, its almost total
regional and international isolation, this alternative was the best. Meanwhile
Israel watched closely as Britain and France started moving troops and equip-
ment to Cyprus during August and September 1956. The moves were overt and
perhaps because of this they did not arouse American suspicions. The United
States, already deep into Eisenhower’s second presidential campaign, wanted
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a peaceful resolution of the conflict. The joint Anglo-French planning called
for landing troops at the northern exit of the Suez Canal near Port Said, a quick
advance south and for holding this international waterway until an acceptable
political solution would be found to protect their vital interests in the Canal. The
British gave this plan the code name “Operation Musketeer”.

In the course of his frequent trips to Paris, Peres learned of the advanced
state of Anglo-French military planning and systematically reported this to Ben-
Gurion and Dayan. In early September, the French suggested to the British to seri-
ously consider involving Israel in the war against Egypt. The British were highly
skeptical, as were the Israelis. Israel’s attention was in those days focused on the
seriously deteriorating situation along the Israel-Jordan Armistice Demarcation
Line. Tensions mounted in view of the fear that large-scale retaliation on this
front could elicit a major confrontation with Britain because of its defense treaty
with Jordan. The reality was that there had been a decline in the British standing
in Jordan, due partly to the ouster by King Hussein of the Commander of the Arab
Legion General John Bagott Glubb in early 1956. In fact, public opinion in Israel
assumed almost automatically that if war broke out, it will be against Jordan and
not Egypt. The key question then was what would be the British reaction. The
British were somewhat embarrassed. In their talks with the French, they sug-
gested that the Israel-Jordan border should be kept “hot”, thereby eliciting British
involvement and thus preserving Britain’s credibility in the Arab world, and this
in the midst of British preparations to attack Egypt. Britain even thought of asking
Iraq to send troops to Jordan. This possibility only intensified Ben-Gurion’s and
Golda’s suspicion of Britain that was in any case very low.’

British perfidy was uppermost on their minds when Peres reported to them
on September 25, 1956 the latest news from Paris. His trip was at the behest of
Bourgess-Maunory who wanted to discusss Israel’s role in a possible war against
Egypt. In a secret meeting held in Bourgess-Maunory’s country home, Peres pro-
posed a high-level meeting of the most senior Israeli and French representatives
to discuss how best to coordinate their actions. The French agreed and proposed

9 For the Sinai Campaign see Bar-Zohjar, Ben-Gurion; Shimon Peres, David’s Sling -The Arm-
ing of Israel, London, 1970; Dayan, Milestones; Eban, Autobiography; Meir, My Life; Bar-Zohar,
Phoenix, pp. 153-231; Michael Bar-Zohar, Bridge Across the Mediterranean, Tel Aviv, 1964; David
Ben-Gurion, The Sinai War, Tel Aviv, 1959; Mordechai Bar-On, Challenge and Quarrel, The Road
to Sinai—1956, Beer Sheba, 1991; Mordechai Bar-On, The Gates of Gaza—Israel’s Foreign and
Defense Policy 1955-1957, Tel Aviv, 1992; Moshe Dayan, Diary of the Sinai Campaign, Tel Aviv,
1965; Tsur, Paris Diary; Golani, There Will be War this Summer; Yossef Evron, Suez 1956—A New
Outlook, Tel Aviv, 1986; Benjamin Pinkus, From Ambivalence to an Unwritten Alliance, Israel,
France and French Jewry 1947-1957, Sede Boker, 2005; Zaki Shalom, David Ben-Gurion, the State
of Israel and the Arab World 1949-1956, Sede Boker, 1995.
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that Ben-Gurion would head the Israeli delegation. Peres had reservations. At this
early stage, he did not want to involve the highest authority of Israel and sug-
gested to Ben-Gurion that he send a ministerial delegation to Paris. He reported
to Ben-Gurion that “he was under the impression that the British and the French
were determined to go jointly to war against the nationalization of the Suez Canal
even though there was no formal decision yet...France was interested that Israel
would be a full and equal partner in this operation, but that Britain was opposed
to any direct cooperation or even contact with Israel, or at least has reservations...I
reported to Ben-Gurion (wrote Peres later) of Bourgess-Maunory’s agreement to a
meeting at the highest possible level...This would be a secret diplomatic meeting
whose conclusions would be subject to the approval of the two governments”.'
In a meeting with the Mapan and Achdut Ha’avodah ministers who were only
then informed of the secret negotiations with France, a decision was made to
send a high-level delegation headed by the foreign minister and including Dayan,
Peres, Moshe Carmel (minister of transport, member of Achdut Ha’avodah, who
spoke fluent French) and several aides. On the eve of their departure, the members
of the delegation were painstakingly instructed by Ben-Gurion. In order to ensure
that his instructions would be scrupulously followed on September 27, he sent
Golda a letter detailing what she should tell the French. She was asked to tell
them that Israel would not initiate war alone and would participate in an opera-
tion only if Britain and France agreed to Israel being a full partner and that Britian
guranteed that Jordan and Iraq would not open a second front against Israel. If
they did so, Israel would respond without fear of a British involvement on the side
of Jordan. Ben-Gurion insisted that she clarify to the French in no uncertain terms
that in case the proposed operation failed, this would be ruinous for Israel while
for them it would merely mean damaging their prestige. If in the course of the
war Jordan was occupied by another Arab country, Israel would have freedom of
action in all territory west of the River Jordan. For its part, Israel would not attack
other Arab countries save Egypt. Once the operation was concluded, Ben-Gurion
asked for French support for the inclusion of the western coast of the Gulf of Eilat
in Israeli territory and their commitment to ensure freedom of navigation through
the Straits of Tiran and the Suez Canal (unless it would be destroyed). Israel also
wanted to place the entire Sinai Peninsula under United Nations auspices. France
was asked to inform the United States of the plan and seeKk its silent blessing. This
was highly crucial for Israel, as it was paramount to insure that the U.S. would
not impose economic or other sanctions on Israel in case of war. If and when a
new regime was installed in Egypt, it would be required to enter into peace talks

10 Peres, David’s Sling, p. 160.
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with Israel and sign a peace treaty with the Jewish state. Golda would head the
delegation and be the chief spokesperson and no one was authorized to make
any proposals without her prior approval. The military aspects would be handled
only by the chief of staff. The final decision regarding whatever was proposed in
the conference would be subject to cabinet approval. He also proposed that she
ask what would happen in the case, which he thought a very remote possibility,
of a Soviet attack on Israel.

The delegation took off on September 28 on board a French air force Neptune
type plane used as a bomber by the American Air Force in the Second World War.
They flew west over the Mediterranean Sea towards Tunisia and spent the night
at the French naval base in Bizerte. The identity of the passengers was withheld
even from the base commander. In the course of a dinner in the officers’ club,
there were some snide remarks by French officers over the dumpy figure of the
“secretary” of the delegation who looked to them like an old grandmother. Golda,
who spoke no French, happily failed to understand the jokes and no one bothered
to translate them to her. In any case, she was in no mood for jokes, certainly not
at her expense, and she did not even taste much of the best of the French cuisine
offered that evening. She was far more worried about Moshe Carmel, who during
the flight had fallen into the bomb bay and broken some ribs. He bore his pain
bravely and did not tell his colleagues of the accident. The next day they pro-
ceeded to Paris on board a French airforce DC-4 (the gift of President Truman to
De Gaulle). When they arrived in Paris on September 29, they went directly to the
home of Colonel Louis Manjin, Bourgess-Maunory’s senior aide, where the talks
were held the next day. Golda ordered members of the Israeli delegation not to
venture out to the streets of Paris. As expected, the only one who could be easily
recognized, Moshe Dayan, defied her orders, and that annoyed her.

The meeting, which later became known as the St. Germaine Conference,"
was opened by a presentation of the French Foreign Minister Antoine Pineau,
who two days earlier had returned from London where he had met with the
British leaders. Other French participants were Bourgess-Maunory, Deputy Chief
of Staff of the French Army General Maurice Challe and Abel Thomas, the direc-
tor general of the French Ministry of Defense. Pineau explained to the Israelis
the complexities of the British position and said that Britain had not yet come to
terms with the idea of going to war and still harbored vague hopes of a peaceful
resolution of the crisis. He added that it was clear to all that no one could expect
any American military support. At best they would utter some pious declarations

11 On the conference in St. Germaine see Bar-On, “With Golda and Moshe Dayan at the St.
Germaine Conference”, Ma’ariv, 8 June 1973; Dayan, Milestones, pp. 231-240; Peres, David’s
Sling, pp. 141-161; Meir, My Life, pp. 215-261; Bar-On, Gates of Gaza.
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favoring a peaceful settlement. If the operation failed, the one to emerge victori-
ous would be Nasser, supported by the Soviet Union. Nasser, emboldened by his
achievements, could then become an even greater danger to France in Algeria
and to Israel in the Negev. Israel, declared Pineau, would have to look after
its own vital interests and take any action it found necessary to defend them.
Pineau then moved to the timetable. He assumed—wrongly, as it became appar-
ent later on—that the United States would be absorbed in its election campaign,
thus lacking an effective government for several weeks after the elections. This
meant that any action must be taken until February 1957 the latest. He also esti-
mated that President Eisenhower, certain to be re-elected, would seek new ways
of co-existence with the Soviets. This could end hopes of the restoration of the
status quo ante along the Suez Canal, because the Russians would not permit a
return to the previous situation.

Golda, heeding Ben-Gurion’s oral and written instructions, followed Pineau.
She elaborated on Israel’s fears of an impending Egyptian attack and her fears of
British machinations that wanted—according to her—to unite Jordan with Iraq
and undermine the regional balance of power and the status quo along Israel’s
eastern borders. She explained at length the relations between Israel and the
United States and Israel’s fears of Soviet intervention in case war did break out.

In the course of the conference, Peres arranged a meeting between Golda
and the French Prime Minister Guy Mollet who uttered some platitudes regard-
ing France’s friendship towards Israel. Prior to the end of the discussions, Dayan
outlined the Israeli plan of attack and detailed the amount of weapons Israel still
required from France. Dayan also discussed what the IDF thought the British and
French should do in Egypt, principally capturing the canal while Israel occupied
all of Sinai.

On September 30, the delegation flew home, this time on the spacious DC4.
Upon landing, they reported at once to Ben-Gurion. It was obvious that Golda was
far from convinced that the French had made a nonreversible decision to go to
war on the side of Israel. She thought that while the positions of the parties were
fully presented, no concrete decisions were taken nor an agreed timetable for
the operation arranged. She explained at length to Ben-Gurion why she thought
the French were not yet ready, while Dayan explained why he thought they were.
Later that evening she also reported on her trip to the Mapai and Achdut Ha’avo-
dah ministers. Ben-Gurion was still hesitant regarding the entire scheme. Dayan,
who pushed for war all along, pleaded with him not to raise any doubts until the
planned visit of a French military delegation, something that was agreed upon in
St. Germaine.

Golda was concinved that the conference had ended with no tangible results.
She was used to concrete summations and this did not happen. In his memoirs,
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Meir Amit, then head of military operations of the IDF general staff, noted that
“Golda Meir, for example, came back from the visit with a negative recommen-
dation. Dayan and Peres worked hard to persuade Ben-Gurion not to be overly
impressed by the gloomy picure Golda painted”. It was decided that France would
step up its arms shipments to Israel and that consultations between Tel Aviv and
Paris would continue. At this stage it was evident that Britain was not yet ready
to undertake military measures. France did not want to fight alone and preferred
that Israel launch a unilateral military move against Egypt with no visible foreign
help. Shimon Peres was deeply disappointed that the French prime minister, Guy
Mollet, had not participated in the conference. Worse, he felt that he might have
misled Ben-Gurion, causing him to be optimistic over France’s readiness to act.
Golda’s frustration was also evident, in spite of a last-minute meeting between
her and Mollet who tried to allay her fears. She thought that Peres was duping
Ben-Gurion whom he constantly attempted to persuade that the French could be
fully relied upon. If she had any doubts about Peres’ considerations and political
judgment, the conference only served to strengthen them. The planned opera-
tion seemed to her not yet ripe. This would not be the first time Golda wondered
about Peres’ character and judgment, but, above all, she failed to understand
the secret of the influence he wielded over Ben-Gurion. Several days later she
opposed a Peres trip to New York to meet with Pineau who was there attending
United Nations Security Council discussions on the Suez Canal. The IDF Director
of Military Intelligence General Yehoshafat Harkabi went instead. It was agreed
that Harkabi would not brief Abba Eban of the planned operation against Egypt.
Golda undertook to explain to Eban that Harkabi was in New York strictly to brief
Pineau.

Michael Bar Zohar, Shimon Peres’ biographer, claimed in his book “The
Phoenix” that, in contrast to Golda’s qualified attitude towards the achievements
of the St. Germaine conference, “Peres was able to create a real alliance between
France and Israel”. This claim does not hold water. The “alliance” collapsed
several weeks later when Britain and France entered the Sinai War late and when,
faced with American and Soviet threats in addition to a run on the sterling and on
the French franc, they abandoned the battlefield and left Israel totally isolated.
This would not be the first time France abandoned Israel. President De Gaulle
would do so again in June 1967 during and after the Six Days War. In historic per-
spective, Golda’s senses were right. France could not be trusted.

A silent partner to her concerns was none other than Ben-Gurion. After the
return of the delegation from France and hearing Golda’s report, Ben-Gurion was
ready to reconsider the entire operation and was prepared to write a letter to Guy
Mollet that if the British denied the French use of their air bases on Cyprus and did
not participate in the war, the risk was not worth it. Ben-Gurion also wondered if
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France’s determination to fight alone was that strong, and even if France invaded
Egypt alone, how long her troops would remain on the banks of the Suez Canal.
Moreover, there was no certainty that the main goal of the operation, the toppling
of the Nasserite regime, would be achieved. But Moshe Dayan was able to deter
Ben-Gurion from writing this letter. He wholeheartedly supported war at all costs
in order to remove what he estimated to be the most serious and real danger to
Israel’s existence and to free Israel from the noose which was tightening around
her neck. Ben-Gurion shelved the letter, refrained from giving public expression
to his concerns and ordered continued preparations for the war while he watched
the developments along the border with Jordan with growing concern.

While Dayan and Peres continued to maintain the contacts with the French,
Golda focused on diplomatic contacts to prevent a deterioration of the situa-
tion along the Jordanian border. A massive Israel retaliatory raid on the Kalki-
lyah police station in the West Bank on October 11 was very costly and resulted
in a large number of Israeli casualties. King Hussein demanded the immediate
despatch of two divisions to Jordan from Iraq. This information was transmitted
to Israel by the British charge d’affairs in Tel Aviv and Israel now attempted to
prevent this dangerous move. On October 15, 1956, Golda addressed the Knesset
and said, among other things: “The entry of Iraqi units to Jordan is part of a plan
aimed at advancing Iraq’s territorial ambitions and could lead to a far-reaching
transformation of the regional situation. This poses a direct threat to Israel’s ter-
ritorial integrity on the part of an Arab state that invaded her territory in 1948
and subsequently refused to sign an armistice agreement with her. True to its
obligations to her people, the Government of Israel is determined to confront this
threat”.” Israel clearly separated the Jordanian issue and the Egyptian one. Golda
delivered this message to the British diplomat in a meeting she held with him in
Jerusalem a day earlier. The French allayed Israel’s concerns, saying that Britain
had no intention of acting against Israel unless Israel attacked Jordan.

Meanwhile, the flow of arms from France continued by sea and the Israeli
public was expecting an attack on Jordan. At the same time, in the United Nations
Security Council which met to discuss the crisis created by the nationalization of
the Suez Canal, the Soviet Union vetoed a draft resolution calling for the inter-
nationalization of that waterway, so the British and French realized that the
UN would not provide any solution. As for Israel, she did not need additional
proof that the UN was unable to resolve her deteriorating political and military
problems. On October 17, a letter arrived from Guy Mollet inviting Ben-Gurion to
come to the French capital to discuss new Anglo-French ideas. The invitation

12 Address in the Knesset, 13 October 1956.
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was accompanied by a military plan in which Israel would launch the war by an
extensive military action in the Sinai. Britain and France would then attempt to
separate the warring parties, Israel would agree and Egypt would reject an Anglo-
French ultimatum calling for a cease-fire and would continue fighting. This would
be the sign for the two powers to intervene forcefully and occupy the canal under
the pretext that they wanted to protect this vital waterway. Eden thought that he
could swallow this bitter pill because Britain would be seen in a positive light as a
peacemaking country and this could even be accepted by the United States.

That evening Ben-Gurion invited Golda, Eshkol, Dayan and Peres to discuss
the invitation from Paris. He harbored many doubts, with which Golda and Eshkol
concurred. But Dayan and Peres pressed him to travel to Paris and after many
hours of soul-searching, he decided to go. On the way to Hatsor military airfield,
from where he was about to take off for Paris, his doubts grew and he almost can-
celled the trip at the last moment. His main concern was fear of British perfidy.
Dayan and Peres could barely convince him to board the plane and embark on
the journey. He feared that the plans giving Israel the role of the colonial powers’
messenger boy would place his country in a highly negative light. Dayan argued
that in any case, sooner or later, Israel would have to attack Egypt, so it was pref-
erable to do so with partners rather than alone. Ben-Gurion may have feared that
Britain was bound to use the war in Egypt to enable Iraq to annex Jordan and
threaten Israel. Golda also had similar concerns. Both could not yet get rid of
the anti-British phobia that haunted them from the recent past and refused to
trust the British. In retrospect, they were right. Eden’s leadership was shaky and
uncertain and his dealing with the crisis was erratic and faulty. Several weeks
after the war, he was forced to resign as prime minister and abandon politics for
good after decades of a brilliant career.

Although Britain and France would be represented by their foreign ministers
at the forthcoming conference, Ben-Gurion decided not to include Golda Meir in
the delegation to the meeting that would finally determine whether Israel was
going to war. He included Dayan, Peres and several senior aides. He may have
feared her doubtful attitude towards the entire scheme. He may have thought that
she would have no role to play in purely military discussions. In her memoirs, she
does not even mention the conference held in Sevres on October 22-24, 1956 and
dealt with the final preparations for the war.” France was represented by Mollet,
Pineau and Bourges-Maunoury, Britain was represented by Foreign Secretary

13 On the Sevres Conference see Bar-Zohar, Ben-Gurion, pp. 1232-1254; Peres, David’s Sling, pp.
166-170; Dayan, Milestones, pp. 252-266. See also Bar-On, Challenge and Quarrel, pp. 270-276;
Bar-On, Gates of Gaza, pp. 276-294; Bar-Zohar, Phoenix, pp. 210-222; Pinkus, From Ambivalence
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Selwin Lloyd whose behavior only showed how repulsed he was by the entire
matter and the bitter pill Britain had to swallow. Ben-Gurion surprised the gather-
ing when he presented his vision for a new Middle East after Nasser’s defeat. The
fall of Egypt could bring about Jordan’s disintegration and the partition of its ter-
ritory between Israel that would get the West Bank and Iraq with the East Bank.
Iraq would then settle the Arab refugees in its territory. Assuming that Britain
and France toppled Nasser, a new map of the Middle East could be drawn with
Israel playing a central role. He also spoke of Israeli presence in Sharm el-Sheikh
and other key points in Sinai and went on to mention the possibility of Israel
annexing parts of South Lebanon in addition to the West Bank where the local
population would be given autonomous rule under Israel. The vision was far from
realistic. Ben-Gurion may have failed to understand that Britain and France had
reached the end of the road as colonial powers and could no longer impose new
arrangements in the Near East, nor for that matter anywhere else, as they had
done in the past. Gone were the days when Britain and France could divide the
Middle East among themselves as they had done during World War I. The other
participants listened politely to Ben-Gurions vision and made no comments.

When he dealt with military matters, Ben-Gurion was on more concrete
ground. He preferred a combined simultaneous attack on Egypt by the well-
coordinated forces of Britain, France and Israel, rather than leaving the first
move to the IDF. But the British insisted that Israel fire the first shot and accepted
Dayan’s plan that the first phase would consist of the IDF dropping paratroop-
ers in the Mitla Pass. This would provide the excuse which enabled Britain and
France to present Israel and Egypt with an ultimatum to cease fire. The paratroop-
ers drop in Mitla could be described and excused as a major retaliatory raid
instead of a major war.

The Sevres conference ended with a formal agreement and a timetable that
committed Israel to act alone for at least 48 hours, during which time it would
confront not only the Egyptian army but also the United States and the entire
world. The French calmed Ben-Gurion when he voiced fears regarding a possi-
ble Soviet intervention, saying that the Russians at the time were busy in Poland
restoring law and order following unrest there and preparing to put down an open
rebellion in Hungary. Ben-Gurion was finally convinced that while the British
could not be trusted, the French would be faithful to their pledges. Since France
promised Israel to supply it with an aerial umbrella in the shape of French air
squadrons to protect its skies and cities, they were really serious about defending
Israel. The die was cast and Israel’s leaders returned home to give the necessary
final orders to the IDF and to prepare the nation for war against Egypt, an enemy
that few Israelis thought would be the target. Ben-Gurion began consultations to
obtain the cabinet’s approval for this operation, dicussed it with the heads of the
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opposition and received Begin’s blessings. The cabinet approved the campaign
on Sunday October 28, a day before “Operation Kadesh” was due to start.

While the final preparations were completed in the Office of the Prime Min-
ister and the Defense Ministry, not to mention the IDF High Command, life in the
Foreign Ministry went on leisurely as though nothing was about to happen. The
senior staff was not informed of the plans. The annual consultations of Israel’s
ambassadors in Washington, London, Paris and Moscow with the heads of the
ministry that normally were held on the eve of the United Nations General Assem-
bly session took place in Jerusalem as planned, although late since the opening of
the General Assembly was postponed due to the American presidential elections.
Ambassadors Eban, Tsur, Eilat and Avidar spent four days discussing a possible
war against Jordan and Iraq and the need to mobilize public opinion for such an
eventuality. In any case, public opinion in Israel and abroad was not prepared for
the possibility of war against Egypt. The mood in the ministry was surrealistic.
Several officals felt that something was afoot, but they did not have the courage
to ask the foreign minister. For her part, she did not volunteer any information,
which strengthened the feeling some of them held that Golda was relegated to
a marginal place instead of being among the top decision makers. She had no
intention to correct that image.

Among the few who knew what took place was Yaacov Tsur, Israel’s ambas-
sador in Paris. Although he did not attend the Sevres or the St. Germaine confer-
ences and expressed his anger at being excluded from them, which he saw as a
major slight to his position, he felt the atmosphere was different. On October 24,
Golda told him: “I know we are ready and that war was inevitable, but today I do
not envy Ben-Gurion. This is a decision and he has personal responsibility for this
operation”." Perhaps she still thought that Ben-Gurion was being driven to war
by Dayan and Peres and that he would lead Israel to a fateful adventure without
consulting the cabinet and heads of the other political parties. Soon he did just
that. Deep in her heart, she knew there was no other way to avoid this fatal move.
She was convinced Israel had to break the siege and restore the regional balance
of power that tilted against her since the autumn of 1955. It is odd that a month
earlier she told the American columnist Drew Pearson that “for Israel to initiate
war against Egypt there will be need to replace the prime minister, the foreign
minister, the Knesset and perhaps the spirit of the entire nation”.” Why did she
change her mind within a month? Primarily because she thought there was no
other way to break the deadlock. She knew that Israel could not withstand a

14 Tsur, Paris Diary, p. 295.
15 Washington Post, quoted in E.L.M. Burns, Between Arabs and Israelis, London, 1962, p. 165.
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prolonged siege. The tightening noose would curtail immigration, encourage
emigration, prevent investments, destroy tourism and could even make Israel an
ephemeral and temporary factor in the Middle East and the world at large. Her
solid common sense led her to understand that the partners could not be trusted,
and that included France. But at least the French fulfilled their commitments and
supplied Israel with massive quantities of weapons and were prepared to provide
Israel with an aerial umbrella in case of war. She had no illusions over Israel’s
ability to bring about a change in the hostile American attitude. As far as she was
concerned, discussions in the United Nations were a waste of time, the Russians
were highly dangerous and the British perfidious. This was a simplistic worldview,
but from the Israeli point of view in the fall of 1956, it reflected the harsh reality.
Finally, she knew that preparations for war were at such an advanced stage that if
Israel pulled out with no visible cause, its credibility would be destroyed and no
one could take her seriously in the future. It was with much sorrow that she came
to the inevitable conclusion that Israel would have to fight. She admired Ben-
Gurion and trusted his judgment. She was sure that if Ben-Gurion was convinced
that there was no other way, he would do his utmost to avoid large-scale casual-
ties and defend the homeland.

Since she could always discern between the essence and the marginal in
any subject, she knew that an unequivocal decision had to be taken. Those who
cannot decide are doomed to failure. She expressed these thoughts during a
lunch she tended at her residence on October 26, 1956 for Hubert Beuve-Mery,
the highly respected editor of the French daily “Le Monde” who came to see her
accompanied by Ya’acov Tusr. The discussion focused on the fate of Czechoslo-
vakia. What would have happened if Benes, the president of that country had
decided to fight for his country’s defense in 1938? The editor of “Le Monde”said
that Prague would have been bombed, but Czechoslovakia had the military capa-
bility to withstand the Germans until the Russians would have come to their aid.
Golda replied: “You see, often governments take upon themselves heavy historic
responsibility not only when they make a decision, but also when they avoid
taking a decision at the right time”.'®

She spent the weekend in Revivim with her daughter, son-in-law and grand-
children. She could not divulge to them what was going to take place the coming
Monday, but hinted to the members of the kibbutz that it might be a good idea to
dig trenches. On her way back to Jerusalem she noticed long lines of men near
bus stations waiting for transport to their bases. The call-up was at its height.
On Saturday night she met the senior staff of the Foreign Ministry, swore them

16 Tsur, Paris Diary, pp. 295-296.
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to secrecy and described for them the situation without going into unnecessary
details regarding the roles of France and Britain in the war that was about to start
in 48 hours. It was obvious to the minister and her staff that one of their main
tasks would be the creation of a favorable international public opinion. It was
an impossible mission since public opinion was not properly prepared. In what
light would Israel be perceived worldwide, especially in the United States? What
would the Jews say, they asked? She had no answers.

The next day she traveled to Tel Aviv to her office in the Kiryah. This would be
her base during the war. She felt she had to be close to Ben-Gurion who directed
the war from the Defense Ministry, although most of the time he was confined to
his sickbed. He had caught a bad cold during the flight back from Paris, his tem-
perature rose and he was ordered by his doctors to take to his bed.

The operation began as planned on Monday, October 29 in the early hours of
the evening, when a paratroopers unit parachuted near the Mitla Pass in Western
Sinai. In the next two days, Israel fought alone and waited for the British and
French to make their moves. But they delayed presenting their ultimatum to Israel
and Egypt and moving their troops. They did so only in the evening of October 30.
Israel’s representatives in London and Paris who had no knowledge what it was
all about were horrified. The charge d’affairs of the Israel embassy in London was
summoned to 10 Downing Street. Anthony Eden found it hard to believe that the
Israeli diplomat had no idea of what he wanted from him and mainly from his
government. Gershon Avner, the Israeli diplomat, also failed to understand why
his frantic call to his foreign minister was answered by her patiently and coolly
requesting that he calm down.

One superpower knew exactly how it was going to act—the United States. On
Monday, October 29, a meeting was already held in the White House in which an
angry president announced that his country would fulfill its obligations to Egypt.
He had no fear that he would not be re-elected because of this. Secretary of State
Dulles added an ominous threat. If the American voter chased Eisenhower from
the White House, “a wave of anti-Semitism in America is likely to take place”.”
America’s leaders were determined to halt the war at once and called for an imme-
diate meeting of the United Nations Security Council. On October 30, Britain and
France vetoed an American draft resolution that called for an end to the fighting
and the withdrawal of Israeli troops from Sinai. This was the first time in the
history of the United Nations that two Western powers vetoed an American pro-
posal. The Western front cracked at this fateful hour. The United States, using a

17 Steven Spiegel, The Other Arab-Israeli Conflict—Making America’s Middle East Policy from
Truman to Reagan, Chicago, 1985, p. 74.
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1950 General Assembly resolution called “United for Peace”, called for an emer-
gency session of the General Assembly. The American moves were too quick for
Israel, France and Britain. They did not think that America would act so speedily
and decisively. At the start of the special session, Abba Eban delivered one of
his finest speeches, explaining what had led Israel to war. Although he was not
happy with the moves, most of which he was not even aware of, he defended
his government’s policies in his best oratorical skills. But his words did not allay
America’s anger or change her policy and certainly did not appease the furious
president who railed mainly against the policies of his two allies, charging them
with collusion. Eisenhower not only limited his criticism to the policies of the two
governments, but derisively sneered at their inept military moves.'®

In the course of the first week of November, the IDF completed the occupation
of the Sinai Peninsula and the Gaza Strip. The forces halted 15 kilometers from the
Suez Canal. As expected, Egypt rejected their ultimatum and finally, much later
than agreed upon in Sevres, the British and French bombed Egyptian airfields
and landed forces near Port Said on November 5. Ben-Gurion and Eisenhower
exchanged letters. The president, who was re-elected by a landslide, demanded
of Ben-Gurion an immediate cease-fire and total unconditional withdrawal from
all of Sinai. He did not openly threaten, but hinted at dire consequences for Israel
if she failed to heed his demands. The situation worsened when Egypt blocked
the Suez Canal while the British and French forces advanced along this waterway.
It was obvious that Israel alone would bear the brunt of America’s anger. Israel,
Britain and France announced their acceptance of the UN demand for withdrawal
but gave no timetable. On November 5, another ominous turnaround occurred. A
message arrived from Moscow signed by the prime minister of the Soviet Union,
Nikolai Bulganin, in which he made a veiled threat about the very existence of
Israel. Bulganin wrote to Ben-Gurion that Russia possessed long-range missiles
and that Israel’s leaders were playing with their country’s future. The Russians
also recalled their ambassador from Tel Aviv. In separate messages to Britain
and France, Bulganin hinted of the possibility of firing Soviet missiles on Israel,
hoping that would convince Ben-Gurion to end hostilities. The Russians made
sure the messages would be made public even before they reached their destina-
tions.

Israel’s reply was drawn up by Ya’acov Herzog, the Director of the American
Division of the Foreign Ministry, who was loaned to Ben-Gurion for the duration
of the war. Apart from Golda Meir, he was the only one in the ministry who was
privy to all the top-level consultations. Herzog, the son of the Chief Rabbi of Israel,

18 Ibid., p. 76.
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was a brilliant man, with a fertile mind, possessed of vast knowledge in Judaism,
history, diplomacy and had first-class writing and speaking abilities. Above all he
was a quick drafter and Ben-Gurion fully trusted his analysis and understanding
of events. When the messages arrived, Ben-Gurion sought to gain time, but to
no avail. On November 6, the Soviets completed quelling the Hungarian uprising
and could now turn all their energies to rescue their ally Egypt. They proposed to
the Americans a joint plan of action against Israel, France and Britain, but Wash-
ington responded by saying their offer was “totally unacceptable”. However, the
United States used the Soviet proposal to pressure the three partners to the war to
yield to her demands. The saving formula was found when the General Assembly
voted to adopt a Canadian resolution calling for the creation of a United Nations
Emergency Force (UNEF) that would enter those areas from where the Israeli,
British, and French troops would withdraw. But the Americans did not rely on
UNEF only. In a secret message to Golda Meir, Herbert Hoover Jr, the acting secre-
tary of state in the absence of John Foster Dulles who had undergone an operation
for the removal of a cancerous growth, wrote that his “government envisioned
total rupture of relations between Israel and the United States and a strong move-
ment in the United Nations to expel Israel unless it withdraws from Egypt”.” On
November 5, the British and French decided to accept the cease-fire even before
they had completed their mission of occupying the entire Suez Canal zone. The
General Assembly adopted the resolution creating UNEF to monitor the cease-fire
and to be deployed in Egyptian territory that was to be vacated by the foreign
troops. What Golda had feared all along came to pass—Israel remained isolated.
In spite of this development, Ben-Gurion decided not to give up and des-
patched Golda Meir and Shimon Peres to Paris to find out what the French would
do in case the Soviets realized their threats against Israel. They flew on the night
of November 67 and reached Paris at 6 am, exhausted from a sleepless night and
from the huge tension of the past several weeks. From the airport they headed
directly to the French Defense Ministry for a meeting with Bourges-Maunoury and
Pineau. Of these two, Pineau took the Soviet threat more seriously and stressed
the many rumors spread by the Russians that they were making preparations to
intervene on the side of Egypt. He estimated that France possessed no means
for anti-missile defense. For his part, Bourges-Maunoury claimed that the Soviet
threat was a ploy and part of a war of nerves. But Pineau added that France
could not undertake to protect Israel’s cities and villages. France would con-
tinue to supply Israel with weapons but said the Soviet threat must be taken seri-
ously. From the Defense Ministry, Golda went to see Prime Minister Guy Mollet.

19 Terrence Robertson, Crisis—The Inside Story of the Suez Conspiracy, New York, 1964, p. 278.
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The meeting with him only confirmed her worst fears—Israel could not rely on
France in case of Soviet intervention. The French used the opportunity, however,
to hint to Israel their readiness to help Israel develop its independent nuclear
deterrent capability. This was the second time in which the possibility of Fran-
co-Israeli cooperation in the field of nuclear energy was discussed. The first was
an exchange of ideas between Peres and Bourges-Maunoury during the Sevres
conference. But this was of little solace. Golda left her meetings depressed, as
noted by Yaacov Tsur. Now Israel faced the bitter reality it had not envisioned
even in its worse dreams. Israel was abandoned by its two allies under Soviet
threat and brutal American pressure. The alliance with France barely held for
five weeks. After a brief meeting with Tsur, she and Peres returned to Israel to tell
Ben-Gurion that “we are alone”. This hasty trip depressed her so much that she
did not even mention it in her memoirs.”®

Her report did not deter Ben-Gurion from proclaiming in the Knesset on
November 7, in the course of his victory speech in which he recounted the IDF
achievements, that the “Armistice Agreement with Egypt was dead and buried
and will not revive. It died after the Egyptian dictator abused it for many years”.
At the conclusion of his address he declared the establishment of the third Israeli
kingdom and hinted that the IDF would remain on the islands of Tiran and
Sanafir that according to Greek sixth century sources were once part of the old
Jewish kingdom of Yotveta, but he refrained from announcing that Israel would
formally annex Sinai. He added that Israel “would not permit the stationing of
foreign troops on its territory and that the Armistice Demarcation Lines ceased to
exist”. A jubilant Knesset voted full confidence in the prime minister of Israel.”

Golda thought this speech was in response to the Soviet threat. Years later
she recalled that she thought that Ben-Gurion really believed that “we could stay
in Sinai and Gaza. None of us, including Ben-Gurion, did not take into account
that the Soviets would react as they did”.” If this was their thinking, it was faulty.
They had to take into account a sharp Soviet reaction in addition to the antici-
pated American one. It was obvious how wrong they were when they failed to
consult the experts and mainly Israel’s Sovietologists. Lack of advance planning
bordered on recklessness. Peres thought the speech was aimed at the purpose of
negotiations. Ben-Gurion took his own words literally, so did the Americans and
the Russians. Several hours after the speech, a blistering message arrived from
Eisenhower in which he warned Israel that failure to withdraw from Sinai could

20 On the trip to Paris see Peres, David’s Sling, p. 175; Tsur, Paris Diary, p. 307.
21 Address in the Knesset, 7 November 1956.
22 Brecher, Foreign Policy System of Israel, p. 283.
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lead to Israel being branded as violating the United Nations principles and its
instructions. The president added: “I need not assure you the huge interest the
United States has in your country, not to mention the various principles in our
policy aimed at helping Israel in a variety of ways...it will be highly regrettable to
my countrymen if Israel’s policy on such a grave matter that relates to the entire
world will harm in any way the friendly cooperation between our two countries”.”

Ben-Gurion’s uncompromising position caused an international panic and
there were thoughts that the world was on the verge of a third world war. The
whole world pointed an accusing finger at Israel. After accepting the cease-fire,
the British and French announced that they would begin withdrawal even before
UNEF would be deployed. Israel was faced with an even graver decision. Irrespec-
tive of his speech to the Knesset a day earlier, Ben-Gurion realized Israel would
have to withdraw from Sinai, and the question he faced now was what the con-
ditions for its withdrawal would be and what political gains could be gotten in
return for its withdrawal. Few in Israel demanded that the IDF remain forever
in Sinai. A number of ministers, especially Sapir and Aranne, demanded that
Ben-Gurion announce at once Israel’s readiness for unconditional withdrawal.
At the last moment a saving formula was found. Eban informed the UN Secre-
tary General that Israel would withdraw once appropriate arrangements would
be made with UNEF.

Ben-Gurion was forced to yield, mainly because he could not assess the nature
and dimensions of the Soviet threat. In a dramatic night session of the cabinet,
while the people of Israel were waiting impatiently for a radio address by the
prime minister, Ben-Gurion said: “If they decided to bomb, they will do so even if
we go down on our bended knees or lie on the floor”. He probably knew that the
Soviet threats were idle, but if necessary they would use their infantry divisions.
Eban’s formula was adopted by the cabinet and at midnight, with Golda standing
next to him, Ben-Gurion broadcast to the nation and read the text of his messages
to Eisenhower and Bulganin. He did not use the word “withdrawal” but said
Israel would honor and implement the UN resolutions. He wanted to make the
point that Israel was doing so in response to America’s request and not because of
Soviet threats. In this way the Americans would be seen as partly responsible for
Israel’s defense. This check would be served to Washington in May 1967. When he
finished reading his radio statement he said: “Good God.” Golda muttered: “Why

do we deserve this”.*

23 On the correspondence between Ben-Gurion, Eisenhower and Bulganin, see Ben-Gurion,
Sinai War, pp. 219-232.

24 Netanel Lorch, “Ben-Gurion and the Great Powers in Operation Kadesh”, Monthly Review
33/10-11, 1986, p. 45.
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When the guns fell silent, the time came for a political salvage operation
designed to reward Israel with some political gains following the military victory
that the country could not exploit. Israel faced the entire world alone. The Sevres
arrangements collapsed like a house of cards. Now the struggle was in the hands
of the professional diplomats and not the soldiers. They began a rearguard battle
in an arena where Israel faced an automatic majority of 65 nations, while four
voted with her and the rest abstained. The wartime partners, Britain and France,
shunned beleaguered Israel and sought to mend their own destroyed economies
and political ties with the United States. Now began a four months diplomatic
struggle conducted in New York and Washington. The conductor was Abba
Eban, but he labored under the close direction of Golda Meir who was sent from
Jerusalem by Ben-Gurion, theoretically to head Israel’s delegation to the United
Nations, but her real mission was to assure that the Israeli diplomats in New York
and Washington would not yield quickly to American pressures and make major
concessions. Ben-Gurion did not fully trust the Foreign Ministry and suspected
that some of the diplomats were still afflicted with what he called the “Sharett
Syndrome”. Her presence was required to strengthen their confidence. He also
correctly thought that Golda had nothing important to do in Israel as the dip-
lomatic struggle was in the United States. Perhaps he did not fully trust Eban’s
judgment and put a monitor to watch over him. She was busy in New York while
Eban worked both in NewYork and in Washingtom wearing his two hats. Golda,
who was not yet convinced of the need for the operation in the manner in which
it was carried out and certainly did not trust Israel’s allies, remained in New York
most of the time, maintaining contact with foreign ministers and UN ambassa-
dors. She argued, struggled and attempted to persuade them as well as American
Jews, the media and of course the heads of the Eisenhower administration.” Her
argument was simple. A conversation with the Canadian Foreign Minister Lester
Pearson was an example of her stand: She told him that it was no longer possi-
ble to return to the status quo, that Israel could not permit the Egyptian army to
re-establish its bases in Sinai and their return to the Gaza Strip and their re-acti-
vation of the Fedayun. Israel could not allow the Egyptians to take control again
of the islands controlling the entrance to the Gulf of Aqaba, captured by Israel
to open the Gulf of Eilat, its vital southern port. She argued that there was no
guarantee that Nasser would permit Israeli shipping through the Suez Canal, the
termination of the Fedayun attacks from the Gaza Strip or anything that would

25 Among those present was the British Foreign Secretary Selwin Lloyd, who later wrote that we
covered much ground in our 17 November conversation. I found her the easiest Israeli to talk to
since the resignation of Sharett. Dissatisfaction with the American foreign policy was our com-
mon denominator. See Selwin Lloyd, Suez 1956—A Political Account, London, 1978.
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assure Israel’s use of the Aqaba-Eilat Gulf. She warned Pearson that Nasser would
extract so many conditions from UNEF as to make this force useless.”

By early December, the British and French forces completed their withdrawal
from Sinai. Israel tarried and withdrew at a snail’s pace, destroying every facil-
ity that had military value. Two weeks earlier, Golda met with the UN Secretary
General Dag Hammarskjold who wanted to know Israel’s withdrawal schedule.
She avoided a direct answer and said there were many points that had to be
studied carefully. At this stage, Hammarskjold refrained from pressing her. On
December 5 she addressed the General Assembly and repeated Israel’s position.
In a tough speech she explained the roots of the Arab hostility towards Israel and
asked: “What should be done now? Should we return to the Armistice regime
that contained everything but peace and that was treated by Egypt with contempt
and derision? Should Sinai once again be infested with Fedayun nests...”? In an
unusual step, she cited the words of Egypt’s delegate to the UN who some days
earlier had called on the nations to live in freedom, friendship and equality and
announced Israel’s full agreement with these lofty ideals. The Dutch delegate was
the only one to applaud her as she sat down. She understood that the game was
sold in advance. The question was how long Israel could take to withdraw and at
what price the withdrawal demands would entail.

In those days she lived in “Essex House”, overlooking Central Park. From her
hotel suite, from her office in the Israel Delegation to the UN on East 66 Street, in
the UN corridors, she led the struggle. Her days and nights were full of meetings,
official and unofficial breakfasts, lunches and dinners, endless appearances
for Israel Bonds and the United Jewish Appeal in various cities, meetings with
foreign ministers and heads of UN delegations, media interviews, both print and
electronic. She often met Dag Hammarskjold and realized she had no common
language with the cool and correct Swede who clung in an almost mystical way
to the Armistice Agreements and General Assembly resolutions and was not pre-
pared to listen to Israel’s argument that the Armistice applied equally to Israel
and the Arab states. He saw in Israel an agitating and dangerous element that was
unwilling to behave according to rules of the game that might have been appli-
cable to Scandinavia but not to the Middle East. He was convinced that the Arab
world was allowed to behave according to different rules while much more was
expected of Israel. Her description of him verged on hatred. She accused him of
bias and prejudice and often of pure anti-Semitism. She failed to understand how
the Swedes could remain neutral during the Second World War and benefit from
it. She conveniently forgot that Sweden provided shelter to some 7,000 Danish

26 Robertson, Crisis, p. 278.
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Jews smuggled to its shores from Nazi-occupied Denmark in 1943. Israel’s expe-
rience with another Swede, the UN mediator Count Folke Bernadotte, had been
bad. Another Swede, the head of the United Nations Truce Supervision Organi-
zation in the early 1950’s, was hostile. As far as she was concerned, anyone who
disagreed with Israel or was neutral was hostile, anti-Semitic or pro-Arab, usually
all three together. She could not understand how decent people were not aware
of Israel’s fragile situation and share her concerns for its security. She knew there
were other interests at stake, but for her the highest interest was the existence of
Israel.

To relieve the tension, she attended theatrical shows, opera, concerts and
films. The United States Secret Service provided her a bodyguard, a New York Jew
who knew where every good Chinese restaurant was. Occasionally, she would dis-
appear with close friends to taste heavenly Chinese cooking, not always observ-
ing the laws of Kashrut. Once Ben-Gurion phoned her on an urgent matter and
she could not be found. When she returned to her hotel, she had to admit, some-
what sheepishly, that she had gone to the movies. But most of the time was dedi-
cated to the diplomatic struggle. Ben-Gurion delineated the broad strategy, it was
Eban who did the negotiations under the close scrutiny of the foreign minister,
but he was the main contact with the Eisenhower administration and the United
Nations Secretariat. In his memoirs, he barely mentions Golda’s prolonged pres-
ence in New York from November 1956 to March 1957. At times, she felt she was not
needed in New York and pleaded with Ben-Gurion to let her return to Israel. He
insisted that she remain. Her general feeling in those days was that of a betrayed
woman: everyone betrayed Israel and Golda took it personally.

Another major role she fulfilled at the time was to bolster American Jewry.
The Jews in America were horrified when Israel struck in Sinai. They were not
prepared for this eventuality and the war came as a thunder on a clear day. Eban’s
speech in the Emergency Session of the General Assembly which was broadcast
live on all the networks contributed much to their understanding of the broad
background for this operation. But Eban never succeeded in awakening their sen-
timents. Here Golda had clearly the upper hand. She threw herself fully to explain,
raise morale, to cajole people to raise funds for beleaguered Israel. American
Jews were also asked to pressure the Eisenhower administration mainly through
Congress, to prevent economic sanctions from being imposed on Israel. As time
passed, and the administration’s stance became more anti-Israel, American Jews
became alarmed and flooded their Congressmen and Senators with phone calls
and letters to put pressure on Eisenhower and Dulles. But that was not enough.
Both were adamant. Israel had to come up with new ideas to break the deadlock.

On December 29, Golda met with Dulles, who had recovered from his cancer
operation, for a ninety-minute talk. She brought new proposals. Israel asked
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Dulles to state that the United States supported freedom of navigation through
the Straits of Tiran and would oppose the return of the Egyptians to the Gaza
Strip. The United States was also asked to delay all the moves of the UN Secre-
tary General and freeze all discussion over the future of Sinai and the Gaza Strip
pending the achievement of an overall settlement. Dulles complained that Israel
did not consult the United States prior to going to war and therefore he could not
make any deal behind Hammarskjold’s back. While he did not reject out of hand
some of Golda’s proposals, he insisted that they be discussed with Hammarskjold
first and then in the General Assembly. The United States was not prepared to cir-
cumvent the United Nations. Since Golda knew very well Hammarskjold’s views
she did not have to reiterate them to Dulles. He told her simply that Israel’s only
hope to continue to exist in the midst of a hostile Arab world was to improve its
relations with the Arabs, but it had done little in this sphere. He added that since
contacts between Israel and the United States were at best shaky, the adminis-
tration did not know what where Israel’s long-term intentions. If America would
know clearly where Israel was headed, it could be more sympathetic. Golda tried
in vain to present Israel’s traditional position but Dulles was adamant. Israel
must complete its total withdrawal from Sinai and the Gaza Strip or face a serious
confrontation with the United States.”

In early February, Israel found itself still holding Sharm el-Sheikh and contin-
ued to demand guarantees for the freedom of navigation in the Straits of Tiran.
Hammarskjold insisted on an unconditional Israeli withdrawal from all the terri-
tories it still held. For that purpose, he had the General Assembly adopt a series of
resolutions calling on Israel not to delay its withdrawal. He saw in Golda an intran-
sigent and tough personality and felt it was his duty to bend her and her country
to make concessions. He also thought that if there was need to impose economic
sanctions on Israel, he would have American backing for such a radical move. He
turned to Washington to gain its support and placed the Eisenhower administra-
tion in a major dilemma. The president wanted an Israeli withdrawal that would
make America appear as friend of the Arabs and gain some political benefits from
this support. He also wanted to make sure that the aggressors would not enjoy the
fruits of their aggression, and as far as Israel was concerned, he thought it was an
aggressor. But he understood that Congress would not allow him to impose sanc-
tions on Israel without providing the Jewish state some promises or even assurances
regarding the future. Israel was able to convince her many friends in the Senate,
chiefly the majority and minority leaders, Senator Lyndon Johnson from Texas
and Senator William Knowland from California, to oppose sanctions. Eisenhower

27 Ibid., p. 323.
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therefore sought ways to reach an understanding with Israel to avoid an unpleas-
ant confrontation with Congress in Washington and with endless discussions in
the UN headquarters in New York. All this could take much time giving Israel a
further chance to mobilize its friends. This could weaken America’s position and
strengthen that of the Soviet Union. The only way out was to offer Israel a deal.”®

On February 11, 1957, Dulles handed Eban a memorandum in which he pro-
posed a full Israeli withdrawal from the Gaza Strip and Sinai and an American dec-
laration stating that the Gulf of Agaba was an international waterway. The United
States was prepared to offer, together with other maritime nations, recognition
of the freedom of passage through this waterway. Israel demanded more detailed
and binding assurances which Dulles refused to provide, forcing Israel to reject
the memorandum. Ben-Gurion, who feared a break with America, summoned
Eban to Jerusalem, leaving Golda behind in New York to decide what Israel was
prepared to concede. This move only stressed the fact that it was Eban who con-
ducted the negotiations with the United States and was in direct contact with and
getting instructions from the prime minister. He did not always bother to inform
the foreign minister of the details of the negotiations. In her despair, Golda once
again went to see Lester Pearson, the Canadian foreign minister. She told him that
Israel could not permit the return of the Egyptians to the Gaza Strip, but was pre-
pared to withdraw if Gaza would be demilitarized or placed under United Nations
regime. Pearson feared that Israel’s obduracy could lead to sanctions and Golda
responded that Israel weighed carefully the issue of sanctions and decided not to
yield to this threat. Sanctions could cause huge suffering to her people, she said,
but Israel could not surrender its right to self-defense. Whatever happened, the
United Nations must realize that if driven to the wall and made to suffer greatly,
in its despair Israel might have to fight again.”

This was an idle threat. Israel had no intention or capability to fight again.
Finance Minister Eshkol was terrified that Israel’s shaky economy would collapse
and pressed Ben-Gurion to mend the deep rift with America. He was concerned
not only about the future of the American economic aid to Israel, but feared even
more that economic sanctions could mean the lifting of the tax exemption status
for contributions to the United Jewish Appeal and halt the transfer of Israel Bonds
money to Israel.

Eisenhower now decided to turn directly to the American people and in a live
radio and television broadcast he once again called on Israel to place its trust on
the United Nations. This call was made over the heads of Congress. Ben-Gurion

28 On the Israeli diplomacy see Eban, Autobiography, pp. 207-257.
29 Robertson, Crisis, p. 325.
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now realized that he would have to compromise. The next phase was to find the
redeeming formula. The French Foreign Minister Pineau was mobilized for that
effort and proposed to Israel that the latter would proclaim in the United Nations
its readiness to fully withdraw from Sinai and the Gaza Strip, in return for certain
“assumptions and expectations” that in case of interference with freedom of
navigation, Israel would have the right to excercise its right of self-defense given
to all sovereign nations and would have the right to return to Gaza if the Fedayun
resumed operations from there. America preferred that the French pressured
Ben-Gurion. Israel’s announcement in the United Nations would be accompanied
by an Americn statement that confirmed these “assumptions and expectations”.
Pineau met with Golda several times, as she later reported to the Knesset Foreign
Affairs and Defense Committee, and told her that while France did not wish to
put pressure on Israel, he thought this was the best arrangement available. She
admitted that this deal was the result of an American-French dialogue. Ben-
Gurion did not want to strain ties with France fearing it might stop selling arms to
Israel, leaving the latter totally isolated and defenseless.

The first draft of the statement she was to make was written by Ambassador
Eban, Minister Shiloah and the legal adviser of the State Department Herman
Flieger. It was taken by Eban to Dulles’s residence and the Secretary of State
added in his own handwriting the key points of the statement to be made by
Henry Cabot Lodge, the American delegate to the United Nations, immediately
after Golda’s statement. That speech did not contain a precise promise that the
United States would support a UN regime in Gaza and oppose the return of Egypt
to the Strip. Without notifying the Israelis, Pineau showed the draft of Golda’s
and Lodge’s statement to Hammarskjold. The Secretary General noted that in
the agreement over Gaza which contained the words “initial takeover” by a UN
force, the word “initial” was crossed by ink. That evening Hammarskjold hosted
a dinner the French Prime Minister Guy Mollet who told him that the Israeli state-
ment was meant to prevent the return of the Egyptians to the Gaza Strip. Ham-
marskjold responded by saying that from the point of view of international law
this statement was invalid since the Armistice Agreement granted Egypt rights in
Gaza. France’s Ambassador to the United States, Herve Alphand, said that the UN
would have to guarantee that the Egyptians would not return to Gaza. Hammarsk-
jold said this was impossible. He may even have told Lodge the same.*

On March 1, preparations for the final act of this six-months drama were com-
pleted. Golda’s and Lodge’s statements were approved by the cabinet in Jerusalem.
Golda studied her script carefully. She was told that Dulles and Lodge went over

30 Brian Urquhart, Hammarskjold, London, 1972, p. 210.
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every comma and that Lodge would read the statement coordinated with hers. She
rose from her seat, walked slowly to the rostrum and made her statement:

The Government of Israel is now in a position to announce its plans for full and prompt
withdrawal from the Sharm el-Sheikh area and the Gaza Strip, in compliance with Resolu-
tion 1 of 2 February 1957. We have repeatedly stated that Israel has no interest in the strip of
land overlooking the Western coast of the Gulf of Agaba. Our sole purpose there has been to
ensure that, on the withdrawal of Israeli forces, continued freedom of navigation will exist
for Israeli and international shipping in the Gulf of Aqaba and the Straits of Tiran.

She then detailed the “assumptions and expectations” upon which the Israeli
government based itself, including those relating to the freedom of navigation
in the straits and that the Egyptians would not return to the Gaza Strip. She cited
extensively from statements made by President Eisenhower and the maritime
nations regarding freedom of navigation. At the end of her speech, deviating from
her written speech, facing the packed General Assembly hall, she said:

May I now add these few words to States in the Middle East area and, more specifically,
to the neighbors of Israel...Can we from now on—all of us—turn a new leaf and, instead of
fighting with each other, can we all, united, fight poverty and disease and illiteracy? Is it
possible for us to put all our efforts and all our energy into one single purpose, the better-
ment and progress and development of all our lands and all our people.”

These moving words elicited much applause. But when the applause died down
and she returned to her seat to listen with much attention to Lodge’s statement,
she was tense. Lodge rose to speak and in one stroke the entire understanding
collapsed. In the first sentence of his speech, he stunned the Israelis by saying
that the future of the Gaza Strip would have to be determined in the framework
of the Israel-Egypt Armistice Agreement. However, he repeated the agreed text
regarding the freedom of navigation in the Straits of Tiran. He was followed by the
delegate of Egypt, Foreign Minister Mahmud Fawzi, who said that everything that
had been said here or in any other international forum did not bind Egypt and
could not affect its full sovereignty over Sinai and Palestinian rights in the Gaza
Strip. It was evident that Egypt had given no commitments either to Washington or
to the United Nations. At the end of the session Hammarskjold rose to inform the
Assembly that General Burns, the chief of staff of UNEF, would meet at once with
General Dayan to go over the final details of Israel’s withdrawal from the Gaza
Strip. The game of illusions was over, but not as anticipated. Israel and mainly
its foreign minister felt betrayed directly by the United States and indirectly by

31 Statement to the United Nations General Assembly, 1 March 1957.
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France that played a key role in achieving this understanding. France’s role in
this game did not add more points to her in Golda’s eyes. She had in any case
never trusted the French, their leaders and their policy. Unknown to the Israe-
lis, Dulles met on March 1, 1957 in the morning in Washington with representa-
tives of nine Arab states and sought to calm their fears saying that no promises
or concessions were given to Israel in return for its agreement to withdraw. The
United States, he said, rejected an Israeli demand for “conditions” but did agree
to the Israeli assumptions “regarding future American policy in and outside the
UN”.” Years later it was claimed that Israel could have asked the United States
for a more precise commitment in case Egypt violated the understanding. But in
the atmosphere of those days, Golda and Eban felt that was the best that could
have been achieved. In the future, when she was prime minister, Golda insisted
that any Israel-Egypt agreement woud be backed up by precise American commit-
ments. This was her policy mainly after the 1973 Yom Kippur War.

Golda looked as though the wind had gone out of her sails. Stunned and
depressed, she returned to her hotel, sent her aides home and spent a sleepless
night. In her memoirs she wrote: “There was nothing I could do or say. I just
sat there biting my lip, not even able to look at the handsome Mr. Cabot Lodge
while he pacified all those who had been so worried lest we refuse to withdraw
unconditionally. It was not one of the finest moments of my life”. The next day an
Israeli diplomat asked how she felt. She told him that she had done her laundry
all night, so at least something should be clean. Several days later, in a meeting
with American Jewish leaders, she took out the original version of the speech
Lodge was to deliver, with corrections in Dulles’s handwriting, and said: “This is
what Lodge should have read before the Assembly, but he said something totally
different. What should we have done?” To sweeten the bitter pill, President Eisen-
hower sent a message to Ben-Gurion in which he promised that Israel would have
no cause to regret its decision. He added: “Hopes and expectations based thereon
were voiced by your Foreign Minister and others. I believe that it is reasonable to
entertain such hopes and expectations and I want you to know that the United
States, as a friend of all the countries of the area and as a loyal member of the
United Nations, will seek that such hopes will not be in vain”. On March 4, Golda
reiterated Israel’s commitment to withdrawal in the General Assembly and said
that there arose a basic problem of interpreting the meaning of the Armistice

32 See Herman Finer, Dulles Over Suez, The Theory and Practice of his Diplomacy, Chicago,
1964, pp. 487-488; see also Ya’acov Herzog, “John Foster Dulles”, in Yegar et al., eds., The For-
eign Ministry; Dwight D. Eisenhower, Waging Peace, 1956-1961: The White House Years, Garden
City 1965, and Dwight D. Eisenhower, The Eisenhower Diaries, New York 1981; see also Abba
Eban, Personal Witness— Israel through my Eyes, London, 1993, pp. 260-286.
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Agreement between Israel and the majority of the United Nations. She accused
the United Nations of shameless and unconditional surrender to Nasser. On the
eve of her return to Israel, her frayed nerves failed her. The victim was Abba Eban,
as related by Gideon Rafael who witnessed the incident:

Golda, still smoldering from what she called the Dulles dupery, reached the boiling-point
when she was informed that the United Nations Secretariat was discussing arrangements
with Cairo for the Egyptian return to Gaza. It was late in the evening when she called Eban
and myself to see her in her suite on the twenty-third floor of the Savoy Plaza Hotel. She pre-
sented us with a confidential report and her decision to ask Ben-Gurion to cancel the orders
for the evacuation of the Gaza Strip which was scheduled for March 7. Eban explained that
we were beyond the point of no return. Israel could not go back on its solemn pledge without
causing irreparable harm. Its relations with the United States would not endure the strain
and its position in the world would be demolished. He suggested that Golda herself should
warn Foster Dulles of the incalculable consequences of a breach of the agreement. That was
the last straw for the foreign minister. ‘Now you want me to repair the mess’, she fumed, ‘after
you have confronted me with a fait accompli’. Her pent-up frustrations erupted like a geyser.
Her ambassador, she claimed, had not deigned to report to her personally all the stages of his
negotiations with Dulles and Hammarskjold, let alone consult her. Of course, he was covered
by the instructions of the prime minister, but after all she was the foreign minister.

Eban was stupefied and speechless, a condition as abnormal for him as my attendance at
a ministerial dressing-down of an ambassador. Then, without any further comment, Golda
demanded that Eban cable the prime minister right then and there to postpone the with-
drawal. Eban simply refused and, visibly shaken, suggested that if she felt so strongly on
the matter, she should send the telegram in her own name. Now it was Golda’s term to be
stupefied. It was apparently the first time that she had encountered Eban in a rebellious
mood. She was beside herself and cried that she would jump out of the window. In her state
of mind I feared it was not just a figure of speech. I tried to calm her down but to no avail.
She raised her voice from demand to command level. Without saying a word Eban got up,
marched out and shut the door behind him with audible emphasis.

Golda slumped down to an armchair and held her head between her hands. After a short
while she asked me quietly to take down the text of her message to Ben-Gurion. I felt it
was useless to argue with her in her condition. She first had to get it out of her system. She
dictated the gist of what she wanted to say and left the drafting to me. After I had read the
finished product to her, I said pensively: ‘Golda, on second thoughts, do you really believe
it necessary to send the cable? The information was not new to Ben-Gurion. He certainly
received it through his own channels. If he thinks that it is so weighty as to make a momen-
tous change in the government’s decision, he’ll do it without prodding. But if he concludes
that it is not warranted, you are going to make things even more difficult for him that they
already are. If he has to turn yor advice down, it will be ambarrassing for both of you.” She
pondered a moment, sighed deeply and without any further comment said: ‘OK, forget it.’
She offered me a cup of coffee, her equivalent of a peace pipe, and then we chatted leisurely
about the occurrences of the day.”

33 Rafael, Destination Peace, pp. 67-68.
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When she returned to Israel and read Ben-Gurion’s lengthy statement in the
Knesset on March 5, in which he explained in detail the events that had led Israel
to accept the arrangement, Golda noted that at no point did he mention her, Eban
or the foreign ministry to commend them for the gallant job they did in reparing
the damage after the Sinai war. That did not endear Ben-Gurion to her and she
felt he did not appreciate the scope and dimensions of the diplomatic struggle she
had led in America.

The IDF completed its withdrawal from Sharm el-Sheikh and the Gaza Strip
on March 7. It was replaced by UNEF units. The next day the Egyptians organized
riots in the Strip and that was the pretext for the return of the Egyptian army to
Gaza. They claimed they were responding to popular demand. In a meeting with
Ben-Gurion Golda poured her heart out. He tended, much more than Golda did,
to believe in Eisenhower’s promises, but the return of the Egyptian army to Gaza
shook him badly. On the spot he decided to despatch Golda back to Washington
and New York via Paris. She left Israel on March 15 telling reporters at the airport
that what happened in Gaza was exactly the opposite of what should have hap-
pened. During her three-hour layover in Paris she met Guy Mollet and Antoine
Pineau and announced that at least over the issue of the Gaza Strip there were no
differences of opinion between Israel and France. Yaacov Tsur, who participated
in the meetings, noted in his diary that the French exhibited feelings of guilt,
confusion, humiliation and their general impotence for failing to help Israel. Tsur
probably only expressed the feelings Golda had towards the French that did not
change before, during and after the campaign.

On March 18, she and Eban met with Dulles who tried to allay their fears
stating that the promises given to Ben-Gurion by Eisenhower on March 2 would
be honored.* In a joint statement issued after the meeting, Israel and the United
States announced that America remained true to the assumptions and expecta-
tions regarding the UN’s responsibility for Gaza, freedom of navigation in the
Straits and settling the conflict over the Suez Canal according the six principles
adopted by the Security Council in October 1956 that were accepted by Egypt.
Golda expressed the severity in which Israel viewed the situation and stressed
that it was in direct contradiction to the assumptions and expectations stated by
her and others in the General Assembly on March 1. Several hours later, Dulles
testified before the Senate Foreign Relations Committee and said he gave Israel
no new promises. He asked that Israel be patient and not claim in advance that
the entire issue was lost. In retrospect he was right. Israel gained ten years of
quiet in the southern border and Fedayun incursions from Gaza stopped, partly

34 Brecher, Foreign Policy System of Israel, p. 301.
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because of UNEF presence. None of them knew that the March 1 document, with
Dulles’s handwriting, would ten years later play a key role when Nasser decided
to expel UNEF, fill Sinai with troops and reimpose the blockade on the Straits of
Tiran. Eban, by then Israel’s Foreign Minister, argued with the Johnson adminis-
tration that these commitments given in 1957 should enable the United States to
recognize Israel’s right to act in self-defense.

Once again Golda returned to Israel convinced that her mission had failed.
The American position remained the same. The Egyptians dug themselves in the
Gaza Strip as though nothing happened. On April 2, Golda addressed the Knesset
and tried to explain the diplomatic struggle. Her speech was restrained and her
major argument was—Israel could not fight alone due to fear of total isolation and
had to accept what she thought was the best chance to strengthen Israel’s secu-
rity and economic position. She finished her speech by calling on Israelis not to
jump from a mood of elation to one of despair, but to accept reality as it was and
use the new situation to bolster the country.” She did not speak of a comprehen-
sive peace and understood that Israel could not dictate a settlement. Actually she
avoided admitting that at least at this stage, Israel’s international standing had
weakened as a result of the war.*

The great drama was over. Historians still argue over the benefits and losses of
the Sinai War. There is no doubt that the gains far outweighed the losses. Among
the first to note that Israel had irrevocably changed the face of the Middle East
was General Charles De Gaulle, then still in political exile. On November 16, he
told Ambassador Tsur to tell Ben-Gurion that even if Israel lost Sinai, she emerged
from the war with vast gains and her regional and international standing com-
pletely altered. The IDF gained much respect and what had happened certainly
affected the future of the Middle East. In this assessment, De Gaulle was correct.”’

Israel gained more than that: the IDF fought well and its leadership was fully
satisfied with its fast advance into Sinai. Israel gained ten years of peace and
quiet on its southern border and could use the time to build, partly with German
Reparations money, its industrial-technological infrastructure and to absorb a
quarter of a million new immigrants who came between 1957 and 1967. The edu-
cation system expanded, a new campus of the Hebrew University was built on
Givat Ram, as were the Israel Museum and the New Knesset Building. Founda-
tions were laid for the establishment of Tel Aviv University, a new deep-sea port in
Ashdod, two power stations were built in Hadera and Ashkelon. The construction

35 Address in the Knesset, 2 April 1957.
36 Kimche, Second Arab Reawakening, p. 215.
37 Tsur, Paris Diary, p. 313.
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of the nuclear reactor in Dimona was finished by 1963. The National Water Carrier
was inaugurated in 1964. Scores of new settlements were established. An oil pipe-
line was built from Eilat to Ashkelon partly with French money. Eilat developed
and Israel was now recognized as a major factor in the region. It was no longer
possible to think of wiping it off the map of the Middle East and throwing her
people to the sea.

However, Israel’s leaders did realize that its economic weakness made it
vulnerable and it could not withstand heavy pressures and that Israel could not
dictate a settlement by military means. On the other side of the fence, a number of
Arab leaders, mainly Nasser, drew the conclusion that before attempting a third
round against Israel, they must unite and build their armies, a process that could
take years. Until then, Ben-Gurion and his closest associates believed, Israel
would be an indisputable fact and the price the Arabs would have to pay to harm
it would be so high as to deter them from doing so in the future. But few harbored
any illusion that the Arabs were closer to accepting the very existence of Israel
and would try to eliminate it in the future, at the time and place of their choosing.
The Sinai war again humiliated them while the wounds of 1948 were still fresh.
Although Nasser saw the conclusion of the war as a major political victory, deep
in his heart he realized that for the time being, at least from a military point of
view, Israel was unbeatable.

For Golda Meir, the Sinai War would have other consequences in the area
in which she would become famous as foreign minister—the opening to Africa.
While Third World countries initially violently criticized Israel for participating
in a colonial-type campaign, when the dust lifted and cooler heads prevailed,
some leaders first in Asia and then in Africa began to wonder about Israel’s mil-
itary prowess, organization and capabilities. How could a small country in the
Middle East, surrounded by enemies and with severe domestic problems, pull off
such a brilliant campaign and even achieve some political gains? Their curiosity
arose over this little country called Israel: How did the Israelis build such a pow-
erful industrial-technological-military infrastructure in such a short time? In the
coming years, this curiosity would be translated to strong ties between Israel and
many Third World nations. Golda Meir as foreign minister would lead this effort
and this would be one of her major achievements in this post.

During the war and mainly during the diplomatic struggle, Golda endured
many difficult times. The strain and anxiety left their marks on her. The American
betrayal demonstrated to her that Israel could rely on nobody and no nation. Her
experience in 1956 and 1957 left her with many negative thoughts and explains
her thinking, moves and policies when she served as prime minister after the Six
Days War. Her experience in the aftermath of the Sinai War taught her to treat every
document with suspicion and every promise with much qualification. Hence her
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insistence on arrangements anchored in clear and precise language instead of
vague promises of “assumptions and expectations” whose interpretation was
moot. The American policy angered her greatly. She grew up in the United States
and trusted the decency and honesty of the American people. Regrettably, she
could not respond publically to their harsh attitude. It is hard to agree with the
Israeli scholar Zaki Shalom who claimed later that the complex political struggle
fell on Golda’s shoulders who lacked political experience for such a struggle, and
on Israel’s ambassador to the United States who lacked authority to wage and
organize such a diplomatic campaign in whose necessity he did not even believe.

She found it more difficult to respond to another slight, because this time
it came from Ben-Gurion, whose motives she failed to understand. While she
did not expect compliments from the leader over the manner in which she had
handled the political struggle, she was not prepared for the humiliation dealt her
by Ben-Gurion in early 1957, whether he meant it or not. On January 18, 1957, he
delivered a speech in kibbutz Givat Chaim. The speech may have been aimed at
Moshe Sharett, but it struck Golda Meir, then still in New York. In his speech,
Ben-Gurion said among other things:

Three years ago, several months before my retirement from the government, I did a fun-
damental survey of our security situation and needs. After several weeks of studies with
the IDF commanders and with all those engaged in the security effort, I presented to the
cabinet a three year defense plan—for the IDF’s improvement, its organization, equipment
and training. The number of three years was not accidental. From the sources that we had at
the time on the state of armament in the Arab armies, we could assume with a large degree
of certainty that we should not be attacked by our enemies before 1956. But the Czech deal
and the active military assistance by the Soviets to the Egyptain dictator brought forwards
the hour of peril. Our major concern was to bolster our defense. This activity-packed period
had five stages:

The first stage, from October 1955 to mid June 1956, was the stage of desparately obtaining in
various countries defensive weapons and guarantees for our security. We managed to obtain a
small number, albeit important, of jet planes, but generally speaking, our efforts in this stage
failed. The second phase began with Golda’s entry into the Foreign Ministry. I am convinced
that Golda will not be angry and not dispute me if I say that the comrade who preceded her all
the years in the Foreign Ministry was far superior to her in his vast experience in Israeli and
international politics, in his general and Jewish education, as well as other talents. But Golda,
in addition to her special talent, had an additional advantage that may surprise you if  name
it, and may seem to many as a failure, but I think this advantage led to important results, that
advantage was that Golda lacked until then any experience in the Foreign Ministry. Thanks
to that we could conduct our political action not according to protocol and rituals, not in the
accepted channels. The unorthodox efforts bore fruit. We managed to obtain the minimum
amount of arms necessary to survive. This is a highly interesting and glorious story.”

38 Sharett Diary, pp. 1963-1967.
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Sharett was deeply hurt and called the speech a blood libel. In his diary, Sharett
noted that Golda called Ben-Gurion a “wild man”.” When the text reached her,
she probably wondered about the character of the supreme leader and the nature
of their relations. He did not even have the grace to wait until the political struggle
in America ended or at least until she would return home before he publicly belit-
tled her talents and made highly uncomplimentary equations between her and
Sharett. She never mentioned this speech in public, but remembered it well. She
agreed to the removal of Sharett when she reached the conclusion that it served
not only Ben-Gurion but Israel’s needs as she understood them at the time. But
she certainly did not expect such an expression of ‘gratitude’. For the time being,
she remained a loyal retainer of the “old man”, scrupulously carrying out his pol-
icies, and by this she further hurt the image and standing ot the Foreign Ministry,
since Ben-Gurion himself said that this ministry operated in orthodox ways that
did not fit Israel’s situation. Ben-Gurion loosened the belt and in fact opened
the door to his close and young assistants in the Defense Ministry and the IDF
who now understood that the Foreign Ministry was an easy target that could be
maligned. The results were not late in coming.

One of the more significant consequences of the Sinai War was the rising
star of several of Ben-Gurion’s young associates, who now became well-known
national figures. They contributed a great deal to the victory in the war and
showed how Israel’s position could be strengthened—by the use of force. With
every sensational revelation of the events that preceded the war, the bravery of
the IDF, Moshe Dayan and Shimon Peres became household names, while those
of Golda Meir, Abba Eban and the Israeli diplomatic corps were shunted aside.
Their role in achieving a number of important political gains, such as the freedom
of navigation and the specific American commitment to uphold this principle, or
the effective demilitarization of Sinai, were ignored. All these would find expres-
sion a decade later during the May 1967 crisis. Golda never remembered the Sinai
Campaign as an event of which she was proud. She did not defend this war with
much passion, as did Ben-Gurion, Dayan and Peres. She remained quite reserved
over the growing ties with France. Yet, this was her baptism of fire in modern
diplomacy. She became acquainted once again with the traitorous nature of inter-
national politics. Above all, she learned a very valuable lesson—Israel must be
strong, she cannot rely on others, and if the situation so demands, must be pre-
pared to act alone. She never saw herself, nor did others, as a major architect of
the Sinai War. She was not one of the key decision-makers, but she turned out to
be an excellent field commander, when she translated Ben-Gurion’s instructions

39 Ibid., p. 2085.
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into political action in New York. In her memoirs she devoted a very short space
to this momentous event, less than nine pages of the 333 in the book. Perhaps in
this manner she wanted to forget the huge bitterness of those days and the failure
to achieve some of the anticipated results. In the long run, Israel did gain a very
impressive achievement, especially when the country found itself facing a no less
dramatic event ten years later—the Six Days War.
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Although Golda was formally appointed as foreign minister on June 18, 1956, her
first year in this office was devoted mainly to the preparations for the Sinai war, to
the war itself and above all to the diplomatic struggle aimed at assuring that the
fruits of the military achievement would not be lost. During those stormy days,
she did not devote much time and thought on how to develop her own think-
ing on broader foreign affairs issues and did not even think of reorganizing the
Foreign Ministry according to her world view. She decided against making a rev-
olution in the Foreign Ministry and preferred to leave intact the senior officials
and the structure she had inherited from Sharett in June 1956. She did not want
to be accused of a personal vendetta by pushing out his men. Furthermore, she
could not detach senior staff from the Ministry of Labor and bring them to her new
office as they dealt with different matters and had no experience in foreign affairs.
There was another reason for the absence of an orderly thinking on her part—her
prolonged absences from Israel between September 1956 and April 1957 and her
natural aversion to focusing on long-term planning. In the preceding seven years
as minister of labor, she dealt with tangible matters and with people, focusing
mainly on the need to find quick solutions to such issues as immigration, absorp-
tion, housing, laying roads, legislation—all these yielded concrete and immediate
results, whereas diplomacy dealt with long-range planning, attempts to guess the
moves of friends and foes alike. All this did not fit her previous experience and her
innate inability to brood over abstract matters, something that characterized both
Ben-Gurion and Sharett. She was by nature an active and restless personality and,
it must be admitted, in those days it was almost impossible to plan long-range
foreign policy for Israel mostly because of the uncertainty that still hovered over
Israel’s future. Under these circumstances, it is impossible to fault Golda for not
calling for working papers and long-term plans. Having said this, in one specific
issue, relations between Israel and the emerging African nations, she demon-
strated solid thinking and planning. This area would become one of the hallmarks
and probably her major achievement in her ten years as foreign minister.

Usually, she tended to rely on her intuition that would lead her to seek partial
solutions and a great deal of improvisation. In the Foreign Ministry, like other
positions she held in the past, she started her stint carefully, without making
bombastic declarations on her intentions and with no orderly work plan either.
She began by studying the many subjects that the ministry dealt with through
asking down-to-earth questions and holding long discussions with the senior
staff, instead of reading hefty tomes, documents and position papers. The main
complaint leveled at her by the senior staff was that she did not read or write but
obtained her information by asking questions and by listening carefully to what
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they had to say. Soon they understood that with Golda one had to speak, not to
write lengthy memorials that she would never read or ask one of her assistants
to summarize them for her and in the process she would miss their nuances. Her
evident unwillingness to read documents, compared with Sharett’s very meticu-
lous reading of everything that was placed on his desk, did not add much respect
for her and some of the officials expressed these sentiments in a derisive and
sneering manner. She responded to her more outspoken critics by posting some
of them to far away and minor posts overseas or keeping them in Jerusalem in
insignificant positions, thus removing them from the center of activity, or she
simply stopped inviting them to important discussions.

For three days in June 1956, Sharett attempted to teach Golda how the ministry
functioned, but that was not enough. She displayed enormous patience to hear him
out, and once again she displayed her talent of differentiating what was important
and secondary and to determine what should be dealt with at once and what could
be postponed. She did not lean on scientific and historic analysis of the Middle
East reality, saying that in any case Israel could not change the Arab’s world view,
so why bother. It was preferable to dig in, deepen Israel’s roots in the land, wait for
the time when the Arabs would realize that Israel could not be pushed to the sea
and then, hopefully, they would change their attitude. Since she never developed
independent thinking on foreign policy, she echoed mainly the thinking of her
mentor at the time—Ben-Gurion. During her first year in the ministry she actually
did her apprenticeship under Ben-Gurion. If there were a few cases when they dis-
agreed, it was over tactics and not strategy. She opposed the IDF withdrawal from
the Gaza Strip in March 1957 while he came to the conclusion it was inevitable.
She refused to trust the leaders of the United States whereas he thought that he
could trust President Eisenhower’s word that Israel would not regret its decision
to withdraw from Sinai and Gaza. Over the years, it was evident that he was right.
At the end of her first year as foreign minister, when things quieted down, it was
expected that she would ask for a renewed assessment of Israel’s international
standing and accordingly would fashion a new foreign policy (as Abba Eban did
when he assumed this position in Janaury 1966). But she acted differently.

From early 1957 until the end of her term as foreign minister at the end of 1965,
she clung almost tenaciously to Ben-Gurion’s worldview. The arguments they had
on various matters, apart from relations with Germany, occurred when she was
convinced he strayed from the line he himself had formulated. Ben-Gurion’s think-
ing in those days was expressed during a discussion in Mapai’s Central Commit-
tee on March 4, 1958. In his diary, he noted: “Suddenly I saw the global situation
and our situation in it”.! He came to the conclusion that at this stage there was no

1 Mapai Central Committee, 4 March 1958.
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chance to achieve comprehensive contractual peace treaties with the neighboring
countries. Shortly before then, he related, the well-known American journalist
Joseph Alsop came to see him, looked at the map of the Middle East that hung on
Ben-Gurions office wall and asked: How will you survive? Ben-Gurion answered
that he was convinced that the only way to bring the Arabs to the negotiating table
would be to instill in them the sense that there was no way to annihilate Israel.
Peace would come when Israel would be strong and powerful. He added that at
this stage peace was far removed since the Soviet Union clung to its anti-Israel
policy. The Arabs were far more important to the Russians than Israel, and that
Soviet influence in the Middle East meant control of the oil resources that had
vast influence on the economic development of Western Europe and Japan, then
dependent on Arab oil, and since the Soviets were determined to strengthen their
hold in the Arab world, he thought that while American Jews were an important
factor in the shaping of America’s Middle East policy, Soviet Jewry played exactly
the opposite role. The leaders of the Kremlin suspected and even feared their dual
loyalty and intensified their hostility to Israel as a hint to Soviet Jews not to dream
of immigrating to Israel. Ben-Gurion did not believe that the Russians were inter-
ested in Israel’s annihilation, but their hostile stance only strengthened the Arab
refusal to come to terms with Israel, knowing that they were backed by a super-
power. He argued that the Soviets had no interest in promoting Arab-Israel peace
and hoped that at least they would not undermine the very delicate structure in
the post-Sinai Middle East. He was convinced that the Arab view of the Arab-Israel
conflict was rooted in their historic perception that eventually they would destroy
the Jews as they triumphed over other enemies. The Arabs were convinced that
time was on their side and they must pursue policies that would systematically
weaken Israel and wait for the right time to attack the Jewish state until it would
collapse. But that could take a long time and in the interim they must never make
peace with Israel. At this stage they had to rely on the Soviet Union to become
militarily stronger. Ben-Gurion did not believe that in those days China and India
could play a meaningful role in the Middle East. So what remained, he asked.
There were no major factors in Asia and Africa that could help Israel, but it must
do its utmost to help the new nations that had just gained their independence,
thus strengthening Israel’s moral standing in the world. He did not expect much
succor from the Latin America nations.

His view of Europe was interesting in its originality. Of all the European
nations, Germany, which had completely abandoned its Nazi past, wielded
the greatest influence on America. Ben-Gurion was convinced that the future
of Franco-Israel relations was dependent to a large extent on the ties between
Israel and the Federal Republic of Germany. At the time, Peres called Germany “a
shelter for a rainy day”. Both assumed that once the rebellion in Algeria would
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be resolved, France could renounce its commitments to Israel, forcing the latter
to cement its ties with the rising European power—Germany. On this issue there
arose acrimonious disagreements between Ben-Gurion and Peres on the one
side and Golda Meir on the other. For mainly emotional reasons, she refused to
acknowledge the existence of the new entity that Ben-Gurion called “The Other
Germany”, new and democratic. Since she was never at ease with the French, as
far as she was concerned that left only the British, the Benelux and the Scandi-
navian nations and perhaps Italy. But at the time they seemed to her like broken
reeds.

Ben-Gurion’s sober conclusion was that Israel must obtain guarantees to her
existence from the powers and maintain the existing territorial status quo. He
would welcome Soviet guarantees but understood that the Russians had no inter-
est in maintaining the status quo that was unacceptable to their friends in the
Arab world. He had few expectations from Britain. British Jewry had scant influ-
ence on British foreign policy and he, like many of his comrades, could never rid
himself of the historic suspicion of British intentions. There remained the United
States that Ben-Gurion thought was the leading power already in the 1930’s. In
spite of the tensions resulting from the Sinai campaign, he expected from America
guarantees, understanding, military and financial aid and later he would aspire
to reach a military alliance with America. At this stage, he hoped that Israel
could be included in some military alliance such as NATO, either as a full or an
associate member. His policy then was based on his conviction that Israel must
strengthen its own defensive capabilities, continue to build the nuclear reactor in
Dimona (whose construction was completed in 1963), and above all build its air
force to prevent a surprise attack. He thought Israel could deal with the Arabs,
even if they possessed vast quantities of Soviet weapons, but he wanted interna-
tional guarantees and assurances to deter the Russsians from active participation
in an Arab attack on Israel. European and American assurances could deter the
Russians from such thoughts. This long process could lead the Arabs, over time,
to the conclusion that they must come to terms with Israel’s existence. Hence the
major component of the peace process would be strengthening Israel’s military,
economic, political and moral standing.

Apart from Germany, Golda had no substantive arguments with Ben-Gurion.
She shared his view of the Arabs and at times was far more radical than he was.’
She did not believe that the Arabs would agree to accept Israel’s existence in this
generation. For them, Israel was not only an artificial entity planted by British
imperialism with America’s help, but the very existence of Israel as a sovereign

2 Brecher, Foreign Policy System of Israel, pp. 302-311.
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Jewish-Zionist state in the heart of the Arab world violated the universal order.
Golda understood the problem, but outwardly she continued to claim that all that
was required to resolve the problem were direct negotiations between the Israeli
and Arab leaders. What would they have discussed? That was another matter.
Unlike Sharett, she never bothered to study in depth the history of the Arabs or
delve into their psychology. She relied mainly on their leader’s public statements,
carefully collected for her by eager aides. These statements were naturally highly
extreme. She often cited their public statements to prove the depth of their hos-
tility to Israel. She was convinced that as long as the Arabs refused to negotiate
directly with Israel, there was no need for Israel to state in advance what she
would be prepared to concede for the sake of peace. Any statement would invite
additional concessions and the result would be that Israel would be offering con-
crete concessions for no similar commitments on the part of the Arabs. If they were
not prepared to make concessions, what was the point of negotiations, she asked.

Her conclusion was very simplistic: Israel’s very existence is a moral decree
and supreme value that should never be challenged. Without Israel there is no
future for the existence of the Jewish people. Any measure taken to strengthen
Israel had a high moral value. In the years 1949 to 1956, the greatest fear of Israel’s
leaders had been that they would be required to make territorial concessions,
either to return to the 1947 partition lines or make concessions in the Negev to
Egypt and Jordan to promote peace in addition to taking back a sizeable number
of Palestinian refugees. After the Sinai war, there was no longer any discussion
of forcing Israel to make territorial concessions in the Negev. Attention was now
focused on Palestinian refugees and Golda had to deal often with this issue. As far
as she was concerned, the Arabs made a cynical use of this human tragedy. The
unprecedented demand that Israel take back the refugees seemed to her a recipe
for the destruction of Israel. No nation was asked to allow refugees back after a
war. On the contrary, the effort was to resettle them as speedily as possible in the
countries where they found shelter. In those days, no Israeli leader ever hinted to
Israel’s small and indirect responsibility for the creation of the refugee problem,
the blame was placed squarely at the feet of the Arabs. Any concession in this
issue would be interpreted as an Israeli weakness, invite additional concessions
and become a tool in the hands of the right-wing opposition in Israel against the
Mapai-led government.

Her thinking on the territorial issue was also quite simplistic. At this point,
Israel should not yield one square centimeter of the territory within the Green
Line (the 1949 Armistice Agreements lines that were in force until June 5, 1967). If
there were any territorial changes, they must be the result of direct negotiations
leading to the signing of peace treaties with the neighboring countries. She was
prepared to consider territorial swaps, but within the framework of peace treaties.
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The truth was that Israel’s leaders knew they had no intention of making conces-
sions, thus while they proclaimed constantly their eagerness to enter into direct
negotiations, they knew that the minimal territorial demand of the Arabs and
the powers would be the return of Israel to borders that would be a compromise
between the 1947 partition lines and those of the 1949 Armistice Agreements in
addition to the return of a substantial number of refugees. Israel’s experience
in meetings with Arab representatives in Lausanne in 1949 indicated this trend.
Israel was then, or now, not prepared to accept such prior conditions. Israel was
rescued from these demands by the constant refusal of the Arabs to consider
direct or even indirect negotiations, arguing that any negotiations would mean
recognition of Israel, something they were irrevocably opposed to. Their position
on this issue was similar to Golda’s views on Germany: “With Germans you sit
only as victors with the vanquished”. Due to the Arab refusal to enter into direct
negotiations with Israel, it had to seek indirect arrangements and understand-
ings, mainly with the Hashemite Kingdom of Jordan. Israel was terrified that in
case negotiations started, the powers would not commit themselves to the main-
tenance of the territorial status quo, since their interests dictated supporting the
Arab position rather than maintaining the Armistice Demarcation Lines which
Israel wholeheartedly clung to in those days.

On the other hand, Israel was prevented from expressing such sentiments
since they could be interpreted as total despair of ever reaching an agreement.
Such expressions would require certain conclusions, the main one being that the
Arab states would never accept Israel and would do their utmost to undermine
the status quo even if that meant war. Another option was that Israel, finding
itself under serious threat, would engage in a preventive war as it did in 1956.
Another option was a solution imposed by the powers, something that had to
be strongly resisted. This was one of the reasons that Israel’s leaders in those
days were not inclined to accept the underlining assumptions of Israel’s Arabists
and Middle East experts that the foundations of the Arab hostility were based
on historic, ethnic, communal, national, cultural, religious, psychological and
economic forces and that problems that had to do with territory, refugees and
the balance of power were an outcome of these deeper factors. If the hostility
was so ingrained among the Arabs, why should they make peace, which would
lead the powers to impose concessions on Israel. Since the Arab issue was so
complicated and multi-factored, Golda often wondered if there was any point for
Israel to devote much time and thought to dealing with this seemingly intracta-
ble and insoluble problem. As a result, she did not support the ideas of some of
her aides to undertake certain initiatives and they felt highly frustrated. One of
them, Ezra Danin, who accompanied her to the two meetings with King Abdul-
lah, was quite desparate when he wrote at the end of the 1950’s that there was no
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orderly thinking on the Arab question in the Foreign Ministry. All was haphazard
and improvised while the minister was busy with other matters. Since Golda was
goal-oriented, she wanted to achieve immediate results and not wait for a long
time to allow processes to ripen. Danin and the other Arabists in the Foreign Min-
istry understood the Arabs had time and that eventually they would find a way
to deal with Israel. Thus they thought Israel must signal to the Arabs that there
were certain issues that could be discussed. Golda thought differently, but she
was prepared to put Nasser to a test. Would he be willing, for example, to allow
passage through the Suez Canal of foreign vessels carrying nonstrategic cargo to
or from Israel? The Israeli government did make a number of attempts, with the
full knowledge of the UN Secretary General, but they failed as Egypt refused. This
was seen by Israel as another proof of Arab duplicity.

She had serious problems with understanding and assessing the policy of
the United States. Her experience with Dulles and Henry Cabot Lodge in early
1957 was humiliating and did not increase her trust in that power. She tended to
think that the American Middle East establishment, mainly senior officials in the
Departments of State and Defense, were tinged with anti-Semitism, and feared
that they would not recoil from imposing an arrangement on Israel against her
better judgment. One day she was in a car with the Israel Minister Plenipoten-
tiary to Washington Ya’acov Herzog. As they rode past the Department of State
he muttered: “They are hatching plots there.” This was the typical attitude—fear
of an imposed settlement. But knowing the American system of government, she
focused on cementing ties with Congress, mainly the Senate, with labor unions,
the academic community, the media, friendly Christian groups and naturally the
leadership of the American Jewish community. They would counterbalance a
hostile administration that, she hoped, would change over time. In the depth of
her heart, she believed in the decency of the American people and their commit-
ment to justice. She believed in them much more than she trusted the Europeans.
The Holocaust took place in Europe, not in America, but she was aware that
America did virtually nothing to rescue Jews. However, at this phase, the reality
was brutal—the Eisenhower administration was openly hostile and still angry at
Israel so there was an immediate need to rehabilitate the ties with it. She pre-
ferred to do so in a low profile and was very ably aided by Ambassador Eban and
Minister Herzog.

Her worldview can be gleaned from scores of speeches and interviews in
the Israeli and international media. Her speeches in the Knesset or in the United
Nations were usually dry and lacked inspiration since they were written by
others. She had difficulties in reading speeches written, for example, by Abba
Eban, a master of the English language. His flowery style was not hers, and there
was need to rewrite his speeches and adapt them to her style this was seen as
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desecration of the holy as Eban was recognized as one of the most impressive
orators in the English language. There is no single document which explains her
worldview, similar to that of Ben-Gurion in March 1958 that would show a deep
analysis of the regional and international situation. Her annual Knesset speeches
when presenting the budget of the Foreign Ministry were a recitation of Israel’s
relations with various parts of the world that were read in a monotonous tone
and an effort was made not to hurt the sensibilities of any country. Her appear-
ances before the Knesset Foreign Affairs and Defense Committee or the leading
bodies of Mapai were less restrained. But they, too, did not attest to an orderly
worldview. Images that clung to her from her early years in Palestine stayed with
her and did not undergo any major change even if the regional and international
situation changed considerably. In spite of the fact that Israel’s strategic situation
greatly improved as a result of the Sinai war, Golda still used pre-war terms of a
besieged Israel that must defend itself against implacable enemies.

The problem that Israel faced in 1957 was not so much the absence of a
policy—that was determined in its broad outline by Ben-Gurion, but who would
implement it. Soon it became evident that Golda would have to fight an uphill
battle to preserve the jurisdiction of the Foreign Ministry against the attempts of
encroachment by the Prime Minister’s Office and mainly the Ministry of Defense,
led de jure by Ben-Gurion, but de facto by Shimon Peres. The Sinai Campaign
brought forth a group of young officials in the Defense Ministry who were deeply
involved in the initiation and planning of that war. The Foreign Ministry diplo-
mats, who were excluded from the early secret stages of the planning, were highly
embarrassed. Their personal standing and that of the ministry as an institution
that had already suffered a major blow when Sharett was forced to resign, was
further humiliated in their own eyes and those of others. After the fighting ended,
they were called upon to salvage some political gains, which they did, albeit not
very successfully, not because of their failures but because of a new and harsh
international setting. In the first few months after Sinai, there was much mutter-
ing in the IDF and Defense Ministry aimed at the Israeli diplomats whose main
achievement was a series of vague “assumptions and expectations”. Ben-Gurion
added to this feeling in his Givat Chaim speech in which he said that Golda’s
positive attribute was her lack of foreign affairs experience (which was definitely
not true), and his words were interpreted to mean that there was no need for dip-
lomatic experience. He and his men identified the Foreign Ministry with Sharett,
and Sharett with Weizmann, meaning caution, diplomacy, diplomatic notes, pro-
tests, long, cumbersome and complicated formulations. In June 1956, Ben-Gurion
had already determined in the Knesset what the Foreign Ministry’s standing in
the national order of priorities would be. It would remain secondary and comple-
ment the work of the Defense Ministry. In his March 1958 speech he talked about
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the need to strengthen Israel’s security and did not even hint at the possibility
that salvation would arise from diplomacy. He thought that the Arabs understood
only the language of force, and this was the manner in which Israel should talk
to them. Diplomats by the very nature of their trade spurned the use of force,
therefore they only had a secondary role in bolstering Israel’s defense. At best
they would be door openers, a conduit that would enable the Defense Ministry
officals to obtain weapons.

When it came to getting arms, the Defense Ministry officials were restless and
in constant motion. They watched carefully and with much anxiety the always
ongoing arms race in the region and came to the conclusion that Israel must
always remain one step ahead of the Arabs in order to maintain a fragile balance
of power. There was no time for long processes, for lengthy and tiring negotiations
either directly or through mediators. There was urgent need to rapidly acquire the
latest modern weapons in vast quantities. They could not rely on the diplomats to
act quickly. The diplomats required authorization from Jerusalem for every move,
something that took time and could raise questions of interministerial ccordina-
tion. There were other differences between the officials of the Foreign Ministry
and those of the Defense Ministry, based on age, mentality, background and the
authority given to them. The Defense Ministry officals were mostly younger men,
in their 30’s and 40’s, native-born Israelis who rose from the Hagannah, lacked
university education, were leaders and members of Mapai’s younger generation
and acted under the umbrella of the inspiring and unchallenged Ben-Gurion,
who granted them full backing. They assumed that his blessing hovered over
all their deeds, even if they did not always possess written authorization signed
by the “old man”. These men acted in unorthodox ways, as the acquisition of
arms was never routine since it required imaginative action. If you could not go
through the main door, there were always side doors or even back doors. This was
Peres’s experience in France since 1954 and in Germany from 1957. They pursued
their goals relentlessly and in total secrecy, far removed from the media or public
scrutiny. Getting arms for Israel entailed much honor and those engaged in it felt
this was holy work. Since these methods proved their value during the War of
Independence and the Sinai Campaign, there was no need to deviate from these
habits and act in more orthodox ways and in cooperation with the Foreign Minis-
try that formally was in charge of conducting Israel’s foreign relations.

In contrast, the senior Israeli diplomats were older, veterans of the Political
Department of the Jewish Agency, born in Eastern, Central or Western Europe,
held university degrees and, in some cases, did not even speak Hebrew. The
Defense Ministry officials did not have time to study at university due to their
service in the Hagnnah, the British army and the IDF. It was well known that
some of the diplomats were highly critical of the Sinai War and that their former
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minister, Sharett, was convinced that this campaign severely harmed Israel’s
long-term interests as it only futher inflamed the Arabs’ hatred of Israel and
strengthened their determination to annihilate the Jewish state, now that they
were once again humiliated by Israel. The Defense Ministry officials heaped
much scorn on the diplomats whom they accused of possessing “Diaspora men-
tality”. This was the background for the vastly differing views of the two minis-
tries on how best to deal with Israel’s security problems. The commanders of the
IDF did not forget the Foreign Ministry objections to most of the retaliatory raids
in 1953-1956 and were not prepared to admit that this policy had basically failed
and that the assessments of the Foreign Ministry, at least in this sphere, were
correct. Unlike the Defense Ministry, the Foreign Ministry lacked a base among
the Israeli public, it never had “clients”, unlike the Defense Ministry that had
many “clients”, among them were the IDF, regular and reserve units, and the mil-
itary industries which meant many workers. Finally, Ben-Gurion’s concept won
over that of Sharett giving the defense establishment the feeling that they were
the leading policy-making body in the country.

When Golda entered the Foreign Ministry, the heads of the defense establish-
ment assumed that she, being Ben-Gurion’s loyal disciple, would not unduely
ostruct their unorthodox ways and they would be able to continue to act through
their own channels, mainly through the huge bodies overseas called the defense
purchasing missions. These operated parallel to the Israeli embassies with big
staffs in Paris, London, New York and later in Bonn. Another body operated over-
seas as well, the Mossad, which reported directly to Ben-Gurion, similar to the
defense establishment. Because of her personal ties with the head of the Mossad,
Isser Harel, Golda was privy to what they were doing. Soon the Defense Ministry
officials realized they had been wrong. Golda did not acquiesce with the limited
jurisdiction of her ministry. During her seven years in the Ministry of Labor, there
had been virtually no interference by other bodies in the subjects over which
she held exclusive jurisdiction, and her dominant personality was able to over-
come the objections of the ministers of interior, welfare, finance and commerce
and industry. Now, when she became foreign minister, the third most important
position in the Israeli political hierarchy, she realized how limited her authority
was and how often and easily her ministry was bypassed by others who were
not prepared to coordinate their moves, actions and positions or even simply to
report what they were doing. Other ministries also began to operate overseas.
The Finance Ministry had a large representative office in New York and the direc-
tor general of the Prime Minister’s Office also had a branch in New York in the
shape of the Israel Government Tourist Organization that would soon become the
Ministry of Tourism. The tourism people demanded diplomatic passports; Golda
objected but Ben-Gurion ruled in favor of Teddy Kollek who also established a
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department in the Prime Minister’s Office dealing with contacts with the Dias-
pora, a role that should have been in the exclusive purview of the Foreign Min-
istry. Another task, that of dealing with the growing number of the permanent
foreign correspondents corps in Israel, was handled by another unit in the Prime
Minister’s Office, the Government Press Office. The heads of this unit coordinated
with the Foreign Ministry but reported to Teddy Kollek, as did the Israel Broad-
casting Service until 1965. The radio station had to work with the Foreign Ministry
mainly about the contents of its Arabic language broadcasts.

There were a number of senior Foreign Ministry officials who maintained
direct contact with the prime minister. One of them was Reuven Shiloah, the
first head of the Mossad and from 1957 until his untimely death in 1959 polit-
ical adviser to the foreign minister. His close ties with Ben-Gurion prevented
him from becoming the ambassador in Washington. That post went to Avraham
Harman, a close ally of Golda. Another diplomat who maintained direct contact
with Ben-Gurion was Ya’acov Herzog, who acted as Ben-Gurions political adviser
during the Sinai War and won his total confidence. Such arrangements often led
to serious problems, duplication, waste and much tension and friction. There
were in fact four branches that were deeply involved in foreign policy—the IDF,
the Foreign Ministry, the Mossad and the Defense Ministry in addition to several
departments in the Prime Minister’s Office. The foreign minister did not always
possess full information on what the other bodies were doing. Each department
accused the other of leaking information to the media to gain publicity or for the
sake of domestic political advantage.

Matters became even more complicated when great competition between the
two generations of leaders over the impending succession of Ben-Gurion began
in earnest. The younger leaders attempted to demonstrate that their methods,
although unorthodox, brought results, while those of the older leaders resem-
bled Diaspora habits, relying on lobbying, lacking any sign of statehood and
usually with insignificant results. They accused the veterans of relying on Jewish
mediators and efforts to create pressure mostly on the American administration
through Jewish organizations which they considered had Diaspora mentality. By
going directly to the centers of power, as they did in France and Germany, Dayan
and Peres succeeded without the intervention of local Jewish community medi-
ators. Golda, however, supported by Abba Eban, held that America could not be
ignored, partly because of the highly crucial Jewish lobby. In her constant struggle
with Peres, Golda did not involve her senior officials since she rightly thought that
civil servants should not to be involved in politics. The only one who had political
ambitions was Eban. Therefore, she had to rely on her Mapai peers, her age group
such as Sapir, Aranne and Eshkol, in her fight against the younger leaders. Their
standing in the party was powerful, but apart from Golda, their understanding of
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international affairs was limited, whereas that of Dayan and Peres was much more
extensive. Above all, the latter enjoyed the patronage of Ben-Gurion. Golda often
wondered if certain directives of Ben-Gurion transmitted to her through Yitzhak
Navon, the director of his bureau, were really his or the fruits of Dayan and Peres’s
ideas. On rare occasions did Ben-Gurion criticize Peres for infringing on the juris-
diction of the Foreign Ministry. That was mainly mainly done to appease Golda
and prevent her from resigning. In July 1957, Golda cancelled a meeting she was
due to hold with Jean Monnet, the father of the European Union, aimed at seeking
support for coopting Israel to the North Atlantic Treaty Organization or involving it
in any other European framework, when she heard that Peres had already met with
him in April and failed to report this to her. The Defense Ministry’s representative
in Paris, Asher Ben-Nathan, mumbled that “it was impossible to tell her as the
meeting was organized at the last moment, and there was intention to tell her later,
but this did not come off due to objective reasons”.? She of course refused to accept
this lame excuse. Her assessment of Peres did not improve when a serious incident
occurred with France in February 1958. An Israeli plane loaded with Israeli-made
weapons sold to the Dominican Republic by the Israeli Arms Industries ignoring
the Foreign Ministry’s objection made a forced landing in Algiers. The French dis-
covered the weapons and suspected that Israel intended to sell these arms to the
Algerian rebels. Peres had decided without consulting Golda to sell arms to the
Dominican Republic, a country that was on the list of countries Israel would not
sell weapons to, after it was revealed that Israel sold arms to the Nicaraguan dic-
tator Anastasio Somoza. Golda threatened to resign and Ben-Gurion was forced
to issue an official order to Peres: “No arms sales to foreign nations without my
prior knowledge and approval would be made. I am to be informed only when
there is a bid by a foreign nation to buy arms. I will not decide without prior con-
sultation with the Foreign Ministry”.* On the matter of Monnet, Ben-Gurion noted
in his diary that “I told Golda and I am concerned and regret her suspicions—that
are not unsubstantiated—against the Defense Ministry that interferes in foreign
affairs. She told me that she is desparate. I told her that I will not agree with this
despair. Golda argued that she had no quarrel with the chief of staff, but Shimon
Peres does things without her knowledge, and agreed that there shall be a com-
radely discussion”.” Her anger at Peres erupted in a meeting of Mapai’s secretariat
on December 6, 1958, when she said: “I know the youth must rebel agains the old

3 Matti Golan, Peres, Tel Aviv, 1981.

4 Golani, Peres, p. 88. See also Bar Zohar, Phoenix; Haggay Eshed, One Man’s Mossad, Tel Aviv,
1988.

5 Golani, Peres, pp. 88-89.
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people, but I rebel against the young ones who think there is no need for an ideol-
ogy and I rebel against the old people who support the youth that has no ideology”.

Another incident occurred in early 1959, when Peres proposed to the French
Colonial Minister Jaques Soustelle the idea that Israel would lease French Guyana,
a remote colony of 90,000 square kilometers in the northern part of the Latin
American continent, with natural resources, for a period of 30 years or establish
a Franco-Israeli company to develop Guyana and settle there several thousand
Israelis. Peres was impressed by Guyana’s natural resources and thought the
lease would further strengthen Franco-Israeli cooperation. A survey mission sent
to study the scheme returned with a report and a movie. Peres’s biographer noted
that “when the film was shown to the cabinet it created panic. Pinchas Sapir said
it was a disaster, colonialism, imperialism, it would create a catastrophe in Africa
and resistance in Latin America. Golda would never let this thing pass, only over
her dead body.”¢ The “old man” promised her that as long as she was foreign min-
ister, this would never happen. Her reaction in a closed meeting was that Peres
was a frivolous adventurer. Another expression was that Peres was “infantile”.
Such confrontations and others only strengthened her feeling that Peres was
unreliable, an intriguer, adventurous and often uncomradely. This expression
had special meaning in Mapai. It meant that this could be handled in a political
framework where Golda enjoyed the support of the party veterans.

Peres knew well Golda’s negative and almost pathological attitude towards
him. In his 1995 autobiography, called “Battling for Peace”, he wrote: “Golda’s
revulsion towards me hung like a gloomy shadow over my political path...my
relations with her were always complex and complicated, and usually miserable.
With Golda, as I learned over the years, there was no intermediate state. Either
you were one hundred percent for her, or she was one hundred percent against
you. She could not bear any attitude less than adulation...” He agreed with Teddy
Kollek’s saying that Golda’s foreign policy consisted of a list of those whom she
hated. That list included from the mid 1950’s and early 1960’s Dag Hammarskjold,
Secretary of State Christian Herter, French Prime Minister Michel Debre, Ghana’s
President Kwame Nkrouma, Abba Eban and Shimon Peres. In her memoirs, Golda
mentions Peres exactly four times and in all these instances he is lumped together
with Moshe Dayan. It must be stated that Allon and Rabin did not earn more cita-
tions in “My Life”, either.

However, it was easier for Peres to confront Golda because of his close ties to
Ben-Gurion. In Israel at the time there was no orderly decision-making process in
foreign policy and there was no National Security Council in which representatives

6 Ibid., p. 83; see also Shimon Peres, Battling for Peace, London, 1995, pp. 260-286.
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of the foreign, defense, intelligence and economic communities should have been
represented. Decisions were often reached at random. The general policy outlines
were delineated by Ben-Gurion, either alone or in consultations he held with close
associates—Peres, Dayan and Navon. He made them think in an abstract way.
Golda was occasionally invited to these discussions, but since she was oriented
on dealing with concrete issues, her contributions were minor. Since Peres was
present and deeply involved in policy-making, it was easier for him to translate it
into concrete action and implement it, with the full knowledge that he knew better
than the others what Ben-Gurion’s real wishes were and how to obtain the goals
he determined. The weekly cabinet meeting was never the forum for reaching key
strategic foreign policy decisions. The cabinet preferred to leave these decisions
to Ben-Gurion and Golda and later confirm them. The cabinet was not the organ
that received full information. Ironically, the Committee of the Editors of the Israeli
daily newspapers usually received more reliable, up-to-date and detailed infor-
mation than the Israeli cabinet ministers. The Editors Committee was given this
information mainly in order to prevent publication of stories that could harm state
security and foreign relations, since it was impervious to leaks. In those days the
military censorship was still an effective organ to preserve state secrets, but the
Editors Committee served as a brake and filter for sensitive information. Golda
often used this mechanism when she was foreign and later prime minister.

Those absent from the discussion of the small group that made key policy
decisions were the senior staff of the Foreign Ministry. They could have provided
the foreign minister with relevant material, had they known the subjects under
discussion. Thus their ability to influence key decisions was at best limited. This
inevitably led to a decline in their morale and they felt they were dealing with sec-
ondary issues. The family feeling that Sharett had created in the ministry slowly
evaporated, partly because the size of the staff grew due to the new tasks the
ministry was entrusted with as the ties with the Third World expanded. For these
missions, Golda selected people from Mapai, kibbutzim and moshavim, heads
of “Solel Boneh” and “Koor”, on occasion professional diplomats. Some of the
veteran diplomats were not exactly enthusiastic about serving in Accra, Dakar
and Phnom Penh. They preferred Washington, London or Paris.

When Golda finally settled into her office in the second floor of the central
building of the Foreign Ministry complex in West Jerusalem, where it remained
from 1953 until it moved to its permanent modern building in 2000, she did not
carry out a de-Sharettization process. The senior officials remained at their posts,
some of them even continued to report on what was happening to their old boss—
Sharett, which he regularly noted in his diary. She ignored this custom and cor-
rectly assumed that over time, this too would cease. The director general of the
ministry, Walter Eytan, remained at his post, as did the heads of departments and
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the ambassadors in the key capitals. She worked with her small team of her inner
office and that of the director general. The head of the foreign minister’s bureau
had a central position in the ministry, second only to the director general. He
knew her thoughts and order of priorities, he decided who would see the minis-
ter, what her schedule would be, what material she would read, who would read
to her certain documents. He prepared the daily material in ccordination with
the various departments. He decided who would participate in certain discus-
sions. This post was fulfilled over the years by Yochanan Meroz, Mordechai Gazit
and Simcha Dinitz. Golda was a “night owl”. The days were devoted to discus-
sions, meetings with foreign diplomats and overseas visitors, media interviews
and cabinet meetings, ministerial committees and Knesset sessions. Hardly a
day passed without an official event at her home or elsewhere, formal lunches
or dinners. In late 1956, she moved to the foreign minister’s residence on Balfour
Street in Jerusalem where Sharett had lived and Eban would live later. In 1974,
Rabin moved the official residence of the prime minister to that building.

Late at night, she sat with the head of her bureau to go over cables and
reports, making terse notes in her handwriting. She would write things like “he
is right”, “that is correct”, “I disagree”, “it is not in order” etc. The head of her
bureau had to divine from her reactions the exact meaning of her intentions. On
rare occasions, she dictated detailed cables. Most of the lengthy reports, includ-
ing the daily, weekly and annual assessments of the IDF Intelligence Branch
or the Mossad, were summarized by her aides. She held regular meetings with
the senior staff on important matters. It was clear to all what was the area of
responsibility of the Foreign Ministry. In his seminal book “Israel’s Foreign Policy
System”, Michael Brecher noted that in the late 1950’s and early 1960’s, the fol-
lowing division of labor was created: The Defense Ministry looked after relations
with Israel’s major arms suppliers France and Germany. The Foreign Ministry
was responsible for ties with the Asian and African continents, Eastern Europe
and Latin America, in addition to economic ties, information and ties with Jewish
communities abroad. The position of the United States was special, since Ben-
Gurion displayed much interest in that country. As for the Middle East, there
was no clear-cut division. The Middle East Department of the Foreign Ministry
was meant to be an important department, but few in the ministry dealt with the
region. This was more the responsibility of the Mossad and the IDF Intelligence
Branch as well as some officials in the Prime Minister’s Office. The Mossad also
looked after ties with countries that had no diplomatic relations with Israel such
as Morocco and Indonesia. Golda was informed of regional events, but did not
always share her information with her senior staff.’

7 Brecher, Foreign Policy System of Israel, pp. 403—-4009.
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In fact, while the Foreign Ministry still had a vast area of responsibility, for
some reason its senior staff felt that they were dealing with secondary and even
minor issues, the real foreign policy decisions were made elsewhere by others.
Even with ambassadorial appointments to certain countries, there was much pres-
sure to provide diplomatic posts to political stalwarts, partly to keep them away
from Israel or to award them for loyal service to Mapai. When Abba Eban came
back from Washington in 1959, a major struggle arose as to who would succeed
him. Ben-Gurion preferred Reuven Shiloah or Ya’acov Herzog. Golda stood her
ground and appointed Avraham Harman, a veteran professional diplomat. Eilat’s
place in London was taken by another professional diplomat, Arthur Lurie.

Was there any room for independent thinking on the part of the ministry?
Few officials thought they should deviate from the accepted official line. At best
they offered different tactics, mainly when it came to the Middle East. Here there
were several important intitiatives, among them the “policy of the periphery”,
the brainchild of Reuven Shiloah, and some new ideas initiated by Ezra Danin.
Some concern was expressed that the minister was not interested in indepen-
dent thinking, although she never said so openly. But that was not true. She did
attempt to encourage creative and innovative thinking mostly when it came to
tactics. But the feeling among the senior staff was that it was pointless to argue
with the minister on fundamental strategic issues. Angering the minister could
lead to being sent to a remote diplomatic post. If some of them had unorthodox
ideas, they preferred to express them “off the record”. Memorandums were dan-
gerous: someone could read them and leak them to the media. Golda never fired
anyone for ideological reasons, but her facial expressions during meetings, her
impatience and her cutting off other people showed the degree of her agreement
or disagreement. Promotion was often determined not only by talent, experience
and seniority, but also by the ability to avoid face-to-face confrontation with the
minister, at least in public. This meant that officials were careful not to express
nonconformist thoughts and opinions publicly. While during the Sharett era dis-
cussions were more abstract, and they included conversations on new books,
Golda preferred practical and down-to-earth discussions, as she did in the Min-
istry of Labor. A subject was placed on the table for discussions, various alterna-
tives were proposed and the minister chose one of them.

Golda knew well that the senior staff was selected, trained and nurtured
by Sharett and was not “hers”. At times she correctly suspected that some of
them were more loyal to Ben-Gurion than to her. This situation burdened some
ambassadors with a problem: who should they address their important cables
to—Golda, Ben-Gurion or the heads of the defense establishment? Golda soon
made it clear that all communications must be directed to her. Ironically, she
did not follow this dictum when she was prime minister, when she encouraged
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Ambassador Yitzhak Rabin, who was then posted in Washington, to bypass the
Foreign Ministry then under Eban and to communicate directly with her. As a
result of these strange procedures, some of the communication was done through
extra-ministerial channels such as the Mossad. Therefore, there is no documen-
tation of certain events and decisions. When something went wrong, it was hard
to determine who gave the order.

This work habit created some problems for foreign governments in their
contacts with Israel. Experienced foreign diplomats in Israel knew that on
certain matters, they should communicate directly with the Defense Ministry, for
example when it came to weapons purchase and sales, on other subjects with
the Foreign Ministry. The French ambassador spent more time in the Defense
Ministry in Tel Aviv than in the Foreign Ministry in Jerusalem. The fact that the
Defense Ministry was in Tel Aviv while Golda’s ministry was in Jerusalem meant
that foreign diplomats did not always relish the ninety-minute ride to Jerusalem
and preferred to discuss matters by phone or come to Jerusalem once a week. Tel
Aviv was the cultural, economic and social center of Israel, even without the fact
that the IDF Headquarters and the Defense Ministry were there. Until the Six Days
War, Jerusalem was a remote, sleepy city, not noted for its active cultural and
social life. Golda tried to infuse some culture and held many receptions in her
official residence in Jerusalem, but she, like most of the cabinet members includ-
ing Ben-Gurion, left Jerusalem on Wednesday afternoon when the Knesset weekly
sessions ended. They went to Tel Aviv, where they remained until the coming
Sunday, when they returned to Jerusalem in time for the weekly cabinet meeting.
While in Tel Aviv, on Thursdays and Fridays they dealt with security matters and
domestic political issues. If Israel’s leaders viewed Jerusalem as their capital for
half a week, why should foreign diplomats feel and act differently? Most of the
resident foreign correspondents lived in Tel Aviv and had far closer ties with the
IDF and the defense establishment than with the Foreign Ministry in Jerusalem.
Therefore they tended to report more on foreign and security subjects than on
education, culture, technology, social experimentation or even archaeology, to
the distress of the Foreign Ministry that encouraged stories of a more “construc-
tive” and “positive” nature.

Golda’s daily schedule was packed with meetings, some of them dictated by
other considerations. Sunday morning was devoted to the weekly cabinet meeting.
On Mondays, Tuesdays and early Wednesdays she made a point of attending the
Knesset plenary or committee sessions. She reported regularly to the Knesset
Foreign Affairs and Defense Committee where she spoke more openly, as this
body was at the time leak-proof. Once a week, she chaired the Foreign Ministry
senior staff meeting. She attended regularly meetings of “sareinu” (the Mapai
ministers) and “havereinu” (“our comrades”, meaning Mapai ministers, the party
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secretary and its senior representatives in the Jewish Agency and the Histadrut).
She attended meetings of Mapai’s secretariat and its various sub-committees. The
party discussions were usually held in Tel Aviv. She kept in close touch with her
peers in the leadership of the state and the party—Levi Eshkol, Zalman Aranne
and Pinchas Sapir, and had regular meetings with the head of the Mossad Isser
Harel who was also a close political ally. A major subject in these political gath-
erings was how to block the rise of the younger leaders and what they sensed
were their attempts to push the older generation from power and influence and
to replace them in determining the future of Israel that was then barely ten years
old.

Frequent overseas travel was also a major part of her life. She spent many
hours in piston-engined planes (until 1960 when jet planes were put into service).
Apart from the capitals of Eastern European countries, there was hardly a country
with which Israel maintained diplomatic relations that Golda did not visit during
her ten-year tenure as foreign minister. She managed to sleep on planes with the
help of sleeping pills and arrived at her destination fresh. She enjoyed the travel,
the honors bestowed on her and on Israel. Being open-minded and with a good
sense of curiosity, she loved meeting new people and managed to impress her
interlocutors as well as ordinary people. On occasion, she managed to squeeze
into the tight schedule visits to museums and concerts. Each visit included a
meeting with the head of that country, the foreign minister, with leaders of the
Jewish community, press interviews and many public appearances where she did
extremely well, especially in English-speaking countries. Her ability to persuade
and convince pepole of her case and of Israel’s cause was highly impressive. But
this did not always translate itself into pro-Israel votes in the United Nations or
its many organizations. Unlike in Israel, abroad she was the sole spokesperson
for Israel.

At home she had little control over ministerial statements on defense and
foreign affairs. The Israel government was made up of a coalition and each min-
istry was in fact an independent fiefdom of the political parties. The ministers
who represented their parties thought this entitled them to express their views on
any subject, foreign affairs and defense being the most popular themes. The gov-
ernment of Israel never spoke in one voice, which was obvious. But less obvious
were various, and at times, contradictory statements by the Mapai ministers that
caused confusion and embarrassment. After Dayan and Peres were elected to the
Knesset in 1959—Dayan became minister of agriculture and Peres deputy defense
minister, they thought they could speak openly and candidly on foreign affairs
and defense and did so virtually every week. It became difficult to assess who
spoke for Israel. When it came to the Middle East there was a broad understand-
ing. But when it came to discussing Israel’s European or American orientation,
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the attitude towards the Soviet Union or ties with Germany, there were deep dif-
ferences of opinion that reflected political differences and hidden struggle over
influence and power in the leading party. No wonder that in this situation, the
foreign minister looked for an independent arena, without outside intereference,
for an exciting and new subject. Inevitably, she came to the Third World, partly
because her room for action in Western and Eastern Countries was limited and
partly because working in the Third World and mainly in the African continent
gave her a sense of return to pioneering. Africa became the main target of her
activities and her major achievement in the decade she was foreign minister.

What attracted her to the Dark Continent? Before 1958, she never visited
Africa and her knowledge about this continent was rudimentary. She knew that
in one of his writings, Theodor Herzl, the founder of the Zionist movement, noted
that once the Jews started resolving their problems, they would be bound to help
oppressed people in Africa. She knew that the International Relations Department
of the Histadrut attempted to establish contacts with Socialist leaders in Asia, but
Africa seemed very remote from Israeli thinking in the early years of statehood
for a simple reason: apart from a few countries, most of the territories were under
European colonial rule, mainly British and French. Israel’s Foreign Ministry had
shown much interest in the Asian continent, mostly in the two giants—India and
China, but was rebuffed. Few believed that the hostile attitude of India and China
could be changed. Both supported the Arab position for economic, political and
ideological reasons. The one who understood that Israel must also look closely at
Asia was Moshe Sharett who began to train a cadre of Israeli diplomats by sending
several of them abroad to learn Chinese and Japanese. He realized that within
several years the nations of what became known as the Third World would be the
leading force in the United Nations and Israel must consider whether it wanted to
join this bloc or at least try to neutralize it from negative Arab influence. He also
assessed correctly the growing role of foreign aid in international diplomacy and
politics. For Golda, this world was unknown. But she was prepared to listen and
to ask questions. The more questions she asked, the more she realized that Israel
had acquired a limited, albeit useful and interesting, experience in foreign aid
to a Third World nation—Burma. This country would become the role model for
future activities in the African continent.

In its quest for deepening ties with India, Israel used all avenues to demon-
strate presence in pan-continental events in Asia. One of them was the confer-
ence of Asian Socialist parties that convened in Rangoon in early 1953. Mapai was
represented by Foreign Minister Sharett and the heads of the Histadrut’s political
department.Among them was Reuven Barkatt who was a sort of foreign minister
of the Histadrut.They established ties with the Burmese Prime Minister U Nu and
with some Indonesian leaders as well. One of the results of this conference was
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the decision to establish diplomatic relations with Burma, and Rangoon became
the second Asian capital in which an Israeli representative presented his cre-
dentials (the first was Tokyo in December 1952). The Israeli diplomat chosen to
become Minister Plenipotentiary to Burma was David Hacohen, one of the heads
of Solel Boneh, a Mapai leader, relative of Yigael Yadin and Yitzhak Rabin. A
highly engaging personality, Hacohen was noted for his unorthodox and undiplo-
matic methods so admired by Ben-Gurion. Hacohen by-passed normal diplomatic
channels and went directly to the Burmese prime minister, offering him Israeli
technical assistance. Burma displayed an interest and soon five Israeli “Spitfires”
were sold and delivered with their armaments and technicians to maintain them.
Hacohen then started discussing the possibility of Israel helping in such fields
as regional development, irrigation, shipping, fertilizers and chemicals. Burmese
leaders began to display growing interest, a trait that would soon characterize the
attitude of some African leaders towards Israel.

In the mid 1950’s, Israel was still known as a small, remote and poor country
in the minds of many world leaders. But to Third World nations Israel was seen
as a non-threatening entity. Israel did not ask of them political, economic or
even strategic quid pro quo for its help. Israel was ruled by a Socialist party,
but its economy was mixed, although direction came from the center. Above all,
Israel possessed a small but highly effective army and began to develop exten-
sive defense industries. The Burmese in the mid 1950’s and African nations from
the end of that decade preferred not to turn to the superpowers or to the former
colonial powers, tending to seek aid from small or medium-size countries such
as Yugoslavia, and finally they came to Israel. Being a small and poor nation,
Israel never thought in terms of large-scale aid, but one adapted to the needs
of the recipients’ financial capability. And so it started. Israeli experts went to
Burma and began to study various projects. But the expectations were too high
and Israel could not deliver on its promises. There was also a major diplomatic
setback. In March 1955, Israel was not invited to attend the first Afro-Asian Non
-Aligned Nations conference that took place in Bandung. U Nu supported that
an invitation be extended to Israel, but the Arab states threatened that if Israel
attended, they would not. Their presence was far more important, at least in the
eyes of India’s Prime Minister Nehru, than Israel’s participation. This was a major
blow to Israel that demonstrated, if there was a need for such a demonstration,
how isolated Israel was not only in the West but also in Asia. China rebuffed
attempts to establish ties although Israel was one of the first nations to recognize
the People’s Republic of China in January 1950 and even sent a trade mission
for a visit in early 1955. India was not going to risk its ties with the Arab world
by encouraging Israel’s presence in the sub-continent apart from a consulate in
Bombay.
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David Hacohen continued to pursue his efforts to involve more Israeli experts
and companies in various development projects in Burma. But soon it became
evident that Israel over-extended its ability to provide the technicians and the
budgets to implement the programs it recommended. Some of the projects were
too grandiose, causing Burma to ask Israel to limit its involvement. There were
some achievements. U Nu was the first prime minister in office who paid an offi-
cial visit to Israel in May 1955, resisting massive Arab pressure to cancel this visit.?
However, Israel did learn some lessons from its Burmese interlude. It was obvious
that for such operations there was need for people imbued with pioneering spirit
who could move things by overcoming bureaucratic hurdles. This was not a job for
formally attired diplomats, but rather for people endowed with vision and imag-
ination who could inspire the recipient government. It was clear that nonortho-
dox ways of doing things worked perfectly in Third World nations. Another lesson
learned: Israel must never commit itself to large-scale projects that could not be
implemented. Rather Israel must be satisfied with small austere projects applicable
to a country with limited resources. It was soon discovered that Israel’s major asset
was her people, whose spirit and expertise were the hallmark of its contribution.
Years later Golda told Billy Graham: “We go to Africa to teach and not to preach”.

During the Sinai War, Israel’s attention was obviously focused on the Middle
East and Third World nations were the last thing on the mind of her leaders. In any
case, most of the African nations had not yet gained independence. However, in
the files of the Foreign Ministry there were some memorandums written by Moshe
Sharett, in which he suggested that when the time comes and the African nations
achieved nationhood, Israel should be ready to join their development plans from
day one. In the course of and after the Sinai War, most of the Asian nations leveled
vicious criticism at Israel mainly for joining sides with the two colonial powers in
a war described as the last imperialistic war. They preferred to ignore the bloody
suppression of the Hungarian uprising by Soviet tanks and did not see this as
a Hungarian anti-Colonialist struggle against the Soviet oppressors. In the post-
Sinai diplomatic struggles, most of the Third World nations voted against Israel.
But when the dust settled, renewed evaluations undertaken by some Third World
governments showed that right or wrong, on the battlefield Israel had proved its
worth. Since some Third World nations were ruled by officers whose power rested
on the military, they were interested in how Israel was organized to enable it to
maintain an effective and efficient army and an extensive military infrastructure.
From there, they asked more questions about Israel’s socio-economic and indus-
trial foundations and what could be learned from the Jewish state.

8 David Hacohen, Burma Diary, Tel Aviv, 1963.
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The Sinai-Suez war led indirectly to the rise of new forces in Asia and mainly
in Africa, since one of its consequences was the fatal decline of the standing and
prestige of Britain and France and their days as colonial powers in Africa were
numbered. British Prime Minister Harold Macmillan later coined the phrase of
the “winds of change” that began to blow in the Dark Continent. That was the
opportunity Israel was waiting for. The old memorandums were lifted from the
files and the experts realized how right Sharett had been when he had differ-
entiated between Asia and Africa. The Asian world was the heir of ancient cul-
tures and civilizations that originated in China and India and was proud of its
heritage. This was absent in Africa because the European settlers did much to
depress local culture. In Africa there were no giants like China and India. Those
who opposed Israel’s first hesitant moves in Africa were the British and French
who knew that soon they would have to abandon their colonies but at least hoped
that they could preserve some economic and political interests in their former col-
onies. New nations would mean new armies, weapons, development, contracts,
investments that could help the British and French economies. Why should they
share this with others—it was asked in London and in Paris—certainly not with
the Israelis who were seen as poor but highly effective upstarts.

For Golda, Africa was a new and exciting target, an unknown region where
Israel could begin from scratch. The new African leaders had no prejudices
against Jews or Israel. On the contrary, some of them had nothing but admiration
for Israel and for its many achievements. The Arabs on the other hand could not
offer much in the military and economic spheres. They were beaten twice by Israel
in the last decade. Few Israelis tried, with less conviction, to tell African leaders
that Israel, too, had fought against the British colonialists and forced them out
of Palestine. In 1957, some plans began to emerge: first and foremost presence in
some African capitals by opening consulates that would become embassies the
moment these nations proclaimed their independence. For that there was need for
British and French approval which was not easily granted. The first Israelis who
went to Africa were mostly members of kibbutzim, Histadrut people and Solel
Boneh experts. The first capitals chosen were Accra (Ghana), Lagos (Nigeria) and
Nairobi (Kenya). Others headed to Liberia and Ethiopia, the only independent
African nations apart from Arab and Moslem nations, such as Egypt, the Maghreb
states, and South Africa. When the physical base was created, Israel turned to the
second part of the plan—to bring the new and future leaders of Africa to Israel to
learn about the Israeli model. Initially, the visits were arranged by the Histadrut
and after 1957 by the Foreign Ministry. In 1957 and 1958, scores of young leaders
from the African nations descended on Israel and had a close look at the kibbut-
zim, moshavim, the civilian and military industries, the Histadrut and its various
enterprises, Israeli universities and research institutions, IDF installations and
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Nachal battalions. Many of them met the foreign minister who evinced growing
interest in the subject and was open to new ideas. She encouraged the African
leaders to view Israel as their friend and to consult with its leaders and emissar-
ies on every issue they wished to. One of her close associates later claimed that
“soon we saw the human side in her political activities...the struggle of oppressed
nations to rid themselves of their oppressors fit nicely in her humanistic and
Socialist concepts. She saw the great reawakening in Africa as the first blooms
of human freedom...The possibility of lifting the oppressed African woman hit a
special chord in her heart”.’

She also realized that now she could prove that in certain areas the Foreign
Ministry could perform well if only the others let it. She knew well that in Europe,
America, the Arab and Moslem world, the Communist nations, attiude towards
Israel were crystallized and it was virtually impossible to bring about a radical
and quick change in the position of their governments. Efforts must be under-
taken but one could not rely on miracles. Africa was virgin territory where Israel
could have an influence from the first day. Golda also knew that in the coming
years, international attention would be focused on the development of the Third
World. This trend now became a norm in international relations and a country’s
ability to participate in this effort was part of her visiting card. Golda also pre-
ferred social and economic development to the traditional diplomacy of pacts,
treaties and balance of power. The effort directed at the Third World would be
humanitarian and noble. By its actions, Israel would be joining the respected club
of nations that give and not only receive. For Israel, still smarting from its inter-
national isolation in spite of its victory in 1956, this would be a highly respectable
opportunity to break the siege in peaceful ways and show the world that Israel
possessed first class human resources that it was prepared to make available to
needy nations with no conditions attached. In this arena, Israel would be able to
act in relative independence, where she had a huge advantage over the Arabs and
could prove its scientific, technological and organizational superiority. Naturally,
Israel also had some concrete expectations: these nations would join the United
Nations and would have a vote there on various issues including the Arab-Israel
conflict. They would help Israel overcome its sense of international isolation and
would help remove the stain of a pariah state that prevailed in some capitals.
The African nations would also, hopefully, purchase from Israel machines, tech-
nology, seeds, chemicals and fertilizers, and even weapons. Israel would gain
prestige and sympathy as a country that was giving and not one living off con-
tributions and charity. The activities in Africa also possessed a psychological

9 Eilam, Close to Golda, p. 73.
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boost to Israelis: here there were people who sought their help and wanted to
learn something from Israel, which had been successful in so many areas. In
the process Israel’s experience in economics, society, cooperatives and the mil-
itary might be emulated by the African nations. Israelis were very proud of their
achievements and wanted others to be as impressed as they were."

For their part, the African states saw in Israel a highly appropriate model
that suited their needs. Israel would not pose a military or political threat, would
not demand rewards and would help them in those areas where it had expertise,
above all in what became known as “nation building”. One of the key problems
facing the African states was how to create one central structure from the many
tribes that existed during the colonial era. The new leaders sought to ensure and
perpetuate their rule and tended to groom younger elements not yet benighted
with tribalism. Israel offered help in the fields of pre- and para-military educa-
tion, Gadna (youth brigades), Nachal and the Womens Brigades, and was also
ready to train the special units that would protect the new presidents and their
regimes. Israel offered setting up military and police academies as well as flying
schools and man them with her trainers. The flow of experts that went from Israel
to Africa was much smaller than that of trainees that came from Africa, Asia and
Latin America to Israel. Some of them were selected because of their closeness to
the ruler, loyalty to his regime and their ability to learn fast and teach others. The
Israeli trainers came from the IDF, the Histadrut and the settlements movement.
Golda was convinced they were the best and highly suitable from an ideological
point of view, imbued with pioneering spirit and being the “beautiful Israelis”—
people who could be relied on not to be corrupted and not to corrupt others whose
aim was not to make quick financial gains as was the custom in those nations.

Nevertheless, Golda and Ben-Gurion, the latter showing limited interest in
this endeavor, were not blinded by the enormous momentum that characterized
the work in Africa. They knew it held vast moral importance for Israel, but would
not help it solve its immediate and long-term problems. Africa could not provide
immigrants, weapons and money. They correctly estimated that the effort was
highy worthy, but in the overall context of Israel’s foreign policy it remained
marginal at best. But unlike relations with France, Germany and later the United
States in the procurement of arms and other defense arrangements that were kept
secret at the specific request of Israel, the French, the German and the American
governments, the work in Africa could be publicized, thus giving the impression

10 On Israel’s African policy see Michael Curtis and Susan Gittleson, eds., Israel in the Third
World, New Brunswick, 1976; see also Aryeh Oded, “Israel and Africa—Historic and Political
Aspects”; Hanan Einor, “Ethiopia and Israel” and “Relations with the Ivory Coast”, in Yegar
et al., eds., The Ministry for Foreign Affairs—The First 50 Years.
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that Israel’s major effort was directed mainly to the Dark Continent. The reality
was somewhat different. Israel used funds given by the industrialized nations
but received the credit. For the Foreign Ministry, this became a central effort
because it coordinated and implemented the work with little involvement from
the Defense Ministry or the Prime Minister’s Office. Soon the Defense Ministry
awoke to the possibility of selling arms and providing military assistance and
began to compete with the Foreign Ministry. But Golda put her foot down and
Ben-Gurion was unwilling to resolve problems of who would deal with the Third
World nations and the petty quarrels on authority and credit which she won.

And now the time had come to make her first visit to the continent. The
opportunity arose during the African Nations Congress that was held in Accra
in the summer of 1958." The first stop on the way to Ghana was in Monrovia,
Liberia’s capital, where she was warmly received by President William Tubman.
He told her why he had instructed his United Nations delegation to vote for par-
tition in 1947. Several months earlier, during a visit to Washington, Tubman had
been quizzed by a Congressional committee on working conditions in Liberia and
as a result the United States temporarily cut off its ties with that country. Con-
gressman Emmanuel Celler, a close friend of Golda’s, explained to him how to
present his case to Congress, which he did. He paid off his debt to the Jewish
people in November 1947.

In Monrovia, Golda faced for the first time the huge gap between wealth and
poverty, the glittering dinners, the uniforms and medals, the lavish palaces and
the filth and suffering which was the lot of the majority of the people. This she
wanted to change, but from the firs, the key problem arose that would haunt
Israel for years. The Israeli aid was aimed at raising the standard of living of the
average African, but it was given through the ruling elite whose main concern
was to ensure their rule and the perks it carried with it. The rulers did devote
much of the aid to strengthen their military and police and to unite the nation.
Very early it became evident that virtually all the new African nations were one
party, one leader dictatorships headed by a supreme leader who was elected,
albeit not exactly according to Western election standards. Usually Israel had to
work through this leader and help him unite the country. Israel argued that during
the first stages of independence the new leaders ought to be given the chance to
build the nation’s governmental infrastructure that might eventually lead them
to a working democracy. In reality Israel, tied its aid projects to leaders the likes
of Tubman, Kwame Nkruma (Ghana), Mobutou Sese Seku (Congo), Milton Obote
(Uganda) and others. The alternative was to do nothing and abandon the field to

11 Ehud Avriel, “Some Minute Circumstances”, in Jerusalem Quarterly, 1 (1980), pp. 34—41.
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the Arabs. Israel chose to work with the existing leaders and try to influence them
quietly behind the scenes.

While the reception in Monrovia was very warm, the atmosphere in Accra
was visibly chilly in spite of the heat and humidity there. Kwame Nkruma feared
that some of his peers, leaders of the struggle against French and British colonial-
ism, would not view the visit of Israel’s foreign minister favorably. They argued
that scant two years earlier, Israel had fought alongside the two colonial powers
against an African sister nation—Egypt. During their first meeting in his palace,
Nkruma was not openly outgoing. Golda wanted to discuss joint projects and he,
while complimenting Israel, did not want to make any commitments at that stage.
His attitude angered Ehud Avriel, a senior Israeli diplomat and the living spirit
behind the ties with Africa. Avriel recalled later: “He did us a favor by accepting
our aid and gave a qualified approval to Israel by allowing us to hold his hand”.
The difficult conversation was rescued by George Padmore, one of the Congress
leaders and a friend of Golda. He decided to take Golda to meet Ferhat Abbas,
the representative of the Algerian National Liberation Front (FLN), the hero of
the Congress. Abbas fired the first shot: “How can you accept arms from the devil
himself? We know that De Gaulle is the main supplier of arms that you use against
our close friends”. Golda was not taken aback. She lit a cigarette and responded
sadly: “Our neighbours aim to annihilate us and they received more weapons
from the Soviet Union than they know what to do with and for free as well as
from other sources. France is the only country that is prepared to sell us for hard
currency some of the arms we need to defend ourselves from your friends. Even if
De Gaulle was the devil himself I would be duty bound to buy arms from him to
ensure that my people will not be destroyed again.” This reply won applause. She
answered to the point without using vague or diplomatic language. Other ques-
tions dealt with Israel’s miraculous development and its ability to extend help.

The atmosphere in this and other future conferences showed her the general
trend the African nations were to undertake in their relations with Israel. They
would stress the bilateral ties, for them the most important, while they would
generally vote against Israel in the United Nations and other international forums,
together with the Arabs and other nonaligned nations, or at best abstain. For their
part, they preferred informal ties instead of open identification with Israel, mainly
on issues relating to the Arab-Israel conflict. Their dilemma was quite simple:
on the one hand they wanted Israel’s assistance that suited their needs and was
warmly and unconditionally granted. On the other hand, since they belonged to
the Third World bloc, they were duty bound to identify with the mainstream in
that group that was basically anti-Israel. She spent hours trying to convince them
that such behavior was immoral, not respectable or brave, thus hinting that some
of their leaders did not show courage in the conduct of the international relations
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of their nations. They did not view these remarks with favor and stressed that
as far as they were concerned, UN votes were not that important, what counted
were the special bilateral relations with Israel. Over time, Golda learned how to
acquiesce with this attitude. Being pragmatic, she did not insist on maintaining
her African policy on the basis of the principles of absolute justice and morality.
She also ignored cases of special relationships that developed between senior
Israeli officials and African leaders, based partly on giving special preference to
the latter. In every Israeli forum where the relations with Africa were discussed,
be it the Knesset Foreign Affairs and Defense Committee, the cabinet, the plenary
session of the Knesset, party and Histadrut bodies, she had to defend her policy
and the double standards of some of Africa’s leaders. While the Israeli media was
quite impressed with Israel’s achievements in Africa, it occasionally reported the
seamy side of these ties and angered the foreign minister. She did not like criti-
cism of her Africa policy lest they be harmed. Reasons of state was her main argu-
ment when she attem